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Introduction



1
Mediatization of Politics: Towards
a Theoretical Framework
Jesper Strömbäck and Frank Esser

During the last few decades, the world has witnessed a dual democratic
transformation. On the one hand and beginning with the fall of com-
munism, the number of electoral democracies worldwide almost doubled
between 1989 and 2011 (Freedom House, 2012). The victory of democ-
racy and capitalism may not have marked the “end of history” (Fukuyama,
1992), but today there is no alternative political system that enjoys the
same worldwide support and legitimacy as democracy (Inglehart & Welzel,
2005; Inglehart, 2003). On the other hand, many established democra-
cies have witnessed a transformation towards increasing complexity, less
deferential and increasingly critical and dissatisfied citizens (Norris, 2011),
lower electoral turnout and trust in politicians and political institutions
(Franklin, 2004; Norris, 1999), and increasingly autonomous, market-driven
and critical media (Hallin & Mancini, 2004; Hamilton, 2004; Patterson,
1993). National political institutions and actors thus find themselves under
increasing pressure from both citizens and the media, while the need to find
solutions to major challenges such as global warming, rising inequalities,
weak growth and increasing deficits appears both more urgent and more
difficult to tackle.

The paradox is that the global trend towards an expanding number of elec-
toral democracies has occurred at roughly the same time as the trend within
many established democracies towards an increasing gap between expecta-
tions and demands and what political institutions are able to deliver. The
demand for political action to solve pressing problems may be stronger than
ever, but the preconditions for political decision-making, public deliberation
and political legitimacy have at the same time weakened.

In this context, and together with other large-scale processes such as
individualization and globalization, the role of the media is key to under-
standing the transformation of established democracies (Kriesi et al., 2013).
Due to the importance of the media as a source of information for citi-
zens as well as a channel of communication between policymakers and the
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4 Introduction

citizenry and between different parts of the political system, and due to
the fact that the media hold the key to the public sphere and can have a
major influence on public opinion formation, no political actor or institu-
tion can afford not to take the media into consideration. The media can thus
have a major influence not only on public opinion, but also on the struc-
ture and processes of political decision-making and political communication
(Koch-Baumgarten & Voltmer, 2010).

One key concept in understanding the role of the media in the trans-
formation of established democracies is mediatization, which has also been
described as a meta-process on a par with other transformative social change
processes such as globalization and individualization (Hjarvard, 2013; Kriesi
et al., 2013; Krotz, 2007, 2009). During the last decade, mediatization has
also become an increasingly popular concept, applied not only in the con-
text of politics and democracy (Asp, 1986; Kepplinger, 2002; Mazzoleni &
Schulz, 1999; Esser, 2013; Meyer, 2002; Schillemans, 2012; Strömbäck, 2008,
2011a, 2011b; Strömbäck & Esser, 2009), but also in other areas ranging
from the toy industry (Hjarvard, 2004) to consumption (Jansson, 2002) and
culture and society in a wider sense (Hjarvard, 2013; Lundby, 2009a).

At heart, the term “mediatization” refers to a social change process in
which media have become increasingly influential in and deeply integrated
into different spheres of society (Asp, 1986; Strömbäck, 2008). Mazzoleni
(2008a) thus defines the mediatization of society as indicating “the exten-
sion of the influence of the media (considered as both a cultural technology
and as an organization) into all spheres of society and social life”, while
Hjarvard (2008, p. 113) defines mediatization as “the process whereby soci-
ety to an increasing degree is submitted to, or becomes dependent on, the
media and their logic”. Asp and Esaiasson (1996, pp. 80–81) similarly define
mediatization as a “development towards increasing media influence”.

Mediatization is thus distinct from the related concept of mediation,
which refers to the more neutral act of transmitting messages and com-
municating through different media (Mazzoleni, 2008b; Strömbäck, 2008).
The fact that more messages and experiences than ever are transmitted and
experienced through media – that is, mediated – is an important part of
mediatization, but mediatization is a broader process, and these concepts
should not be understood as synonymous. While mediation is a rather
static and descriptive concept, mediatization is an inherently dynamic and
process-oriented concept that cannot be reduced to the transmission of
messages or communication through media (Esser, 2013; Hjarvard, 2013;
Mazzoleni, 2008b; Schulz, 2004; Strömbäck & Esser, 2009).

Despite the increasing scholarly interest in mediatization, and broad con-
sensus that mediatization refers to a process of increasing media influence,
many unresolved issues and ambiguities remain. Thus far mediatization has
the character of a theoretical perspective more than of a proper theory, and
it remains more of a “sensitizing” than a “definitive” concept. Although
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the distinction between these types of concepts represents a continuum
rather than a dichotomy, “sensitizing” concepts are more loosely defined
than “definitive” ones, and more used as exploratory tools than as carefully
defined concepts that lend themselves to precise operationalizations that
can be used in empirical research (Hjarvard, 2013, pp. 4–5).

Partly this can be explained by the multifaceted and complex nature of
mediatization. Other multidimensional meta-processes such as globalization
also lack precise definitions, and the processes may manifest themselves dif-
ferently in various spheres of society and at different levels of analysis. This
may call for partly different and situational definitions and conceptualiza-
tions, depending on the subject under scrutiny and the level of analysis.
Partly it can be explained by the multidisciplinary study of mediatization:
communication scholars, political scientists, sociologists and others often
tend to approach the field from somewhat different perspectives. The very
ambiguity of the concept may also be part of why it has attracted increasing
interest, as it has allowed scholars greater freedom to fill it with their own
interpretations. In addition, there are some who seem to reject more pre-
cise definitions and operationalizations of mediatization, fearing that they
would reduce the complexity of the concept and the phenomena it refers to.

The downside is that loosely defined concepts are difficult to operational-
ize and investigate empirically. To understand reality, we need theory and
theoretical concepts, but we also need theories that can be assessed empir-
ically and thereby help us understand the world around us. Otherwise a
conceptual idea may too easily become a matter of belief rather than a proper
theory that can be tested, refined and perhaps even refuted.

Against this background, the purpose of this book is twofold: first, to
bring together state-of-the-art chapters on the mediatization of politics,
and thereby to assess what we know and provide a framework for further
research; second, to move theory and research on the mediatization of pol-
itics forward towards a more fully developed theory. Ultimately, we believe
mediatization is key to understanding the transformation of Western democ-
racies, but also that the mediatization of politics should be considered a
theory under development that needs empirical analysis and verification,
and not as a taken-for-granted fact or a loosely defined catch-all concept.
This book thus aims at both assessing and furthering our theoretical as well
as empirical understanding of the mediatization of politics.

As part of this aim, the purpose of this particular chapter is to move
towards a theory on the mediatization of politics. We will do this by
first explicating our conceptualization of the mediatization of politics as a
four-dimensional concept and process, and then by addressing some key
ambiguities in mediatization research related to the component concepts
of media influence, media, political logic and media logic. At the out-
set, it should however be stressed that we do not think of mediatization
as a replacement of other theories that deal with media influence or the



6 Introduction

politics–media relationship. The promise of mediatization is rather that it
holds the potential to integrate different theoretical strands within one
framework, linking micro-level with meso- and macro-level processes and
phenomena, and thus contributing to a broader understanding of the role
of the media in the transformation of established democracies.

Mediatization of politics as a four-dimensional concept

The essence of mediatization theory is that mediatization is a long-term pro-
cess of increasing media importance and direct and indirect media influence
in various spheres in society (Hjarvard, 2013; Lundby, 2009a; Mazzoleni,
2008a). Consequently and in the context of politics, the mediatization of
politics may be defined as a long-term process through which the importance of
the media and their spill-over effects on political processes, institutions, organiza-
tions and actors have increased (Asp, 1986; Mazzoleni, 2008b; Meyer, 2002;
Strömbäck, 2008, 2011a, 2011b; Strömbäck & Esser, 2009). Mazzoleni and
Schulz (1999) go one step further to argue that mediatization of politics
describes a process in which politics has increasingly “lost its autonomy,
has become dependent in its central functions on mass media, and is
continuously shaped by interactions with mass media” (p. 250).

Following Strömbäck (2008, 2011a; Strömbäck & Esser, 2009), the medi-
atization of politics is a process where four distinct but highly related
dimensions can be identified. The first dimension refers to the degree to which
the media constitute the most important source of information about poli-
tics and society. This dimension thus refers to the extent to which politics
has become mediated. The second dimension refers to the degree to which
the media have become independent from other political and social institu-
tions. Although all institutions should be perceived as interdependent, for
the media to have an independent influence on politics they have to form
an institution in their own right. The third dimension refers to the degree
to which media content and the coverage of politics and current affairs is
guided by media logic or political logic. In essence, this dimension deals with
the extent to which the media’s own needs and standards of newsworthi-
ness, rather than those of political actors or institutions, are decisive for what
the media cover and how they cover it. Finally, the fourth dimension refers
to the extent to which political institutions, organizations and actors are
guided by media logic or political logic. This dimension deals with the very
essence of the mediatization of politics, that is, the ripple effects of media in
political processes and on political actors and institutions (Figure 1.1).

What this framework highlights is not only that the mediatization of poli-
tics is a complex and multidimensional process but also that it is possible
to break it down into discrete dimensions which can facilitate a greater
understanding of the process of mediatization and empirical studies along
different dimensions. For example, Strömbäck and Dimitrova (2011) and
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Most important source of

information: Experiences

or interpersonal

communication   

Most important source of

information: The media

Media content mainly

guided by political logic Media content mainly

guided by media logic

Media mainly dependent on

political institutions  Media mainly independent

of political institutions

Political actors, organizations

and institutions mainly

guided by political logic  

Political actors, organizations

and institutions mainly

guided by media logic

First dimension: Information source

Second dimension: Media autonomy

Third dimension: Media practices

Fourth dimension: Political practices

Figure 1.1 A four-dimensional conceptualization of the mediatization of politics

Esser (2008) investigated the extent to which the media in different coun-
tries intervene and shape their election news coverage to meet the media’s
own needs and standards of newsworthiness, that is, these studies focused
on the third dimension of mediatization. As another example, Elmelund-
Praestekaer et al. (2011) and Schillemans (2012) investigated the effects of
mediatization on members of parliament and governmental organizations
respectively, that is, they focused on the fourth dimension of mediatization.

It is important to note that mediatization along each of the dimensions is
a matter of degree. The media can be more or less important as a source of
information, and more or less independent from political institutions, and
media content as well as political institutions and actors can be more or
less guided by media logic as opposed to political logic. There might also
be variations across different media and, not least importantly, different
political actors, organizations and institutions, both within and across coun-
tries. The degree of mediatization along different dimensions is ultimately an
empirical question and most often contextual.

The four dimensions of mediatization should at the same time be under-
stood as strongly linked together. More precisely, the first phase of mediatiza-
tion of politics takes place when the media have become the most important
source of information and channel of communication (first dimension).
As politics becomes increasingly mediated, it becomes more important for
political actors and institutions to use the media to reach out to larger
groups in society. It is however as media institutions become increasingly
autonomous from political institutions that the process of mediatization
gathers pace (second dimension). The more independent from political
institutions the media become, the more important the media’s needs and
standards of newsworthiness – in short, media logic – will become for what
the media cover and how they cover it (third dimension). When this hap-
pens, political institutions and actors will successively realize that in order
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Political actors,

organizations and

institutions mainly

guided by media logic

Media content

mainly guided by

media logic  

Media mainly

independent of

political institutions

Media the most

important source

of information  

Figure 1.2 Relationship between the four dimensions of the mediatization of politics

to influence the media, and through the media the public, they will have to
adapt to the media and the media’s logic (fourth dimension). Adapting to
the media thus becomes a prime means of political actors and institutions
trying to win the desired – or avoid undesirable – media coverage, and to use
the media to their own advantage (Strömbäck & van Aelst, 2013).

What this suggests is that the degree of mediation forms the basis of the
mediatization of politics, while mediatization along the second dimension
functions as a prerequisite for the third and fourth dimensions. The degree
of mediatization along the first, second and third dimensions furthermore
contributes to the degree of mediatization along the fourth dimension (see
Figure 1.2).

This is not to say that the mediatization of politics is a linear or unidi-
rectional process or that political or other institutions and actors have all
become media slaves. The extent to which politics has become mediatized
is – as are all other aspects of the media–politics relationship – contingent
on a host of factors at different levels of analysis that may vary both within
and across countries (Blumler & Gurevitch, 1995; Esser & Hanitzsch, 2012;
Hallin & Mancini, 2004; Strömbäck & Kaid, 2008), and the relationship
between media and politics should always be understood as interactive
(Wolfsfeld, 2011). If one important part of future research is to further oper-
ationalize the mediatization of politics to allow systematic empirical studies,
another important part is hence to both theorize and empirically investi-
gate the factors at different levels of analysis that shape the extent to which
politics – along the different dimensions – has become mediatized.

For that to become possible, there is however a need to first define some
of the key concepts within mediatization theory that are too often left
vaguely defined or undefined. The most important of those concepts are
media influence, media, political logic and media logic.

Mediatization of politics and media influence

The essence of mediatization is that it is a long-term process of increas-
ing media importance and influence in various spheres in society. As the
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importance of the media has increased, and the media have become more
embedded and integrated in all aspects of social and political life, so has
the influence of media. One key question though is how the influence of
the media should be conceptualized. What does it mean to state that the
influence of the media has increased, and how does the concept of “media
influence” relate to the concept of “media effects”?

Following Schulz (2004, pp. 88–90), at least four processes of social change
arising from media-driven transformations can be identified: extension, sub-
stitution, amalgamation and accommodation. First, media extend human com-
munication capabilities across time and space. No longer do people have to
meet physically to communicate, and politicians do not have to travel across
the country to meet their constituencies. First print media, and then radio,
television and the Internet, have decoupled physical presence and the ability
to communicate. Everything that is communicated through the media may
in addition be stored, thus extending the content of communication across
time. In this respect, the media have extended the reach of collective and
easily accessible human memory.

Second, different media “partly or completely substitute social activities
and institutions and thus change their character” (Schulz, 2004, p. 88).
Activities that used to require face-to-face interaction or a physical pres-
ence can now be accomplished or experienced through media use. We do
not have to go to the town square to listen to a politician, or to a bank
to do banking, or to meet others to socialize. All these and endless other
activities can be done through the media. In this process, not only do
the media substitute traditional forms of communication; what were once
non-media activities also assume media form. Television, for example, gave
more importance to how politicians look and behave at the expense of the
content of their speeches, giving rise to what has been labeled “intimate pol-
itics” (Hart, 1998; Stanyer, 2012) and contributing to the personalization of
politics (Adam & Maier, 2010; Karvonen, 2012; van Aelst et al., 2012).

Third, media activities merge and mingle with non-media activities or
processes, and in the process dissolve the boundaries between mediated
and non-mediated activities. Today there are virtually no social or politi-
cal processes where the media are not present and deeply woven into these
processes. The media are virtually everywhere, and information gained from
or through the media merges and mingles with information gained through
interpersonal communication or personal experiences. As this happens, “the
media’s definition of reality amalgamates with the social definition of real-
ity” (Schulz, 2004, p. 89). Although most of us have never met leading
politicians, we may still feel that we know them and their personalities, and
although most of us lack firsthand or deeper knowledge about most of the
issues being on the political agenda, we may still feel knowledgeable.

Fourth, and most important, the increasing presence and importance of
the media in all parts of social and political life induces social change and
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creates incentives for social and political actors to accommodate and adapt
to the media (Altheide & Snow, 1979; Strömbäck & van Aelst, 2013). The
more important the media have become, and the more independently they
operate, the more important it has become for those actors that either want
to communicate through the media or may find themselves in a spot where
the media is interested in their activities to accommodate and adapt to the
media and their logic. This holds particularly true in the case of mass media,
but with the spread of mobile media it has become increasingly important
to realize that there is virtually no place outside home where one is private.
There can be a smartphone with a camera anywhere, ready to record and
transmit what is said and done.

One key aspect of mediatization is thus that the media increasingly per-
meate all aspects of private, social, political, cultural and economic life, from
the micro (individual) to the meso (organizational) and the macro (societal)
level of analysis. This is not to say that the media equally influence all indi-
viduals, organizations, institutions or societal systems. It is also not to say
that different political or social actors and institutions have lost all their
autonomy and influence. The exact nature, extent and effects of media influ-
ence are always contextual and situational – and an empirical question. The
key point is instead that there is no part of contemporary society unaffected
by the media, and that it consequently has become increasingly difficult
to distinguish between the media and other parts of society (Silverstone,
2007).

As a consequence, media influence should not be equated with media
effects (Schulz, 2004; Strömbäck, 2008). The literature on public agenda-
setting (McCombs, 2004), political agenda-setting (Walgrave & van Aelst,
2006), framing (Iyengar, 1991), priming (Roskos-Ewoldsen & Roskos-
Ewoldsen, 2009) and cultivation (Morgan, 2009) – to mention just a few
prominent media effect theories – is highly relevant for an understanding
of mediatization in general and the mediatization of politics in particu-
lar, but several features of most effect theories set them apart from the
larger form of media influence that mediatization involves. First, the main
focus of most effect theories is on media effects on individual perceptions
and opinions. Thus, they depend on a causal logic where it is possible to
divide the world into dependent and independent variables, whereas a key
aspect of mediatization is that the media increasingly permeate all social
life, and this makes it difficult to treat the media as an exogenous and
independent variable. Second, most media effect theories focus on the indi-
vidual level of analysis, whereas mediatization is a process also involving the
meso and macro levels of analysis. Third, most media effect theories assume
that media effects follow from content, whereas mediatization also includes
how the media through their very existence and semi-structural properties
exert influence. Fourth, traditional media effect theories do not take the
anticipatory effects of the media into account, that is, when effects occur
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because social actors anticipate how the media will behave. In essence, while
important, most media effect theories largely fail to account for the interac-
tions, interdependencies and transactions at the meso and macro levels of
analysis, and with respect to how the media through their existence, formats
and semi-structural properties as well as content shape, reshape and structure
politics, culture and people’s way of life and sense-making. In other words,
media influence from the perspective of mediatization “both transcends and
includes media effects” (Schulz, 2004, p. 90).

Hence, from the perspective of mediatization, media influence refers to
all activities and processes that are altered, shaped or structured by the
media and the perceived need of individuals, organizations and social sys-
tems to communicate with or through the media. Oftentimes, it may be the
“presumed” influence of the media that induces political actors to act in a
forward-looking manner.

Mediatization and the concept of media

Another key ambiguity in many accounts of mediatization is the concept of
media. Literally speaking anything that communicates may count as media,
ranging from our own voices and individual media such as cellphones to
institutionalized media such as newspapers and TV, further on to the Inter-
net and social media where individually produced content mingles with
content professionally produced by political, commercial and traditional
media organizations. Such a broad perspective is not very analytically useful,
however. Something that refers to everything usually falls prey to meaning
nothing. In addition, all media are not created equal. Some media are more
important and significant than others.

From the perspective of the mediatization of politics – if not all forms of
mediatization – the media that are most important are news media as socio-
technological organizations and institutions. In essence, this means newspapers,
radio, television and news magazines in their traditional or digital formats,
or purely digital newspapers, radio and television channels to the extent that
they are organized and operate as institutional news media.

The notion that these media are socio-technological highlights that each
of these media have their particular formats and structural properties, but
also that they are socially and culturally shaped. Although television is a
technology, television news today is not the same as in the 1970s, and tele-
vision news in different countries varies in both form and content (Esser,
2008; Aalberg & Curran, 2011; Dimitrova & Strömbäck, 2010). Technology
matters, but how a particular media technology is used is not only a matter
of technological properties. It is also a matter of sociocultural norms, val-
ues and expectations, and thus may change over time. The medium is not
the only message, to paraphrase McLuhan (1964), and mediatization is not
a theory of technological determinism.
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Although digital media have created unprecedented opportunities for
anyone to create their own web pages or blogs, or communicate through
various social media, the media that dominate media environments and
matter most are organizational news media, whether run as commercial or
as public service media, and whether in their traditional or digital formats.
These media are organized institutional actors, which pursue certain goals
and act in the interest of reaching these goals, whether the aim is to make
a profit or provide high-quality journalism (Allern & Blach-Ørsten, 2011;
Cook, 2005; Esser, 2013; Sparrow, 1999). Like all institutions, they are also
rather stable and predictable over time, and shaped by their own particular
rules, routines, norms and values. These rules, routines, norms and values
can be both formal and informal, but in either case they provide a framework
through which those within the media act and interact, while at the same
time affecting the behavior of others that in one way or another interact
with the media.

Not only do single news media organizations constitute institutional
actors: as noted by many scholars, there are great similarities across dif-
ferent news media in terms of how they operate and their rules, routines,
norms, and values (Cook, 2005; Esser, 2013; Hjarvard, 2008; Sparrow, 1999),
particularly within the confines of different national contexts and national
media systems (Hallin & Mancini, 2004). Thus, different news media tend
to follow similar news production practices and adhere to similar criteria of
newsworthiness (Cook, 2005; O’Neill & Harcup, 2009; Shoemaker & Cohen,
2006), and journalists working within different news organizations tend to
hold similar role conceptions (Weaver et al., 2007; Weaver & Willnat, 2012).
Not least important is that different news media tend to follow similar news-
related media logic (Altheide & Snow, 1979; Brants & Praag, 2006; Esser, 2013;
Hjarvard, 2008, 2013; Mazzoleni, 2008c; Schrott, 2009; Strömbäck, 2008,
2011a).

Because of this “transorganizational agreement on news processes
and content” (Cook, 2005, p. 64), and from the perspective of neo-
institutionalism, different news media can be grouped together as an interor-
ganizational field and be conceived of as a singular institution. Various news
media constitute the building blocks of the news media as an institution,
but the rules and norms that govern the news media as a whole are typ-
ically more important than what distinguishes one news media company,
outlet, type, or format from another (Altheide & Snow, 1979; Cook, 2005;
Hjarvard, 2013; Mazzoleni, 2008b; Sparrow, 1999; Strömbäck, 2008). Neo-
institutionalism consequently conceptualizes the news media as exerting
influence through overall rather consistent operational behavior and consonant
and cumulative coverage of politics and current affairs (Cook, 2005; Esser,
2013).

This notion of the news media as a single institution is important, as it
highlights the relative autonomy of the media from political institutions
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(Hallin & Mancini, 2004). This constitutes another key feature and the sec-
ond dimension of mediatization, as the idea of increasing media importance
and influence presumes that the media are not subordinate to other institu-
tions. It is through the functional and structural differentiation of the news
media from other institutions that they have come to form an institution
in their own right, and it is through becoming an institution in their own
right that the news media have come to increase their weight. As noted by
Hjarvard (2013, p. 3),

A significant portion of the influence that the media exert arises out of
the double-sided development in which they have become an integral
part of other institutions’ operations, while also achieving a degree of
self-determination and authority that forces other institutions, to greater or
lesser degrees, to submit to their logic.

Although no institution from a social systems perspective is fully indepen-
dent of other institutions, without highly autonomous media institutions
there would be no mediatization of politics.

Hence, from the perspective of the mediatization of politics, the con-
cept of media primarily refers to the news media as an institution. This
includes all those media that form part of the news media system in a
particular country, primarily television, newspapers, radio and news mag-
azines, regardless of whether they are published in their traditional or
digital formats or whether they are only published online. What matters
most is not the technical form of the media, but whether the organiza-
tions behind different individual media form part of the news media as an
institution.

Mediatization of politics and the concepts of political logic
and media logic

Two key concepts in virtually all accounts of the mediatization of politics
are media logic and political logic (Esser, 2013; Mazzoleni, 1987; Meyer,
2002; Schillemans, 2012; Strömbäck, 2008; van Aelst et al., 2008), and media
logic in particular has proved to be a popular and frequently invoked con-
cept (Altheide & Snow, 1979, 1991; Brants & Praag, 2006; Hjarvard, 2008;
Schrott, 2009). Hjarvard (2013, p. 17), for example, defines mediatization
as the process “whereby culture and society to an increasing degree become
dependent on media and their logic”, while Schrott (2009, p. 42) defines
mediatization as “the institutionalization of media logic in other societal
subsystems. In these subsystems, media logic competes with established
guidelines and influences on the actions of individuals.” According to our
own conceptualization of mediatization, the degree to which media content
and political actors and institutions, respectively, are guided by media logic
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versus political logic also constitute the third and the fourth dimensions of
the mediatization of politics (Strömbäck & Esser, 2009).

Both concepts have however been criticized, albeit for different reasons.
Oftentimes the concept of political logic is left unspecified, while the con-
cept of media logic has been criticized because it is too elusive and vague,
because it suggests a linearity and singularity that is not there, because
it lends itself to technological determinism, or because the concept may
hide important patterns of social interaction (see, for example, Couldry,
2008; Lundby, 2009; Landerer, 2013). It is also unclear exactly what “logic”
refers to.

The basic idea behind the concepts of media logic and political logic is that
media and politics constitute two different institutional systems that serve
different purposes and that each has its own set of actors, rules and proce-
dures, as well as needs and interests. These institutional rules and procedures
can be formal as well as informal, and are often “understood as the quasi-
natural way to get things done” (Cook, 2005, p. 71) within each sphere.
Thus, within each of these institutional systems, there is a certain “logic
of appropriateness” that guides behavior and action and that is usually fol-
lowed because it is perceived as “natural, rightful, expected, and legitimate”
(March and Olsen, 2004, p. 3, 1989). To follow the logic of appropriateness
within a certain sphere is thus to behave the way one is supposed to behave
given the institutional structure, purposes, rules and routines within which
the action is taking place, while not following the logic of appropriateness
would violate legitimate expectations on how to behave. Thus, there are
behaviors we expect from journalists or politicians – or from media institu-
tions or political institutions – that are considered legitimate and normal,
while there are others that we would consider out of bounds.

From this perspective, logic in the concepts of political logic and media
logic should be understood as the specific logics of appropriateness within
each institutional sphere, that is, the formal and informal rules, routines and
principles for thinking and acting within the political and media spheres
respectively. Neither media logic nor political logic is set in stone, and both
may evolve in accordance with institutional as well as significant contextual
changes, but neither is arbitrary. Both have evolved to serve as guidelines
for appropriate thinking and acting within each institutional sphere and are
based on each sphere’s purposes, interests, needs and institutional structures.

The key question then becomes how media logic and political logic respec-
tively should be conceptualized within the framework of the mediatization
of politics.

Mediatization and the concept of political logic

At the heart of any conceptualization of political logic lies the fact that pol-
itics ultimately is about collective and authoritative decision-making as well
as the implementation of political decisions. This includes the processes
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of winning public support and elections, of distributing political power,
of deliberation, bargaining and decision-making, of implementing political
decisions and of power as it relates to “who gets what, when, and how”
(Lasswell, 1950). All these processes take place within a certain institutional
structure, including the legal and administrative framework that different
political actors must follow. Based on this, three major dimensions of poli-
tics together shape political logic: polity, policy and politics (Esser, 2013; see
also Meyer, 2002; Pennings et al., 2006).

• Polity refers to the system of rules regulating the political process in any
given country, including the institutional structure. This includes, for
example, the type of political system (presidential, semi-presidential or
parliamentary), the electoral system (proportional or majoritarian elec-
tions and whether people vote for parties or candidates), the party system
(few-party system or multiparty system), the judicial system (degree of
judicial independence and right to challenge laws), and the bureaucratic
system (degree to which administrative bodies are autonomous from cen-
tral government). At an overall level of analysis, the polity forms the basis
of the political logic of appropriateness within any given country.

• Policy refers to the processes of defining problems and forming and imple-
menting policies within a certain institutional framework. This includes
processes of coordinating, balancing and aggregating interests, organizing
negotiations and bargaining, debating alternative policy choices, devising
programs through deliberation and collective decisions, finding enough
support for taking political decisions, and finally implementing political
decisions. It is in these processes that political parties and other politi-
cal actors try to make sure that their preferred policies prevail and that
solutions can be found that address what are perceived as important and
substantial issues.

• Politics refers to the processes of garnering support for one’s candidacy,
party or political program. These processes can take place either before
elections when the short-term goal is to make electoral progress and
increase the vote share, or between elections when the goal might be
to increase the standing in opinion polls or increase public or political
support in different processes of problem definition and framing, agenda-
setting, policy formation and political negotiations. In contrast to policy,
which often takes place backstage and focuses on the content of policies
and substantial issues, politics always has a public face and focuses more
on tactics and strategies for winning public support and publicity, sym-
bolic politics, image projections and branding, and on the presentational
side of politics.

Thus, the political logic of appropriateness in any given country is shaped
by the overall institutional framework of politics, the need to form, take
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Political logic

Polity Policy Politics

The institutional and formal Policy- and decision-based Power- and publicity-gaining

framework of politics production of politics presentational politics

Figure 1.3 The three constituents of political logic

decisions on and implement policies, and the need to be successful in
different processes of winning support in elections or in the battle for
publicity, public opinion, and influence in negotiations and bargaining
(Figure 1.3). It is important to note that politics cannot be reduced to only
one or two of these dimensions. Political processes are about power as well as
about policies and issues, and always take place within and are conditioned
by the institutional framework.

One implication of this is that the exact nature of political logic will vary
across countries with different institutional frameworks and across politi-
cal institutions within countries with different roles and purposes within
the overall polity (see also Schillemans, 2012). Another implication is that
political logic has a situational character, as different aspects of political
logic will be more important depending on, for example, closeness to an
election. A third implication is that the likelihood that politics becomes
mediatized depends on what aspect of political logic is at the forefront, as
media logic can be assumed to affect the front-stage part of political pro-
cesses (politics) more easily and forcefully than the backstage part (policy),
and have less, if any, influence on the institutional framework (polity; see
Esser, 2013). This reinforces the notion that mediatization is always a mat-
ter of degree, and that the degree of mediatization can vary across time as
well as countries and processes and institutions within countries. We thus
fully agree with Marcinkowski (2005) that a democratic system will never be
mediatized in full but rather distinguished by islands of higher and lower
mediatization.

Mediatization and the concept of media logic

In contrast to political logic, there is a large literature discussing the con-
cept of media logic, and it is often perceived as the engine of mediatization
(Mazzoleni, 2008c; Schrott, 2009). The term was first introduced by Altheide
and Snow (1979, p. 10), according to whom media logic

consists of a form of communication; the process through which media
present and transmit information. Elements of this form include the var-
ious media and the formats used by this media. Format consists, in part,
of how material is organized, the style in which it is presented, the focus
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or emphasis on particular characteristics of behavior, and the grammar
of media communication. Format becomes a framework or a perspective
that is used to present as well as interpret phenomena.

Although influential, this understanding of media logic has been criticized,
perhaps most forcefully by Lundby (2009b), who questions whether media
logic can constitute a “form” or a “format” and argues that it is “not viable
to speak of an overall media logic” (p. 117). The original definition of media
logic also suggests a linearity and singularity that simply does not exist,
while at the same time being elusive and vague. Oftentimes media logic is
also used as shorthand to describe “the whole of such processes that eventu-
ally shape and frame media content” (Mazzoleni, 2008c, p. 2930). Hjarvard
(2013, p. 17) thus understands media logic “as a conceptual shorthand for
the various institutional, aesthetic, and technological modus operandi of the
media, including the ways in which the media distribute material and sym-
bolic resources, and operate with the help of formal and informal rules”.
Following a similar approach, but focusing on the news media, Strömbäck
(2011a, p. 373) defined news media logic as “the institutional, technological,
and sociological characteristics of the news media, including their format
characteristics, production and dissemination routines, norms and needs,
standards of newsworthiness, and to the formal and informal rules that
govern news media”.

None of these definitions escapes the criticism of being vague and lacking
conceptual precision, however (Landerer, 2013), and none clearly explicates
the mechanisms and logic of appropriateness behind media logic. To address
this, Esser (2013, pp. 166–174) suggested that media logic, similar to polit-
ical logic, should be conceived as combining three sub-concepts, which
all influence the culture of news production in individual media organiza-
tions as well as in media institutions as a whole. Following Esser (2013),
and focusing specifically on news media logic, the three dimensions that
together shape news media logic are professionalism, commercialism and media
technology.

• Professionalism refers to the extent to which journalism is differentiated as
an occupation and institution from other social institutions, in particular
politics. Following Hallin and Mancini (2004), journalistic profession-
alism presupposes first and foremost a growing autonomy from outside
influences and outside control over one’s work. Second, journalistic pro-
fessionalism means that there is a distinct set of professional norms and
values among journalists. The most important set of norms and val-
ues relate to journalists’ news values and news selection criteria, that
is, a broadly shared understanding of what constitutes news and what
should be important when selecting news. Among important and more
or less universally accepted criteria for determining newsworthiness are,
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for example, timeliness, proximity, surprise, negativity, elite involvement,
conflict and personalization (Galtung & Ruge, 1965; Harcup & O’Neill,
2009; Shoemaker & Cohen, 2006; Strömbäck et al., 2012). Third, a key
aspect of professionalism is the claim to serve the public interest by, for
example, providing people with the kind of information they need to be
free and self-governing and by acting as a fourth estate and watchdog
(Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2007). In essence, professionalism thus refers to a
broadly shared understanding among journalists that they are and should
be independent, that standards of newsworthiness should be maintained
and that their work serves the public interest.

• Commercialism refers to the persistent fact that most media are commer-
cial organizations, which has significant implications for all processes
of news production, news selection and news presentation. McManus
(1994, p. 85) has most clearly spelled out what this means, namely, that
rational news departments “should compete with each other to offer the
least expensive mix of content that protects the interests of sponsors
and investors while garnering the largest audience advertisers will pay
to reach”. Hamilton (2004) has similarly suggested that the most impor-
tant questions for commercial media are: (a) who cares about a particular
piece of information? (b) what are they willing to pay to find it, or what
are others willing to pay to reach them? (c) where can media or advertisers
reach these people? (d) when is it profitable to provide the information?
and (e) why is it profitable? If professionalism creates incentives for the
media to provide people with the kind of information they need as citi-
zens, commercialism creates incentives for the media to provide any kind
of content that is economically efficient, that is, relatively cheap to pro-
duce and report in relation to how successful it might be in garnering
the largest possible audience among those groups that advertisers are
interested in reaching.

• Media technology refers to how the applied communication technologies
shape content in production and reproduction processes, and the pro-
cesses of finding news or reshaping news to fit the socio-technological
format of different media. This is the part that comes closest to the def-
inition of media logic by Altheide and Snow (1979) and their focus on
format, and highlights that each media technology has certain affor-
dances or inherent characteristics, that both enable and restrict news
organizations in their production, processing and presentation of news
(Hjarvard, 2013, pp. 27–29). Each media technology thus pressures the
news media to adapt to and take advantage of the particular format of
that medium, whether it is television with its emphasis on visuals, radio
with its emphasis on audio, newspapers with their emphasis on print or
digital media with their emphasis on interactivity and instantaneousness.
Media technology is never the only message, but it is always an important
part of the message.
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Figure 1.4 The three constituents of news media logic

Thus, the combinatory forces of professionalism, commercialism and tech-
nology shape news media logic at any time and for any media (Figure 1.4).
From this perspective, there is no singular news media logic, set in stone
and consistent across time or media, and news media logic cannot be
reduced to either professional, commercial, or technological imperatives.
All three dimensions of news media logic have a dynamic component to
them and have developed differently in different countries and across time.
There is also tension between them and most often a strained relationship
between professionalism and commercialism. Professionalism might thus
have a greater impact on the logic of some news media, while commercialism
might have a greater impact on that of other news media.

In essence, the exact nature of news media logic will vary across coun-
tries and across media within countries. Hallin and Mancini’s influential
comparative analysis (2004) thus suggests that commercialism is stronger in
countries belonging to the liberal model of media and politics – for example,
the United States – than in the democratic corporatist model – for example,
Sweden – or the polarized pluralist model – for example, France. Support-
ing this, comparative research on the degree of media interventionism
and mediatization along the third dimension suggests that election news
coverage is more strongly governed by news media logic than political
logic in the United States than in, for example, France or Sweden (Esser,
2008; Strömbäck & Dimitrova, 2011). There is also some evidence that
commercial media such as private television and tabloids have a stronger
tendency to frame politics as a strategic game – often used as an indicator
of commercialism and media logic rather than political logic – than public
service media or broadsheets (Strömbäck & van Aelst, 2010).

The situational character of political logic and news
media logic

The above analysis suggests that neither political logic nor news media logic
is fixed and consistent across time, countries, or political or media insti-
tutions within countries. Rather, both political logic and news media logic
have a situational and partly dynamic character. This has several important
implications for the overall theory of the mediatization of politics.
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First, it highlights that the tension between political logic and news media
logic must be understood within the context of particular processes. For
example, when studying the extent to which the media coverage is guided by
political logic or news media logic – the third dimension of mediatization –
there is a need to specify which elements of the news media coverage follow
from political logic and news media logic respectively. The basic question
should be whether a particular feature of news media coverage – for exam-
ple, the length of soundbites, or the framing of politics – follows from the
news media’s interests or from the interests and logic of political actors or
institutions. Similarly, when studying the behavior of political actors, orga-
nizations or institutions, there is a need to specify whether a particular
behavior follows from political logic or whether it is adapted to accommo-
date the news media and the news media’s logic. The basic question should
be whether a particular behavior (or non-behavior) on part of a political
actor, organization or institution should (or should not) have taken place
in the absence of news media, or if the political actor, organization or insti-
tution could decide what the news media covered or how they covered it.
To the extent that political actors, organizations and institutions act in a
certain way – or abstain from some actions – because they need or want to
win favorable media coverage or because they are afraid of non-favorable
media coverage, it can be perceived as an adaption to news media logic
and hence of mediatization along the fourth dimension. This suggests that
one key aspect of mediatization is the news media’s and news media logic’s
structure-forming quality, and how mediatization affects the decision cri-
teria and action rationales of political actors and institutions (Esser, 2013;
Hjarvard, 2013; Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999; Schillemans, 2012; Strömbäck,
2011a).

Second, the notion that political logic and news media logic have a sit-
uational and partly dynamic character highlights that mediatization is not
a linear and unidirectional process with a uniform influence across politi-
cal actors and institutions within or across countries. The degree to which
political actors and institutions are governed by – or adapt to – news media
logic will depend on such things as whether, for example, a political pro-
cess or issue is mostly related to polity, policies or politics, with the likelihood
of mediatization being greatest with respect to politics and processes of
electioneering or winning public support and least with respect to polity.
Political institutions or organizations that are more likely to be the subject
of media interest, or that have a greater need of public support or decide
as a strategy to try to use the media to win some kind of benefits, are also
more likely to be mediatized than political institutions and organizations
that operate outside of the media spotlight and with a lesser need of pub-
lic support (Schillemans, 2012). Hence, the strategies of political parties or
governmental organizations also matter, with vote-seeking parties and pub-
lic organizations with a need for public support more likely to adapt to news
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media logic than policy-seeking parties and public organizations that do not
see a great need to influence public opinion (Landerer, 2013; Schillemans,
2012; Strömbäck & van Aelst, 2013; for the distinction between party types,
see Strøm, 1990).

Third, the situational and partly dynamic character of political logic and
news media logic, and hence mediatization in general, may help account
for one of the controversies in the literature on the mediatization of politics
and the politics–media relationship. This controversy centers on the issue of
power. While virtually everyone agrees that the relationship between poli-
tics and media is interdependent and interactional, some scholars argue that
political actors and institutions hold the upper hand and are more influen-
tial (Bennett, 2012; Wolfsfeld, 2004, 2011), whereas others argue that the
media have the upper hand (Meyer, 2002; Patterson, 1993). What mediati-
zation suggests is that at a macro level, the media have increased their status
significantly at the expense of political actors and institutions, but also that
media influence is not unconditional and that it might be indirect as well
as direct. First, media influence is greater with respect to politics than policies
and polity. Second, and at the meso and micro level, political institutions
and actors can try to increase their influence over the media by, for example,
increasing the resources devoted to and skills in news management, agenda-
building and frame-building (Lieber & Golan, 2011; Tedesco, 2011; Zoch &
Molleda, 2006). The key to success in such efforts, however, is to adjust to the
media and news media logic, which entails both anticipating how the media
will act or react and adapting to the (presumed) influence of the media.

A key concept in understanding this process is self-mediatization (Meyer,
2002), which captures the process through which political actors have inter-
nalized and adapted to the media’s attention rules, production routines and
selection criteria – that is, news media logic – and try to exploit this knowl-
edge to reach different strategic goals. The fact that political institutions and
actors allocate ever more time, energy and resources to news management,
media agenda-building, media frame-building, stage management and other
marketing and political public relations strategies and tactics (McNair, 2003;
Strömbäck & Kiousis, 2011) should thus be understood as self-mediatization
and an expression of the increasing influence of the news media and news
media logic.

The paradox is thus that political actors can increase their influence
through adapting to news media logic, while at the same time confirming
the influence of the media. As noted by Cook (2005, p. 163), by adapting to
the media “politicians may then win the daily battles with the news media,
by getting into the news as they wish, but end up losing the war, as stan-
dards of newsworthiness begin to become prime criteria to evaluate issues,
policies, and politics”.

Media actors, on the other hand, might experience political actors’ efforts
at influencing the media as evidence of increasing political clout, and try
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to counteract that through more interpretive and critical coverage, focused
more on the strategic game than on the substance of issues and by trying
to deconstruct the political came (Esser & D’Angelo, 2006; Aalberg et al.,
2012; Lengauer et al., 2012; Patterson, 1993; Salgado & Strömbäck, 2012).
By doing this, the media reaffirm their leverage and the fact that the rules,
in everyday political communication processes, are set by the media. What
political institutions and actors can do is to become better at applying the
rules, which may again trigger media efforts to counteract political attempts
to influence them. Such actions and reactions playing out in the politics–
media relationship may together create what Asp (1986, p. 361) has labeled
a spiral of mediatization.

What this illustrates is that media influence is broader than media effects,
and that media influence should be understood as all activities and pro-
cesses that are altered, shaped or structured by the media and the perceived
need of individuals, organizations and social systems to communicate with
or through the media. Mediatization does not rule out that political institu-
tions, organizations and actors can be successful in influencing the media,
but it strongly suggests that the key means of doing this is to internalize
media logic.

Towards a theory on the mediatization of politics

To sum up the analysis in this chapter, the mediatization of politics describes
a long-term process through which the importance of the news media as an
institution, and their spill-over effects on political processes and political
institutions, has increased. It is a process where macro-level changes in the
interaction between politics and media have tipped the balance to favor rip-
ple effects of the media within politics, and where the news media as an
institution and news media logic to an increasing degree form the incen-
tive structure and framework in which the politics–media relationship takes
place.

A key precondition for the mediatization of politics is the notion that
the media constitute the most important source of information about pol-
itics and society, and hence that the news media through consonant and
cumulative coverage can influence public opinion and that those political
institutions and actors that are dependent on public support must communi-
cate through the news media. The next step in this process of mediatization
is when the news media become increasingly independent from political
institutions and actors and form an institution in their own right. As the
news media become increasingly independent, their coverage of politics
and society becomes increasingly guided by news media logic, shaped by
the combinatory forces of media professionalism, media commercialism
and media technology, and less guided by political logic, which is shaped
by the combinatory forces of polity, policy and politics. In this process,
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political institutions and actors find themselves under increasing expecta-
tion to adapt to the news media and news media logic, a process that ends
by increasing the relevance of media considerations in political processes
and political institutions.

Although political institutions and actors can become more skilled,
through self-mediatization, at influencing and using the media for their
own purposes, it is by adapting to the news media and news media logic –
and thereby reaffirming the perceived influence of the news media – that
they can become successful. Such successes are usually short-term, how-
ever. Through processes of mediatization, changes in the political logic of
appropriateness may arise to align more with the news media logic of appro-
priateness. The more political activities and processes are altered, shaped or
structured by the news media as an institution and the perceived need of
political actors and institutions to communicate with or through the news
media, the more politics has become mediatized.

This is in essence the first draft of a theory of mediatization of politics – a
draft that will be revisited in the concluding chapter in light of the chapters
of this book. As noted throughout this introductory chapter, this outline
summary is not to say that politics everywhere has become equally medi-
atized. Mediatization is always a matter of degree. This holds true for the
independence of the news media as an institution from politics. It holds true
for the extent to which the media coverage of politics and society is guided
by news media logic. And it holds true for the extent to which political
actors and institutions adapt to news media logic. Some political institu-
tions, actors and processes are more likely to become mediatized than others,
both within and across countries, and media influence is more likely in some
situational contexts than in others.

If this is the general theory of the mediatization of politics, there is a great
need for further empirical research on the extent to which politics in its
different facets has become mediatized; what structural, semi-structural and
situational factors contribute to or inhibit the mediatization of politics; how,
in more detail, political institutions and actors adapt to the news media and
news media logic; how changes in media technologies and digitalization
influence the mediatization of politics; and the consequences for democ-
racy and different processes of democratic governance. These are some of
the relevant questions that we have asked our contributors to address in the
succeeding chapters. We are convinced that such a collaborative approach
is most suitable to advance cumulative theory-building in mediatization
research.

Taking all chapters together, our hope is that this volume will contribute to
further research in these and other related areas. There should be little doubt
that democracies worldwide have been transformed during the last decades,
and to understand the transformation of contemporary democracies and its
consequences for democratic governance, we need to understand not only
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processes such as globalization and individualization. It is equally important
to understand the mediatization of politics and democracy. We will return
to these issues in the concluding chapter.
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2
Mediatization and Democracy
Jay G. Blumler

The concept of “mediatization” is doing heavy duty these days at several
levels of communication analysis, many spheres of communication organi-
zation and various facets of political communication. A burgeoning litera-
ture of “mediatization-in-politics” has produced well-defined, well-analyzed
and research-serviceable versions of the concept (see especially Chapter 1
of this volume; Strömbäck, 2008; Strömbäck & Esser, 2009; Schulz, 2004).
Major works have treated mediatization as a prime axis on which the mod-
ern political communication process revolves (Brants & Voltmer, 2011; Kriesi
et al., 2013).

If mediatization is political communication’s rising tide, then it is
supremely important to consider its implications for democracy. This is not
easily done, nor has it often been attempted (but see Kriesi, 2013). However,
the authors of a pioneering and seminal commentary on mediatization did
discuss the relationship at some length, subtitling their article “A Challenge
for Democracy?” (Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999). Interestingly, they weren’t all
that alarmed. Although they fully acknowledged the workings and trans-
forming impacts of the mediatization process and spelled out in some detail
the societal, political and media trends which were propelling it, they denied
(at the systemic level) “that we are heading toward a media-driven democ-
racy” and concluded (at the practical level) that we are witnessing “an
intense yet harmless mediatization of politics”.

But that was relatively early days in experience of, thought about and
scholarship on mediatization. How does its relationship to democracy look
now, almost a decade and a half after Mazzoleni and Schulz produced their
audit?

I will seek illumination in a sequence of steps: first, by placing mediatiza-
tion in a historical background of past understandings of politician–media
relationships (the mediatization literature is somewhat thin on this aspect);
next, by briefly describing my analytical approach, centering on the notion
of “self-mediatization”; then, by asking how mediatization may be influenc-
ing the content of political communications; next, by addressing the issue
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of its effects on democracy; and finally, by identifying two main ways in
which the systemic foundations of mediatization may be changing, leav-
ing open the question of how democracy might fare in the wake of those
developments in the future.

The background of politician–journalist relationships

The mediatization hypothesis was a late-coming contributor – though a
creative and inventive one – to an ever-building corpus of understandings
of politics–media relationships in liberal democracies. In Swanson’s (1999)
words, “From the 1960s forward [ . . . ] political communication has been cre-
ated by practitioners and explained by scholars essentially as the product
of a well-understood dynamic between political actors on the one hand,
and mainstream news media on the other hand, with both soliciting the
attention and consideration of the public.”

It has often been noted that the operative relationships between the politi-
cians and journalists involved in this dynamic have always been to some
extent entangled – due basically to a combination of mutual dependency
and conflicts of interest among them. Also important, however, and less
remarked upon, is how over time these relationships have been in a con-
dition of what might be thought of as a structured flux. If so, it should
be instructive to consider where “mediatization” fits in that development,
which the following potted history of politician–journalist relations in the
postwar period will try to show.

First, in the early postwar years something like a division of labor could be
said to have prevailed between the two political communicating sides. For
example, Katz (1971), drawing on a metaphor that had been coined by the
editor of Britain’s ITN News, depicted the political communication process
of his day in terms of “Platforms and Windows”. The idea was that through
their election broadcasts (and advertising in some countries), political par-
ties had a platform from which to address the voting public, while through
its news and current affairs programs television was becoming a window
through which the elector could observe the activities of the politicians and
the reactions of informed individuals to the policies and claims of party
spokespeople.

Several forces conspired to smudge this distinction. The most important
were, on the one hand, a diminishing party-mindedness in the political
psyches of electorates, weakening the parties’ support bases and lessening
the credibility of their (platform-disseminated) messages, and on the other
hand, the growing strength and appeal of television news, both in general
and as a source of political coverage (with its attractive anchors, knowledge-
able reporters and ever more sophisticated presentation techniques). From
the need to cope with this “double whammy”, political parties more or less
throughout the democratic world eventually adopted what has variously
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been termed a “professionalised advocacy” model of political communica-
tion (Blumler & Gurevitch, 1995), or “strategic communication” via “the
scientific engineering and targeting of messages” for “the achievement of
narrow political goals” (Bennett & Manheim, 2001) or a “Going Public”
model (Kernell, 1993). Whatever the label, central was the assumption that
the priorities of a polity’s short-term and long-term agendas were often
lodged in daily news reports and that from there they could be passed
on to audience member-voters with follow-on implications for how those
voters would regard governments and their rivals. This seemed to necessi-
tate the adoption by major political parties of determined, high-profile and
well-resourced approaches and tactics to project their own agendas to the
public through the news media (and to do this more effectively than their
similarly active opponents might manage to achieve) rather than simply to
respond after the fact to whatever agendas the media, fuelled by journalistic
drives, would be putting forward.

Many journalists were disturbed by this development. According to their
occupational ideology, they should be in charge, setting news agendas in line
with their judgments, not politicians’ priorities. As Zaller (2001) explained,
the “strategy of aggressive news management attempts to force journalists
into a role they detest, that of mechanically conveying politicians’ words
and actions to the public.” There ensued, according to Zaller, something of
a journalistic fight-back, in which reporters substituted more of their own
product in place of politicians’ offerings, including more provision of nega-
tive news (e.g., about policy failures), coverage of the ups, downs and foibles
of political personalities, revelation of scandals and a pejorative underlin-
ing of politicians’ publicity maneuvers, terming them “spin-doctoring”, for
example (Esser et al., 2001 provide a cross-national analysis of this practice).

And this is where “mediatization” may have stepped into the picture
of politician–journalist relations. If trying to dominate political journalism
could be counter-productive, a more fruitful alternative for politicians to
follow might be to harness and exploit its propensities – less a matter of bat-
tering their way into the news, then, than one of riding on its coat-tails. It is
true that this approach retains many of the organizational features which
the political parties had previously adopted: very high publicity priorities;
ample communication resources (of funds, staffing and reliance on expert
consultants and advisors); and a detailed and assiduous, round-the-clock
attention to political news flows (Strömbäck & Van Aelst, 2013). But instead
of pushing their messages at journalists in ways that could be construed as
news management, politicians would try more often to present them with
events, initiatives, statements, reactions, etc., that would chime with their
news values – riding the waves with them, as it were – rather than striving to
overcome them. From this standpoint, then, mediatization may be defined
(Esser, 2013, calls this “self-mediatization”) as a process whereby politicians
(and by extension other opinion advocates) tailor their message offerings to the
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perceived news values, newsroom routines and journalism cultures prevalent in
their societies.

The basis of analysis

Readers of the Introduction by Strömbäck and Esser (Chapter 1 of this
volume) will recognize the above as an elaborated version of the fourth
dimension of the mediatization dynamic, which concerns the influence and
importance of media within political processes and over political actors and
institutions (Strömbäck, 2008). It is true that all four of their dimensions
are probably implicated to some extent in the workings of democracy. (The
others are: the degree to which media have become the most important
information source in politics and society; the degree to which media have
become independent from other political and social institutions; and the
extent to which media coverage of politics is governed by media logic rather
than political logic.) But of these, the fourth dimension is most suited to
examination of the mediatization–democracy nexus because (a) it lends itself
more readily to an identification of specific phenomena with possible impli-
cations for democracy, (b) it is the phase in which politicians are most in
danger of losing their autonomy and (c) it is also the phase in which politi-
cians and journalists are most likely to concur in their perspectives on reality,
potentially narrowing citizens’ ways of regarding that reality. Strömbäck and
Esser are unlikely to disagree with this approach, since they do say of the
fourth dimension that it “deals with the very essence of the mediatization
of politics”.

If (self-)mediatization, then what?

What consequences might ensue the more that politicians and their advisors
deliberately shape their communications to suit what they perceive to be the
news values, workways and prevailing narratives of journalists in the hope of
winning favorable coverage thereby? The following tendencies seem likely
to result:

• Increased complicity with politicians as courtiers and journalists willing to
be seduced. If politicians manage to stroke journalists’ news values and
other predilections, when putting forward their initiatives, claims and
pronouncements, why shouldn’t editors and reporters just pass them on
to their consumers without, or with little, question? (Davis, 2010 provides
a graphic case study of this process, centering on the rise to power of
David Cameron in Britain.) In handling stories, journalists may have a
choice between processing them – e.g., accepting them at more or less face
value, as Davies (2008) has documented – or probing them – e.g., to get at
the truth, to learn more, to check claims or to tap other views. But probing
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would normally require an expenditure of extra time and effort that may
not always be affordable in those conditions of newsroom stringency that
prevail today. Mediatization might tend to favor processing over probing
routines.

• The “here today and gone tomorrow” rhythm of much news production. Since
news feasts on “the new”, all involved in its making are drenched in the
fluid immediacy of events and their coverage. For their part, politicians
and their advisors often seem impelled to keep up with and respond to
the news on its terms and in its time. This may result in ill-considered
ploys, sloganizing and news-steered gimmickry (publicity dressed up as
policy!). The fact that what is highlighted in the news at one time is off
the radar at others may be consequential in other ways. Attention to even
important issues, such as climate change, may follow a “now you see it,
now you don’t” pattern. Politicians who have made policy commitments
in response to a propitious news environment at a particular time may
disregard or flout them when the agenda has switched gear, moving to
different topics and concerns later on. Coleman and Blumler (2011), for
example, present striking examples of such behavior by the Conserva-
tive and Liberal Democratic Parties before and after the British General
Election of 2010.

• Predominant “framing”. In addition to the multiplicity of events eligible
for reporting, there are often one or two more abiding issues of con-
temporary politics that the news continually reverts to and on which
politicians are expected to comment. But these may be presented through
the lens of a singular, albeit broadly shaping and more or less enduring
frame of reference. According to Entman’s (1993) analysis, such frames
typically include a particular problem definition, a causal interpreta-
tion, a moral evaluation and a treatment recommendation. An example
in our period might be the dominance of a “deficit reduction by aus-
terity” frame throughout most West European political communication
systems after the onset of the financial crisis in 2008. It seems that even
journalists employed in different types of news outlets can share a com-
mon overarching frame, although their approaches within it might differ.
It also seems that the news media can only work within one overarching
frame at a time. As Entman (1993) has pointed out in a telling com-
ment, framing functions “as much through what it shuts out as what
it includes” and “sets the boundaries of discourse over an issue”. If so,
self-mediatizing politicians could feel constrained to ensure that their
own comments stay within, rather than break out of, the bounds of a
prevailing frame.

• The portrayal of dramatic incidents of institutional failure. The news often
reports dramatic and shocking incidents in the conduct of public insti-
tutions. The occurrence of a single happening in a particular institution
is quite different, however, from a spread or a representative sample of
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such cases throughout an institution. The question is (or should be)
whether the incident that makes the headlines was a “one-off” or the
tip of a systemic iceberg. The news media do not always observe such
a distinction, however, and may imply that the fault must be extensive
even if evidence of same is lacking. Of course the reporting of even a
single case or a small number of cases may have a positive outcome, espe-
cially if further abuses come to light as a result or expert and judicious
enquiries are established to determine what went wrong, how widespread
the problems actually are and what options for improvement might be
available. But politicians may be tempted to exploit news of this kind
for their own partisan purposes, to denounce roundly what has hap-
pened, to sound systemic alarm bells prematurely and to rush in with
supposed remedies “on the hoof”, hoping to garner media praise for
their decisive actions. But an unfortunate by-product of such a story-
line can be the wholesale and unjustified smearing of dedicated workers
in the institution concerned, whose morale may suffer as a result. In
Britain in recent years, some social workers, nurses and teachers may have
felt that they had been on the receiving end of just such unwarranted
treatment.

• Ratcheting up the tone of political rhetoric. The depiction of conflict is
of course a central news value for journalists (Lengauer et al., 2012).
Although this has always included extensive reporting of political con-
flict, in the past journalists have also occasionally served as guardians of
minimal standards of rhetorical propriety. More recently, that role seems
to have been relinquished. Consequently, when catering for journalists’
appetites for conflict, politicians’ contributions to debate may become
sharper, less temperate and more abusive. The defining of issues, the
presentation of policies on them, the rejection of opponents’ stands on
them – all may be expressed in more strident terms. Faced with such a
barrage, citizens may be hard pressed to discern the substantive pros and
cons of the issues at stake beneath the heated argumentation.

• Certain abiding imperfections of the news media. Like politics itself, main-
stream coverage of politics is something of a rough trade. Although
it enables and lubricates democracy in many ways (see McQuail, 2013
for an excellent elaboration), research has established a number of its
inbuilt limitations. Examples might include the stereotyping of minori-
ties and other vulnerable groups in society (such as the depiction of
welfare benefit recipients, immigrants and asylum seekers in Britain at
present); distorted depictions of social reality (as in overestimations of
the incidence of crime and violence in society); a predominant portrayal
of politics as a power game, neglecting its role as a sphere of policy con-
sideration; reporting strikes and demonstrations chiefly in terms of the
occurrence (or not) of violence and disorder with little mention of the
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participants’ policy demands and ideas; and a marked elitist bias in the
views, experiences and problems that are regularly aired in the media
(compared with the all-too common silencing of underdogs). For their
part, politicians may have to take such features of media reality as givens
and relate their rhetoric and even their policy proposals to them rather
than challenge them or enunciate alternative views about them.

Mediatization and democracy: What’s the charge sheet?

However the above may read, it should not be taken as an unqualified
condemnation of the role of news values in political communication. For
all their faults, the media do perform an indispensable bridging function
between happenings in remote arenas and ordinary people’s awareness
of whatever in that wider world could matter or be of interest to them.
As Schulz (1983) has put it, “In order to make politics comprehensible to
the citizen, it must first be reduced by journalists to a few simple struc-
tural patterns.” Trouble arises, however – democracy may be threatened or
perverted – when, through mediatization, the tension between political lead-
ership and journalistic commentary is adulterated, when, in other words,
political logic is converted into or displaced by media logic.

Specifically, mediatized political communication may be “bad news” (par-
don the wordplay) for democracy in several ways. First, it may sustain what
can only be called communication injustices – when “out-groups” are shut
out (so, doubly “outed”) of the national conversation. Second, it may entail
the neglect of or pay only erratic attention to society’s major, long-term
challenges, due to the mediatized partners’ continual focus on more immedi-
ate short-term ones. Third, due especially to the perpetration of monolithic
framing and stereotyping, it may limit, sometimes perhaps drastically limit,
citizens’ awareness of the choices available for tackling important issues and
their ability to make informed choices when acting politically themselves.
If the main mediatizing actors repeatedly present the same impressions of
the civic world, materials for genuine and meaningful choice will be in
short supply. Fourth, policy proposals, decisions and outcomes, to the degree
that politicians and journalist are in cahoots over them, may be subjected
less often to informed scrutiny. Fifth, the possibility that citizens can gain
something worthwhile from the voicing of political differences – such as a
clarification of what is at stake – may be reduced if those exchanges are little
more than slanging matches. Sixth, and most seriously perhaps, mediatiza-
tion seems to confuse, perhaps even fracture, the chain of accountability
that is supposed to operate in a democracy. The empirical observation that
politicians have adapted their game to fit in with the logic of the media raises
the question of whether unaccountable media institutions should determine
the roles of accountable politicians.
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Yet more structured flux?

But is mediatization as actualized and understood so far the terminus of
politician–journalist relationships? Possibly not; further stages of “structured
flux” may change them yet again in the future. Two prospective develop-
ments of this kind merit consideration.

One of these concerns the systemic foundations of mediatization. Mediati-
zation in theory and practice belonged to a certain underlying model of the
political communication process. This was essentially pyramidal: tripartite
(politicians, journalists, audience-voters); linear and top-down in transmis-
sion (politicians and reporters actively disseminating communications to
receivers); and pivotally based on close and complex inter-institutional
relationships between politicians and journalists.

But today this model, though still applicable to much elite-driven and
official communication, is in some paradigmatic disrepair (Blumler &
Coleman, 2013). Its locked-in and all-embracing qualities no longer seem
quite so impregnable. They have been weakened by the expansion, seg-
mentation and fragmentation of communication practices, including the
ever-increasing generation and utilization of Internet-based facilities. In the
new, still emerging dispensation, politicians may have more targets to aim
their messages at than before; journalists may have access to a greater variety
of sources than before; and “ordinary people” may be able to transmit more
communications of their own making to whomever and wherever they like
than before. Those who formerly spoke from the top of the pyramid virtu-
ally unchallenged must now attend more closely to what is being said and
exchanged at the grassroots level and consider how best to intervene there.
Whether all this will appreciably dent the involvement of journalists and
politicians in mediatizing relationships and practices is unclear. One pos-
sibility is that the production of a great deal of civic communication will
continue to be shaped by the mediatization process for a while but that this
will gradually be supplemented, surrounded and even infiltrated by a num-
ber of other sources of political communication. If so, though still important,
mediatization might no longer be the only political communication game
in town.

What might some of those other sources be? The answer points to a second
form of structured flux that mediatization researchers might wish to take
into account. If we were to think of present-day political communication as
a large lake, then its waters do seem to be continually fed by the following:

• A rationalization stream – a flooding of the public sphere by a great
deal of systematically gathered evidence, some of it quantitative, on
social trends, social problems, institutional performances, policy effects
and publics’ views, published by sundry bodies, such as think tanks,
public interest organizations, numerous cause and campaigning groups,
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other interest and pressure groups, international agencies, parliamentary
committees and academic researchers.

• A large and varied single issue or single cause stream – as indicated in some
of the above, the undertaking of much political activity outside party
ranks, including the production of materials intended for media con-
sumption, by a large and varied number of campaigning organizations,
interest groups, charities, etc., some with large memberships and sup-
port bases, with carefully tended websites and in some cases with sizable
treasure chests.

• A grassroots stream – the proliferating, variegating and vigorous supplies
of comments of many kinds about current events, issues and personal-
ities, emanating from non-official communicators, sent and exchanged
through popular social media and other channels, rhetorically very differ-
ent from mainstream communications, facilitating exertions of pressure
and opening new avenues of mobilization, and attracting the ever closer
attention of mainstream politicians and journalists.

• A popularizing stream – politicians’ projections of themselves in vehi-
cles of entertainment and popular drama, plus the readiness of some of
those vehicles to address politics from more off-beat angles of comment,
amusement and satire.

• A party faithfuls stream – the efforts of some political party members to
bind their leaders to policies reflective of a more authentic faith than the
conduct of pragmatic politics and the adoption of PR strategies can, in
their view, realize.

But what might all this have to say about mediatization? It’s not at all evi-
dent, since mediatization thinking itself has so far had little to say about it.
From the start, political communications have been conceived as products
of politicians and journalists – full stop! I plead guilty to having promulgated
such a perspective myself, when many years ago I defined the very notion of
a political communication system as pivoting on

two sets of institutions – political and media organizations – which are
involved in the course of message preparation in much “horizontal” inter-
action with each other while on a “vertical” axis, they are separately and
jointly engaged in disseminating and processing information and ideas
to and from the mass citizenry.

(Gurevitch & Blumler, 1977)

Of course that focus was natural and can never be treated as peripheral.
But neither should it be left that way, for in contemporary democracy there
are many other sources of views and concerns with communication axes to
grind and with motivations and resources to wield them. Are those forces
mainly outside or inside the mediatization process? And if the latter, is their
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relationship to it similar to that of politicians or different and, for that
matter, are their relationships to it significantly different from each other?
Speculation suggests a few points on this, but more research and analysis
will be needed to clarify them (and others). For example, all groups that
are concerned about their standing in public opinion could be enmeshed in
mediatization – the more so, the more they consider that realization of their
goals could depend on how, through communications, they are regarded
in society at large. But if their aim is chiefly that of influence on public
affairs, they may be better able to pick and choose prospectively favorable
moments of attempted publicity intervention than politicians can, whose
ultimate aim, being that of power, must be to man the publicity barricades
unceasingly. What non-party groups have to say may sometimes be received
by journalists with less automatic suspicion than they accord politicians’
ploys. It is also possible that some non-party groups will be more protective
of the integrity of their policy positions than some politicians are and less
willing to compromise them by resorting to media logic.

In order to address questions like these and other related ones, aiming to
establish how, comparatively across a broad spectrum of politically minded
groups, mediatization works, differs or is even set aside in the course of
sundry source–journalist interactions, perhaps the field of our analysis and
research should be broadened from “the mediatization of politics” to “the
mediatization of the public sphere”.
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3
Mediatization and Political Populism
Gianpietro Mazzoleni

The rapid development of communication technology and of the products
of the culture industry has brought about a worldwide phenomenon that has
taken shape particularly in the decades after World War II. Known as “media-
tization”, this phenomenon involves various processes, such as (a) extending
human communication beyond their natural limits, (b) replacing several
social activities and institutions and above all (c) obliging social actors and
organizations to accommodate themselves to the logic of the media (Schulz,
2004).

Mediatized environments

Mediatization affects “all spheres of society, from the structure of the family
to the aging process, from gender relationships to power, from the political
apparatus to economic structures” (Mazzoleni, 2008c, p. 3052). This phe-
nomenon has reached an unprecedented intensity with the advent of the
new media and the global diffusion of personal communication tools that
allow people to connect easily and ceaselessly with their surrounding social
environment, and to access, consume and even produce a wide variety of
contents. The traditional mass media, such as the press, television, cinema
and the new instruments of “self-mass communication” (Castells, 2009),
namely, the social media, have penetrated so deeply into all human activities
that it is impossible to imagine individuals and social groups existing out-
side the dense web of media influences. In brief, the media and society have
grown together into a mutually indispensable and interdependent entity.

The mediatized society can also be seen as an ecosystem that allows the
circulation and exchange of ideas on a large scale and at high speed. Fads,
fandoms, beliefs and rumors originate within society and spread via the
media, thanks to the platforms it offers. There are several dynamics via
which the classical mass media and the new media combine to pervade and
mold our “mediatized society”: from private to formal relationships, from
creation to consumption, from religion to art, from local to global, from
journalism to politics, and many more.

42
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While the contribution of mediatization in most of these domains has
been largely disregarded by scholarly reflection, it has gained wide atten-
tion in the political sphere, as shown and illustrated in this book (see
also Kepplinger, 2002; Strömbäck & Esser, 2009). Accordingly, this chapter
focuses on the political dimensions of the mediatization process and on its
links to populist manifestations in contemporary politics.

The mediatization of politics is clearly part of the larger process of medi-
atization of society, but it assumes special importance wherever the exercise
of power and related relationships are involved. It can be defined as the
result of media-driven influences in the political domain: “[t]he media have
gained a central position in most political routines, such as election cam-
paigns, government communication, public diplomacy and image building”
(Mazzoleni, 2008b, p. 3048). This shows how the logic of the political
sphere – or a good part of it – is yielding to the supremacy of the logic and
imperatives of the media in contemporary societies. Politics and communi-
cation have of course always been interlaced, and the former has tended to
use the latter to achieve its aims. Only in the age of the mass media, and
especially since the birth of television, has politics had to face the challenge
of powerful new players in the public sphere that competed in addressing
the same audiences but used more effective means and more appealing nar-
ratives. Politics itself has been treated by the media like any other subject,
ultimately being created and presented on the basis of the “news values”
of the media industry and often of show business too. The most tangi-
ble result has been a conversion and adaptation of the traditional stylistic
features of political communication to typical media formats (Altheide &
Snow, 1979, 1991). Strömbäck (2008) places this transformation in what
he labels the “third phase of mediatization” where the media emancipate
themselves more strongly from the political actors and succeed in making
their formats, content, grammar and rhythm so pervasive that “no social
actors requiring interaction with the public or influence on public opin-
ion can ignore the media or can afford not to adapt to its logic” (p. 238).
Politicians have increasingly understood that they have to take heed of the
inescapable demands of the (commercial) media, lest they are ignored or
other, non-political contents be preferred by mass audiences. The media-
driven pressure on politics to adopt discursive strategies that have proved
to be successful in the commercial domain has been so strong that medi-
atized discourse has become the accepted way for politics to address the
citizenry.

Different labels have been used by researchers to designate the forms
and implications of the mediatization of politics: the “spectacularization” of
political discourse, “personalization” involving a focus on personal aspects
at the expense of policies, the “agenda shaping” power of the media to
launch issues for public debate, the “fragmentation” and “simplification”
of political speeches – the “sound-bite” effect – and the “winnowing”
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of political actors according to their mediagenic presentation (Mazzoleni,
2008b, pp. 3048–3051).

In much the same way as has happened in society at large, new media
are joining the “old” media in radicalizing the mediatization of politics
and political communication. Thus, Williams and Delli Carpini (2011) list
a number of important effects of the advent of the “New Information Envi-
ronment”: a dramatic increase in the volume and range of the information
available to and about citizens; the faster rate at which this information is
gathered, retrieved and transmitted; the decentralization of sources of infor-
mation; greater control by individuals over the information they receive; an
increased ability to target specific contents to specific audiences; an increase
in both vertical and horizontal communication between citizens and elites
of the one-to-one, one-to-many, many-to-one, and many-to-many kinds
(p. 286). The massive utilization of social networks in recent election cam-
paigns worldwide and in the rise and diffusion of political movements (such
as the Piraten Partei, the Indignados, Beppe Grillo’s M5S, Occupy Wall Street
(OWS), and the upheavals in the Arab world) epitomize the way in which
politics, political communication and political information are changing
towards a “Mediatization 2.0” situation in which the logic of the traditional
media blends with interactive modes of communication to make the politi-
cal system more dependent than ever on the media. This transition from the
former “centripetal” forms of communication to “centrifugal” ones envis-
aged by Blumler and Kavanagh (1999) takes the form of a “multi-axial”
ecosystem (Williams & Delli Carpini, 2011) in which political communica-
tors have lost their central position in favor of a plurality of communicators
who join the established players in the competition for power.

This chapter deals with the effects of political mediatization on contempo-
rary populism, and analyses the media impact on this phenomenon. We will
first define what is meant by “political populism”, then examine how and
to what extent “populist” outlooks and behaviors in the media link up to
populist phenomena. The section thereafter will discuss the mediatization
of populist leadership and discourse in more detail. Finally, the concluding
section examines the idea of complicity and partnership between the media’s
own brand of populism and its political counterpart.

Political populism

The phenomenon of political populism has been present in all ages and
diverse national contexts. Populist movements arose in the fast-changing
society of 19th-century America, or were spun off from the socialist-oriented
struggles of the European countries in the early 20th century. Some ulti-
mately developed into the Fascist parties that came to power in Italy, Spain,
Germany and Portugal, whereas others popped up here and there in the
electoral turmoil of the immediate postwar age (such as Poujadism in France
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and Qualunquismo in Italy). In more recent times, populism has thrived in
many mature democracies, often as a reaction to the dramatic transforma-
tions wrought by globalization which challenge existing power balances,
prosperity levels, economic indices and labor models.

Political scientists have made various attempts to define the concept
of populism, but its ever-shifting nature, manifold national varieties and
unexpected electoral trajectories have all prompted them to be cautious
in providing a definition applicable to all political latitudes. Indeed, vari-
ous authors emphasize its “constitutional ambiguity” (Taguieff, 1997), its
“vagueness” (Canovan, 1999), its “chameleonic quality” or its “impalpability
and slipperiness” (Taggart, 2000). However, the efforts made to characterize
populist attitudes and related behaviors have yielded an extremely inter-
esting catalogue of the distinctive features of populism as a social and
political phenomenon. Thus, Mudde (2004) sees populism “as an ideology
that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogenous and
antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and which
argues that politics should be an expression of the general will of the people”
(p. 562). Mény and Surel (2000) speak of it as the offspring of a “democratic
malaise” (p. 21), something that has now also been identified as an “anti-
political” resentment of the privileges and corruption of the political classes
(Albertazzi & McDonnell, 2008).

While most populist movements are undoubtedly right-wing in their ide-
ology (with different degrees of extremism), such as Le Pen’s Front National,
the Vlaams Blok, Haider’s FPÖ and Bossi’s Lega Nord, populism in itself is
not a prerogative of the far right. Several claims by populists to be the “gov-
ernment of the people” can be found in many constitutional charters of
democratic regimes. When such claims are accompanied by anti-elitist slo-
gans and dissatisfaction with mainstream politics, such as OWS, the Spanish
Indignados and Grillo’s M5S,1 they display clear liberal, left-wing features,
especially if they recoil from nationalist, anti-immigration platforms.

Most populist movements are initiated by charismatic figures that tend
to become absolutist leaders and authority figures. They are often media-
savvy and exhibit remarkable public rhetoric skills. Theirs is usually a highly
emotional, vehement, slogan-based, tabloid-style language spiced up by the-
atrical performances, all traits that guarantee media attention and wide
visibility (Stewart et al., 2003).

Citizens of the advanced democracies tend to be well educated and keen to
employ peaceful and civil means to further their political aims. This makes
extremist politics the province of a vociferous minority in society. Whereas
populist movements have sometimes won substantial electoral support, they
have rarely succeeded in seizing power, and when they do, they have to join
coalitions with more moderate parties and tone down their fiery rhetoric.
But, as Mudde notes in introducing the concept of a “populist zeitgeist”,
“populist discourse has gone mainstream in the politics of contemporary
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western democracies” (2004, p. 562). This means that many leaders of estab-
lished and government parties do not recoil from striking sensitive popular
chords and use populist slogans, while avoiding the rudeness of extremist
populist speech, to please and coax their traditional electorates who may be
tempted by outsider or challenger parties.

Scholars in political communication have thus far paid scant attention
to political populism, and really only began to do so in the last decade
of the new century. Thus, Jagers and Walgrave (2007), in their seminal
reflection on the concept of “populism”, have moved away from defini-
tions that reflect the diverse manifestations and institutional forms of this
phenomenon in national contexts and argue that populism is above all a
“communication style” with two facets, namely, “thick” and “thin”: “In the
thin conceptualization, populism is totally stripped of all pejorative and
authoritarian connotations [ . . . ] It is a normal political style adopted by all
kinds of politicians in all times” (p. 323). Hence, we can find elements of
populism wherever and whenever a political leader speaks about the people.
It becomes “thick” populism “[w]hen political actors talk about the peo-
ple and combine this with an explicit anti-establishment tone and exclude
certain population categories” (p. 323).

Cranmer (2011) builds on the idea of populism as a style of communica-
tion and attempts to operationalize it by introducing some elements that
may be used to measure populist manifestations (movements and parties) in
their real contexts. She considers references to “the people” to be “populist if
a political actor claims that he or she defends the will of ‘the people’ (advo-
cacy), is accountable to ‘the people’ (accountability), and/or legitimizes his
or her claim by referring to ‘the people’ (legitimacy)” (p. 92).

However, the argument that populism is primarily a rhetorical phe-
nomenon seems a bit simplistic, vis-à-vis the “thickness” of certain cases of
populism and the aggressive nature of their creed. Indeed, Pauwels (2011)
notes that not all academics espouse this view, and claims that the ide-
ological framework of a party or movement must be considered in any
definition of this phenomenon, especially if certain parties include “a nor-
mative dimension in their populist discourse, making it more of an ideology
than a style” (p. 99).

The academic debate about the proper definition of such a “slippery”
phenomenon is bound to continue, as each school emphasizes either its
institutional or cultural dimension. Our approach considers populism from
a culturalist perspective, because this ties in with the specific nature of the
media and their effects, most notably the process of mediatization.

The example of populist leadership helps us to understand how it links
up with the cultural and media dimensions of populism. As in other
widely studied political phenomena, such as election campaigns, populist
movements and parties are headed by leaders whose personality traits
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cannot fail to attract the attention of the media and are crucial in building up
a public image that can determine their fortunes or failure. Populist leaders
are engaged in political activities that can be considered primarily as modes
of communication: this applies to their discourse(s), the issues they raise,
the content of their speeches in rallies and television shows or press inter-
views, and the communication strategies they pursue in chasing the popular
consensus. All populist leaders are controversial politicians who bully the
established parties. They target domestic audiences who can be resistant or
receptive to discourses that harp on issues varying from nationalism and
revanchism, to an outspoken defense of ethnic identities, anti-immigration
platforms and (in the European Union) hostility towards the euro and simi-
lar targets. In an age of “audience democracy” (Manin, 1995), public opinion
is increasingly shaped by communication channels and networks. So the
creed generated by populist leaders can be given a boost by the media, who
give their “communication style” substance and a specific format.

The sender (populist leaders), the message (populist speech), the channel
(the mass and new media) and the receiver (the potential supporters) are
the classical ingredients of communication studies explored by research into
political communication.

Media populism

If the “thick” and “thin” versions of political populism depend so much on
their communication channels and media representations, a closer look at
the media dynamics involved will cast further light on this phenomenon.

The overarching concept that embraces both the process and impact of
mediatization on the rise of political populism is once again that of media
logic. The concept of “media populism” then comes into the picture and
points to the connections and nexus of influences that exist between the
workings of this logic and the phenomenon of populism.

A due distinction should be made before discussing this concept further.
Two conceptions of “media populism” are current today: the first has to do
with the inner character of contemporary mass communication as a whole,
including news and entertainment, while the other relates to the ideologi-
cal outlook and conduct of certain news channels which can be identified
as “populist media”. The first type is illustrated in Blumler and Kavanagh’s
(1999) enumeration of the features of the “third age of political communi-
cation” which provide the phenomenological setting for media populism,
namely, “the proliferation of the main means of communication, media
abundance, ubiquity, reach, and celerity” (p. 213), but also the undermin-
ing of political journalism by a strong market orientation, an infotainment
approach to politics, the popularization of broadcast programming and
the pick-and-choose culture of the audiences (pp. 223–224). The move
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towards a market orientation and a more audience-focused culture also
effects established media institutions (such as the BBC in the UK).

Communicators who wish to inform, persuade, or simply keep the atten-
tion of their auditors must [ . . . ] adapt more closely than in the past to
what ordinary people find interesting, engaging, relevant, and accessi-
ble. Politicians are impelled to speak in a more popular idiom and to
court popular support more assiduously. Media organizations are driven
to seek ways of making politics more palatable and acceptable to audience
members. (p. 220)

Although Blumler and Kavanagh do not talk about media logic, its influences
are omnipresent. However, media logic and media populism appear to be
somewhat overlapping concepts insofar as the media pursue popular ends
to stay in the market and make a profit.

As regards the specific embodiments of media populism, the examples of
infotainment and politainment can be seen in several highly mediatized
political contexts. While infotainment applies to the entire news busi-
ness, and not only to its political contents, as it “denote[s] the decline of
hard news [ . . . ] programs and the corresponding development of a vari-
ety of entertainment shows that mimic the style of news” (Baym, 2008),
politainment is “symbiotic” with politics, as it “denotes [ . . . ] the entangling
of political actors, topics, and processes with the entertainment culture”
(Nieland, 2008).

Infotainment flourishes wherever journalists and news outlets cover polit-
ical figures, leaders, issues and events: the features it displays contribute
greatly to acquiring an understanding of how populism can become medi-
atized. In fact, it is well known that the news media promote news values
and implement production routines that favor persons rather than abstract
entities, celebrities rather than anonymous people, scandals rather than
approved behaviors, accidents rather than ordinary events – whatever
is newsworthy is what breaks the routine, in other words, “bad news”.
So, whenever the news-making machine processes politics, politicians are
imbued with an aura of celebrity: only those who adopt a mediagenic
style of communication become media darlings. If they are involved in
scandalous stories, they will be scrutinized and given wide coverage; con-
troversial figures make the headlines; political speeches are reported only in
the form of “sound-bites”. As well described by Richardson et al. (2013),

Political news does not just cover [ . . . ] the serious “hard news” of gov-
ernance, or reasoned debate between political elites, but gaffes, trivia
and revelations about politicians’ behavior and character “behind closed
doors”. The ever-shifting professional values and presumptions of “what
counts” as political news, with its serious “hard” subjects as well as tabloid
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treatments, make any definition prone to certain strains and fuzziness
around the borders. (p. 6)

The mass media, which respond primarily to commercial imperatives, thus
produce content that caters to the tastes and needs of vast and largely
undefined audiences. The close connection between media populism and
the popular content spread by the media industry in its various forms
supports the idea that the media’s own brand of populism can provide
a platform that, intentionally or unintentionally, is conducive to political
populism. It couples perfectly with Jagers and Walgrave’s idea of populism
as a communication style (“thin” populism).

The second concept of media populism broadens our view onto how polit-
ical populism relates to media activities that assume its “thick” character.
In fact, popular media contents may carry ideologically sensitive elements
such as anti-elitist stances, anti-political accents and the like, thus creat-
ing a climate of opinion favorable to political populism. Krämer (2014)
sees this type of media populism as combining stylistic and ideological ele-
ments, namely, in the construction and favoritism of in-groups, hostility
towards elites, circumvention of the institutions of representative democ-
racy, a reliance on charisma and common sense, and an appeal to moral
sentiments (i.e., an emotionalizing and personalizing approach). As we will
show, some news as well as entertainment media not only play an indirect
instrumental role but also act as primary players in promoting a populist
agenda.

To sum up, we can conclude that populism is largely a communicative
phenomenon and that political populism (“thick” and “thin”) is strongly
correlated with media populism (with its popular and ideological bias), and
can now examine the features of “mediatized populism”. That is the focus
of the next section.

Mediatized populism

This description of the mediatization of politics highlighted several fea-
tures that perfectly illustrate the relation between populist actors (leaders
and movements) and the diversified worlds of the media: the tug-of-war
between political and media logic, politicians’ messages adjusting to news
values when carried by media channels, the adaptation of party or party
leader communication strategies to media styles and demands and, in the
context of “Mediatization 2.0”, politicians facing a fragmented, reactive and
largely uncontrollable audience.

Accordingly, we can question whether, how and to what extent media
populism may be related to political populism, and whether there exists
some sort of causal effect analogous to the changes in politics and political
communication induced by media logic. In other words, is there anything
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like a “mediatized populism”? The many examples of populist movements
or flamboyant populist leaders all show how strongly they are intertwined
with the modes of communication of both the mass and social kinds.

The tabloid media in particular have often appeared to legitimize the slo-
gans and actions of populist leaders. The existence of “newsroom populism”
in the Austrian tabloids of the 1990s appears to have created a climate of
opinion favorable to the FPÖ (Plasser & Ulram, 2003). In Switzerland, “the
tabloid press and ‘tabloidized’ Sunday papers devote more attention to issues
of identity politics and law and order than the populist radical right itself.
[ . . . ] It is precisely these media types that have been finding a larger audience
in Switzerland in recent decades” (Udris, 2012, p. 21). In Italy, the rise of the
Lega Nord in the 1990s and its latest tumble, as well as the unexpected elec-
toral successes of Grillo’s M5S in 2013, owe much to the heavy coverage (and
reprimand) by the popular media (such as TV satire and talk shows) and the
mainstream press of scandals, misbehavior and squandering of public funds
by the ruling political classes. In the case of M5S, “Grillo has identified polit-
ical themes that tap into the concerns of many Italians – and made them
mainstream: corruption, bribery, sexual scandals and the politics of privi-
leges and favors that he argues has created the ‘Casta’ (caste)” (Bartlett et al.,
2013, p. 14). The dramatic rise of UKIP (the United Kingdom Independence
Party) in the 2013 British local elections has been explained with reference
to the contribution of the media, blamed by critics to have given it “dis-
proportionate, unchallenging coverage”.2 UKIP’s leader, Nigel Farage, has
succeeded in attracting media attention thanks to his engaging personality:
“He is an anti-politician who embodies many of the characteristics that peo-
ple feel are absent from his mainstream rivals: he appears blunt, forthright,
authentic, patriotic, principled and charismatic.”3 David Cameron tried to
tune in into the “populist zeitgeist” by mimicking UKIP’s propaganda and
promising to call a referendum on Great Britain’s EU membership, but was
evidently unable to halt the popular drift to Farage’s party.

Across the Atlantic, the pro-conservative mass media, especially the
tabloid style of TV programs favored by Rupert Murdoch’s Fox News and
press outlets, were instrumental in stirring dissent against Obama’s health-
care reforms via their sympathetic reporting of the “Tea Party revolution”
and their typical themes (Di Maggio, 2011). On the opposite side, the OWS
movement enjoyed strong support in the editorials of elite papers such as the
New York Times and Washington Post. OWS is an interesting case in which the
non-tabloid pro-system media end up bolstering a populist movement.

Recent research has questioned the argument that the popular or tabloid
media are keener than the quality media to give greater prominence to pop-
ulists than to mainstream leaders, and found that there are “no differences
between the various media outlets” (Bos et al., 2010, p. 157), and that “there
is no ground for the idea that popular newspapers are more sympathetic
toward populist parties than quality newspapers” (Akkerman, 2011, p. 942).
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However, the cases investigated are very limited and the authors themselves
warn: “as long as more extensive comparative research is lacking, it seems
wise to hold on to a distinction between the tabloids and the serious press
based solely on style” (p. 943). Clearly, the styles of both the tabloid and
quality media differ enormously between diverse national contexts, so what
may be true in Austria and Switzerland or in India may not apply in the
Netherlands and the United Kingdom. That said, it is undeniable that a
“tabloidization” of the information industry as a whole is under way on
a global scale, induced by new ICT and online news media. Sensationalism,
the salacious coverage of scandals, a focus on personal details and an abun-
dance of “soft news” and lifestyle stories, are just a few features of the news-
making style that several quality newspapers, as well as public service broad-
casting companies, adopt in their news and current affairs sections (includ-
ing domestic and international politics). Most mainstream media regularly
carry political cartoons of a satirical character. The online editions offer fur-
ther scope for this trend towards “tabloidization” by soliciting the active par-
ticipation of their readers and viewers via the social media. The latter have
demonstrated a lively capacity to remix the offerings of the traditional media
and to reshape their content according to popular tastes and expectations.

More cases from other democratic political contexts can be cited to show
the key role played by the media in the various phases of the life cycle of
old and new populist movements. In fact, all the media – tabloid and qual-
ity, independent and partisan – can be “accomplices” in one or all four of
the phases identified by academic research (Stewart et al., 2003; Mazzoleni,
2008a). In the “ground-laying phase”, which is by far the most crucial, the
mass media can prime the public mood by harping on about sensitive issues,
political scandals and social ills to respond readily to tub-thumping leaders
who tap into the widespread discontent. However, the social media, espe-
cially Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and the blogosphere, have acquired a very
special function in this phase, namely, of picking up the populist output of
the mass media and relaunching it in the wider context of the electronic
public sphere, thus generating a favorable climate of opinion.

In the “insurgent phase”, when populists become “outsiders” who chal-
lenge the existing political balance in elections or parliaments, the media
are more likely to show a differentiated response to the political game.
The tabloid outlets, with their commercial orientation or overt support for
the populists, tend to cover controversial actions, incendiary rhetoric and
the theatre staged by populist leaders to satisfy the public appetite for catchy
stories, thus providing valuable visibility on which populists can capitalize.
In contrast, the mainstream media cannot help lifting the lid on the misde-
meanors of the ruling classes and tend to be more cautious in distinguishing
their ongoing criticism from that of the populists. This is also the phase
in which populist movements resort massively to the social media in their
efforts to mobilize support.
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In the “established phase”, when populists take up governing responsibil-
ities or have simply become an established feature of the political landscape
(like many parties founded decades ago), they may have to adopt more
responsible behaviors to acquire full political legitimization, thus losing the
transgressive aura that had initially attracted media attention. They may
also come under the fire of intense criticism by the mainstream parties and
media, and indeed by those of their own supporters who are unhappy with
their governing performance. Thus, both the political support of the sympa-
thetic media and the unintentional complicity of the media’s own populism
may fade, so that populist leaders and parties may lose the attention and the
free publicity they had enjoyed in the previous stages. Finally, the “decline
phase” can be triggered by internal conflicts, by the death of their founders
(as in the cases of Pym Fortuyn and Jörg Haider) or by scandals involving
the party’s higher circles. The role played by the media can be as crucial
here as in the initial phase. After all, the crisis of a movement that has
been an important player in the domestic arena, and the fall of a formerly
newsworthy leader, can be objects of juicy media coverage. Such events
may even be triggered by a general hostile bombardment by the media,
as happened in Umberto Bossi’s scandal-ridden Lega Nord in 2012. Social
media once again appear to accompany and boost the actions of the main-
stream public and commercial media rather than take the lead in causing
the decline.

If the media undeniably appear to be key players in the rise and the fall
of populist movements, the mediatized contours of the populist agenda still
remain to be examined.

The effects of the mediatization of politics outlined in this chapter and
in the academic literature apply equally to populist phenomena and figures.
Political leaders, parties and governments have all long sought the atten-
tion of the media and tried to give it their spin, even when nothing really
newsworthy is involved. Media management has simply become a feature
of modern politics. It reveals how intimately entangled politics has become
with the media. Populist leaders are no exception: they do not hesitate to
apply clever strategies to secure media attention, and wherever possible to
bend it to their movement’s own purposes. They have often shown them-
selves to be truly media-savvy, to perfectly understand the imperatives of
the media, what is newsworthy and what is not. And, accordingly, their
public actions tap easily into the media’s hunger for entertaining events,
human-interest stories, caustic language and the like. And if populists attract
hostility from the elite-aligned media, they can turn this into an opportu-
nity to fuel greater visibility by responding in ways that both the hostile
and friendly media cannot ignore. Grillo might appear an exception in
this respect, but, with due reservations, his is an exemplary case. A former
TV comedian who is very familiar with the laws of show business, he has
responded nimbly to the cut-and-thrust of competing parties and candi-
dates. He has staged mini-shows in public squares, used tough talk and satire
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to pillory corruption in politics, as well as politicians, ministers and journal-
ists (who he dubbed “servants of the powerful”), and, not least, high officials
of public TV and Silvio Berlusconi’s channels. At the same time, he managed
to avoid appearing on any TV show during the entire election campaign.
Yet, he was among the most widely covered leaders in TV newscasts, hitting
the headlines every day. His controversial performances were shown and dis-
sected in current events programs and electoral talk shows. All this assured
him huge popularity that eventually turned into real political success. His
is a paradigmatic example of just how mediatized populist communication
has become: dramatization and personalization are its key ingredients, and
that is equally true of Grillo’s campaign as well as of those waged by most
old and new populist leaders, at least in the established democracies.

The Grillo case also illustrates a variety of populism that, besides cun-
ningly exploiting the populist character of commercial mass communica-
tion, bases its élan vital on an impressive use of the new social media. He
launched his creed almost a decade ago through his blog, voted by Time
magazine as one of the ten best blogs in the world,4 and then organized
a movement using the Meetup.com platform, gathering growing support
from young voters angry at the country’s corrupt politics. Many movements,
populist or not, have notoriously relied on the powerful communication
resources offered by the Internet: “The Pirate Party in Germany and the
Occupy movement are examples of movements that have employed social
media to grow rapidly and create a significant political and social impact”
(Bartlett et al., 2013, p. 11).

Conclusion and discussion: Towards “Mediatization 2.0”

In this chapter, we have illustrated the concept of the mediatization of pol-
itics and analyzed its specific application to the phenomenon of political
populism. The dual concept of media populism is the theoretical tool that
has allowed us to understand how, when and where populism is affected by
mediatization. It refers to the “natural” output of the media directed by com-
mercial and popular interests coupled with the pro-populist editorial line of
some influential news channels. We have seen that media populism is the
“engine” of political populism, at least in its thin conceptualization of the
“political communication style of political actors that refers to the people”
(Jagers & Walgrave, 2007).

The discussion of this chapter has an underlying theme that still needs
to be addressed, namely, whether and to what extent media populism is
conducive to its political counterpart. We start from an empirical observa-
tion of very diverse national cases within a comparative framework. In the
four phases of the life cycle of populism, the causal relationship between
media output and the rise of populism has been assumed but not proven.
Further empirical research is needed to advance our present knowledge of
this phenomenon significantly.
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Nevertheless, if we wish to measure this causality empirically, we must
attempt to interpret the interaction between the media and political
populism by observing the various national cases. What we can see is a
significant correspondence between the purposes and conduct of the media
and the goals and communication strategies of the populists, to the point
that we really can speak of “complicity” (Mazzoleni, 2008a). When the logi-
cal framework of the media caters to popular needs, this complicity is largely
unintentional, simply a matter of fact. This view is dominant in interna-
tional academic reflection. However, we cannot ignore the fact that, in many
countries, media outlets are overtly allied with populists and support the
political aims of their leaders and movements. We can then envisage a kind
of “ideological partnership” in which the media do not respond primar-
ily to the sirens of commercial imperatives but are either active players in
the political fray or act as tools at the service of political players, be they
populists or otherwise. Hallin and Mancini (2004) have defined this collab-
oration in terms of “political parallelism”, where “each news organization
is aligned with a particular party, whose views it represents in the public
sphere” (p. 27). Although this parallelism, once exemplified by the existence
of the party press, has declined in recent decades in the Western democra-
cies, an unmistakable ideological bias remains a distinctive feature of many
tabloid and quality newspapers.

The proposition of a partnership of complicity best illustrates the trans-
formation of political populism in terms of mediatization: populism can
only be fully understood (or investigated) within the framework of the
media-driven influences that shape its contemporary features.

Lastly, the “new media environment” which has settled within, around
and outside the realms of the established media initiates processes that
boost the impact of “traditional” mediatization. Several new movements
are telling examples of a momentous development in the domain of polit-
ical activism, of which political populism – chiefly in its early stages – is
an expression, which relies greatly on the Internet without disdaining the
alliance and/or complicity of the mass media.

All political subjects operating in such a media ecosystem necessarily
undergo some adaptation to the logic of the old media and to the for-
mats of the new. “Mediatization 2.0” would consequently seem to offer
us the most appropriate theoretical framework for understanding the drive
towards mass and self-communication adopted by populist movements of
the present age.

Notes

1. A survey by Demos (Bartlett et al., 2013) on 1,865 Facebook fans of Grillo’s move-
ment M5S shows that its supporters are center-left, educated, young, tech-savvy,
pro-immigration and pro-business. Definitely not a right-wing profile.
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2. See http://averypublicsociologist.blogspot.it/2013/03/ukip-and-labour.html (seen
4 May 2013).

3. http://www.telegraph.co.uk/comment/telegraph-view/10035707/The-establish
ment-feels-the-power-of-the-people.html (seen 4 May 2013).

4. http://www.time.com/time/specials/2007/article/0,28804,1725323_1727246,00
.html.
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4
Mediatization and New Media
Winfried Schulz

New media is not a new phenomenon. Printed publications, the mass press,
radio and television were new media at the time when they emerged. How-
ever, what currently is new is that the new new media is referred to by a
summary term instead of a proper name as was the case with the news-
paper, the radio or television.1 The established practice of referring to new
media in the plural takes into account that recent innovations brought
about diverse new communication means varying with respect to their
modes of production, distribution, reception and utilization. New media
are characterized by “underdetermination” (Poster, 1999). Symptomatic of
this situation is the plurality of terms trying to capture new media devel-
opments: “digital media”, “information and communication technology”
(ICT), “computer-mediated communication”, “Internet”, “social media”,
even “new new media” (Levinson, 2013). “The Internet” often serves as a
term for new media, although it is in itself a “bundle of different media
and modalities” with various communication characteristics and manifold
conditions of use (Lievrouw & Livingstone, 2002, p. 6).

Likewise, the mediatization of politics is not a new phenomenon. Medi-
atization as a distinctive perspective on politics rests on two premises.
First, the advent of new media always gives rise to both new opportuni-
ties and new constraints to which political actors and organizations have
to adapt. Second, political actors are always eager to employ new media
functions and services. Corporate actors – such as interest groups, politi-
cal parties, executive and legislative bodies – accommodate to the changing
media environment and allocate an increasing share of their resources
to utilizing new media for their strategic purposes. By the same token,
actors on the political periphery take advantage of new media opportu-
nities for engaging in politics. Individual citizens, social movements and
opposition groups are drawing on new media for their empowerment,
but also for subversive purposes. In this process, all types of actors have
become increasingly independent of political journalism as a mediating
agency.
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This chapter begins by identifying key features of recently emerging new
media. Against this backdrop it will discuss the idea of mediatization as
well as the somewhat mysterious notion of “media logic”. The sections that
follow will then outline mediatization processes linked with new media
developments and illustrate potentialities the utilization of new media
involve. This will be specified with regard to different types of political
actors. The final section discusses the obvious question of how mediatization
and its consequences are to be assessed.

New media capabilities

Media revolutions in the historic past affected – and usually improved – one
or more of the basic elements of communication: the encoding, storage,
transmission and reception of messages or the organization, distribution
and financing of message production. By contrast, the most recent media
revolution has affected all of these features, though primarily the encod-
ing of messages. While traditional media operate on different systems of
analog coding the new media employ digital coding. Digital coding allows
all kinds of signs and messages – including spoken language, texts, sounds
and music, pictures and videos – to be expressed in the same universal lan-
guage. Most importantly, digital messages can be managed by computers,
and with the help of easy-to-handle software anybody can engage in process-
ing, editing, amplifying, storing and distributing media content. Digitization
has induced a number of new media capabilities with major advantages for
political communication:

• A prime advantage of digitally coded messages is that they can be rep-
resented, transmitted and distributed electronically, thus conforming to
the potential of the Internet. The Internet’s huge processing and storage
capacities together with its multiplex interconnections allows political
networking, collaboration and co-creation on a global scale, thus outdoing
by far conventional telecommunication services.

• Due to their digital nature new media allow an unprecedented degree of
interactivity which is beneficial to a mode of political participation that
“entails active civic involvement, not just passive surveillance” (Bucy &
Gregson, 2001, p. 375).

• Digitally coded messages are amenable to compression technologies so
they can be stored and transmitted in huge quantities, exceeding by
far the capacities of conventional analog storage techniques like gramo-
phone discs, audio and video tapes. This turns media use into a “pull”
activity and, above all, allows time-shifting which makes the users less
dependent on “pushed” messages of conventional mass media.

• Digitization allows transcoding, i.e., translating messages formatted
according to the rules of one medium into the format of another medium
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without altering the message content (Manovich, 2001, p. 47). Digital
files can also be recombined to create mash-ups merging different media
modalities and genres into multimedia formats.

• Since digital messages can be multiplied infinitely without any loss of
quality conventional techniques of copying, reproducing and multiply-
ing messages have become obsolete. Digital technologies give users the
ability to easily replicate, redistribute and share political messages with
others.

• The universal language and malleability of digital media spurs the con-
vergence of old and new media. This allows adapting and distributing
content on different media platforms. All major offline news outlets, for
example, are now offering online editions enriched with digital media
formats.

In addition to new modes of message encoding, storing and transmitting the
new media brought about new ways of message production and reception.
The computer terminal and more recently developed mobile devices such as
laptops, smartphones, tablets and e-book readers have become the universal
user interfaces for receiving, sending and also producing messages. Software
for handling these interfaces enables users to design and publish on the
Internet, especially on social media platforms, complex messages that com-
pete with professional journalistic and entertainment media. Professional
political communicators are benefiting from these capacities of new media
to an even greater extent than are private citizens.

As it is often the case with emerging new media, the whole political com-
munication system including the distribution of media power is affected.
Citizens increasingly prefer online media as their most important source of
political information. This has spurred a scholarly debate about whether the
news media’s influence on public opinion – especially their agenda-setting
function – might be dwindling. Bennet and Iyengar (2008) envisage the
dawning of “a new era of minimal effects” since people in the new media
environment can easily find political content that conforms to their existing
ideological orientations. As a consequence they expect the media to rein-
force rather than change audiences’ world views. The authors developed
their thesis against the backdrop of a polarizing political culture and media
system in the United States. However, Shehata and Strömbäck (2013), who
have put these assumptions to the test in a European context, still find strong
evidence for agenda-setting effects of traditional news media. At the same
time, they demonstrate with a sophisticated study design that citizens using
multiple online news sources are less susceptible to agenda-setting effects of
the traditional media.

In spite of ongoing changes – and in accordance with Riepl’s law – old and
new media will coexist. Most conventional media, even if forfeiting some of
their significance, survive by specializing on communication functions they
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still can serve in a changing environment. Adaptation processes are leading
to “mutual domestication of and convergence between” old and new media
(Fortunati, 2005, p. 28). On the one hand, many conventional mass media
supplement their offline editions with background material, podcasts and
videos on the Internet. Journalists regularly draw on the Internet as an infor-
mation resource, even directly take up and redistribute material from web
pages and social networking sites. Media users play their part in integrat-
ing old and new media by sharing breaking news with friends and followers
on social networking sites. In addition, users are transmuting conventional
television into “social TV” when they, while watching the program, post
their comments on social media or give feedback to programmers. On the
other hand, news sites on the web as the most widespread type of online
journalism are committed to the conventions and styles of classical politi-
cal journalism (Deuze, 2003). Also, news aggregators are transferring to the
online world the logic of selecting and constructing news as practiced by
conventional mass media.

Reconsidering mediatization

In a very general sense mediatization denotes communication media’s
spreading and penetrating all areas of society. Scholarly interests usually
focus on the social transformations and especially the political consequences
of these processes (see, e.g., Asp, 1990; Schulz, 2004). New media with their
specific operational conditions offer new political opportunities, but also
impose new constraints on political actors and institutions. The mediatiza-
tion perspective draws special attention to “indirect effects” resulting from
political actors responding to the operational conditions of communica-
tion media (Kepplinger, 2008). This resembles a phenomenon for which
Kurt and Gladys Lang (1953) coined the term “reciprocity effect” (see also
Kepplinger, 2007).

“Media logic” is an often used shortcut for the operational conditions
of mass media. Altheide and Snow (1979) introduced this concept and
explained its meaning by referring to synonyms like “format”, “framework”,
“grammar” and “perspective”. Media logic, in their view, is a specific qual-
ity of mass media with a far-reaching impact on society. Their basic thesis
“that social reality is constituted, recognized, and celebrated with media”
(Altheide & Snow, 1979, p. 12) implies that all mass media are committed
to a unique and universal media logic determining the media user’s – and
ultimately the society’s – definition of reality.2 Altheide and Snow (1979)
illustrate this by referring to specific selection criteria and presentation for-
mats of mass media, especially of television. In elaborating the concept other
authors are emphasizing that the mass media have become emancipated as
an autonomous institution dominating other social institutions and, above
all, wielding power over political actors and organizations (Hjarvard, 2008;
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Mazzoleni, 2008; Strömbäck & Esser, 2009). The notion of media logic which
has been governing much of the mediatization discourse in the television
era implies large-scale, centralized production of political content and its
distribution to a mass audience.

However, new media call into question the idea of universal media logic
resulting in all-embracing media dependence of politics. New media not
only brought about a variety of presentation formats and content genres
which were completely unknown in the pre-Internet era. Most new media
also operate on organizational principles, content production and distri-
bution procedures which have little in common with conventional mass
media. Above all, the assumption of audience dependence which is central
to the notion of media logic became disputable in view of the empower-
ing of users in the new media environment. The enormous proliferation
and diversification of messages has led to a situation where media users –
notably political actors – can bypass the filtering and gatekeeping of mass
media, thus evading media powers. In principle, users are no longer reliant
on prefabricated content delivered according to a heteronomous media pro-
duction schedule. They can rather choose at their own pace among a broad
supply and take advantage of new media for actively producing content or
modifying prefabricated media messages. Even though up to now only a
minority of citizens have exploited these opportunities, they may in the long
run diminish the mass media’s institutional autonomy and interventionist
potential. As a result the theoretical idea of media logic is losing its explana-
tory potential and may at best be maintained in a specific sense referring to
the conventional news media, as suggested by Esser (2013) and Strömbäck
(2011, p. 373).

Following this line of reasoning, conceptual analogies like the “logic of
the database” or the “grammar” of new media (see, e.g., Finnemann, 2011;
Kluver, 2002; Manovich, 2001) which transfer to new media the assump-
tion of a coherent media logic seem to be inapt. It also appears questionable
whether the operational conditions of new media – their digital nature,
data base structure, or “textual” grammar, originating from the media’s
technological base – can be expected to impact on political actors and
processes in a way that is comparable to the logic of mass media, as was
assumed by Altheide and Snow (1979). Lundby (2009, p. 117) concludes:
“That’s the thinking of the past, the age of mass communication when gate-
keepers or editors did indeed control, frame, and format almost all media
communication.”

In essence, this argument against an overstated media-centric perspective
accords with a recurrent theme of the new media discourse emphasizing
the “underdetermination” and the “social shaping” (Poster, 1999) of new
media. According to Lievrouw and Livingstone (2002) it is the social shaping
which distinguishes new media from conventional mass media. One aspect
of social shaping is the “recombination” and “continuous hybridization” of
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existing technologies and innovations. The other aspect is captured by the
“network metaphor” contrasting the one-to-one and many-to-many config-
uration of new media with the one-to-many frames of conventional mass
media. Social shaping takes place in the process of interacting with media
“affordances”. Among the specific affordances of new media are poten-
tials of, for example, networking, time-shifting, sharing content, co-creating
media products, and mashing-up messages (see, e.g., italicized features of
digital media in the section above).

Looking at new media in terms of their social shaping while users interact
with new media affordances is hardly compatible with core assumptions of
the media logic concept. But it is very consistent with an actor-centric media-
tization perspective. Referring especially to publicity -seeking political actors,
Marcinkowski and Steiner (in this volume, Chapter 5) point out that the pro-
cess of mediatization is not forced by the media. It is rather a “pull-process”
which results from the need for public attention and the various ways to
meet that demand. In this sense some authors speak of “self-mediatization”
(e.g., Meyer, 2002). The actor-centric perspective implies two propositions:
first, political actors and organizations anticipate that the media will oper-
ate in a specific way and adapt to the opportunities and constraints media
usage entails; and second, political actors and organizations proactively take
account of the media and try to capitalize on media performances for their
political purposes. Following this rationale it seems promising to focus on
responses to new media affordances and to examine the consequences for
diverse political actors and political institutions.

Mediatization in the new media environment

In what follows, these arguments will be illustrated by first looking at
citizens’ utilization of new media for enacting their political roles and
for engaging in political processes. Secondly, it will be demonstrated how
political organizations accommodate to media affordances which are instru-
mental in pursuing organizational goals. The third part of this section
considers new media performances from a systems perspective taking into
account normative expectations of representative democracies. It is apparent
at all three levels that the adoption of and adaptation to new media not only
has immediate political effects, but also leads to long-term changes of citi-
zens’ political behavior, to lasting transformations of political organizations
and to a transmutation of political systems.

Citizens wielding new media

An obvious result of transforming media systems is that people are changing
their media use habits. Emerging new media increasingly alter the existing
media’s position as a source of information and political influence. In the
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United States, for example, online media already rank second among cit-
izens’ sources of daily news, thus displacing the newspaper and the radio
(Pew Research Center, 2012a). Also, over the past two election cycles the
online political news audience “has grown dramatically” (Pew Research Cen-
ter, 2012b). Other countries are rapidly catching up with this development.
However, the empirical evidence so far does not provide a clear picture of the
political consequences of the changing audience behavior (Michelstein &
Boczkowski, 2010). It is an open question whether online news consump-
tion will in the long run complement or displace the traditional news
media. By the same token, the effects of online news consumption on polit-
ical knowledge are still a matter of debate. And there are also conflicting
empirical findings on whether online news consumption contributes to civic
participation.

The picture becomes clearer if web-based activities as such are seen as a
form of political participation. Most remarkable in this respect is the world-
wide spreading of social networking (Pew Research Center, 2012c). Although
Web 2.0 applications are primarily used for non-political purposes, they nev-
ertheless serve political functions such as expressing opinions, mobilizing
protest and organizing collective action (see, e.g., Loader & Mercea, 2012).
The uses of new media in the Arab Spring have provided impressive exam-
ples (see, e.g., Howard et al., 2011). While in general drawing on new media
expanded the repertoire of political engagement, this resulted particularly in
amplifying unconventional forms of participation, of political protest and
political consumerism (e.g., boycotting products).

What motivates citizens to draw on new media functions for engaging
in politics may be explained with reference to specific gratifications of web
applications (see, e.g., Kaye & Johnson, 2002; Shao, 2009). This is in accord
with normative expectations regarding citizens’ communication behavior
as well as the media’s role as an intermediate connecting the center and
the periphery of the political system. However, this relationship is funda-
mentally changing. On the one hand, the intermediation function has been
greatly extended due to an unprecedented wealth of information provided
by online versions of mass media, by the Internet presence of diverse politi-
cal organizations, by knowledge bases such as Wikipedia and, not least, by a
plethora of expert and lay bloggers.

On the other hand, while the classical mass media distribute messages
journalists deem relevant according to news value criteria, the new media
concede users more control over the selection of political messages. Citi-
zens no longer are confined to being passive consumers of standard political
journalism, of statements by party and government officials, but can react
to official sources and voice alternative positions in various new media
spaces. Web 2.0 applications allow citizens to engage in collaboration and
co-creation activities, sharing facts and opinions, commenting on blogs
and videos, contributing to wikis, to picture and video platforms, and in
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organizing collective action (Harrison & Barthel, 2009). Especially during
election campaigns, citizens may benefit from new opportunities of political
participation the Internet and social media are providing (Kruikemeier et al.,
2013; Tolbert & Mcneal, 2003).

Political organizations responding to new media

For political organizations communication media are relevant in at least
three ways. First, media constitute significant environmental conditions
to which they have to respond. Second, media are a means of intra-
organizational communication. Third, organizations employ the media for
connecting with the environment and pursuing their goals. This corre-
sponds to a familiar perspective of organizational analysis distinguishing
inputs, throughputs and outputs, which Schillemans (2012) has adopted
for his study of public service organizations. New media may amalgamate
with organizational input, throughput and output activities or may substi-
tute these activities all together. Most importantly, adapting to and utilizing
new media has the potential to extend the organizational reach, for exam-
ple by serving as a recruitment tool, attracting new types of supporters
and expanding activities geographically (Ward & Gibson, 2009). Especially,
membership organizations, such as political parties, unions and NGOs, take
advantage of these functions. Likewise, other types of political organiza-
tions, including parliaments and governments, have been adopting new
media to improve their internal operations and their external links, e.g., to
improve their services and their engagement with supporters and the general
public.

Political parties have a vital interest in employing communication media
for key political functions such as organizing participation, aggregating pref-
erences and recruiting personnel for political offices. Media innovations
brought about a number of new tools that extended the parties’ commu-
nication repertoire, thus strengthening their output function, particularly in
election campaigns. Meanwhile all political parties are using diverse Inter-
net outlets for providing information about policy options and candidates,
directed at party members and supporters as well as journalists and a wider
public. New media serve to improve intra-organizational communication,
both top-down, e.g., by distributing campaign material to party activists,
and bottom-up, by engaging members in deciding on the election manifesto
and on candidates for the ticket. There are also new modes and channels of
organizational input, e.g., for raising funds and for monitoring the online
behavior of supporters and target groups.

As Negrine (2008) demonstrates for the United Kingdom, these develop-
ments have been transforming party organizations, particularly by spurring
the professionalization of party communication. Römmele (2003), who
explores party changes from a cross-national perspective, shows that the
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parties’ utilization of new media varies depending on political system fac-
tors, on the specific character of the party and the party’s prevailing goal
orientation. Referring to prevalent party typologies the author compares the
strategies, audience approaches and message characteristics of new media
adoption, particularly for election campaigns. She concludes from a num-
ber of studies that in less democratized contexts the new media are “able to
operate as a real force of change”, whereas in liberal democracies the new
media, though strengthening communication pluralism, “are generally not
leading to any far-reaching redress of existing power relations” (Römmele,
2003, p. 16).

In like manner parliaments and their members have an interest in con-
necting with their constituencies and the general public. It is already
common practice in almost all representative democracies to employ the
whole range of communication media for information delivery services and
for facilitating public input to decision-making processes. New media seem
to be especially suited as a channel connecting representatives and the rep-
resented, e.g., for making legislative decisions more responsive to the needs
of citizens and the interests of stakeholder groups. In this spirit, the British
Parliament as early as 1998 launched a series of online consultations involv-
ing selected citizens in parliamentary inquiries (Coleman, 2004; Coleman &
Blumler, 2009, pp. 91–102). However, e-consultation and other interactive
applications have not yet succeeded in becoming very widespread, as shown
by the results of a global survey to which 134 parliaments responded in
2009, whereas webcasting of parliamentary activities is now a frequently
used practice (Griffith & Leston-Bandeira, 2012).

The implementation and utilization of new communication technolo-
gies by governments and public agencies gave rise to what Dunleavy,
Margetts, Bastow and Tinkler (2006) label “digital-era governance”. This
stage of e-democracy is considered to have succeeded the “new public
management” movement of the late 20th century, with its focus on bureau-
cratic reforms making government service provision more efficient and
less costly. More recently, many countries have been implementing digital
technologies transforming agency-centered into citizen-centered processes.
New electronic services are connecting citizens directly to state systems
without any gatekeeping by service personnel. The ongoing shift towards
self-government “implies a move away from ‘closed’ files government to
a more ‘open book’ model” so that citizens “are ‘co-producing’ or even
‘co-creating’ public services” (Margetts, 2009, p. 125). Government initia-
tives under the headings “open government” and “open data” claim to be
committed to principles as they are laid down in an OECD handbook:

(1) Respond to calls for greater transparency and accountability;
(2) meet citizens’ expectations that their views be considered; and
(3) counter declining public support (Gramberger, 2001, pp. 19–20).
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These principles, although already debated much earlier (Wojcik, 2012),
have gained political momentum since Barack Obama presented his mem-
orandum on “Transparency and Open Government” in 2009.3 Meanwhile,
governing bodies all around Europe and beyond draw on new media for
launching open government strategies at national, regional and local levels
(Huijboom & Van den Broek, 2011).

For non-governmental organizations and social movements, especially for
those operating globally like, for example, Attac, Oxfam, Friends of the
Earth, the Internet and social media have become the key instruments
for political action. The availability and services of new media compen-
sate for the scarce resources of these organizations. Examining the 100
largest non-educational US non-profit organizations, Nah and Saxton (2013)
specified how capacities and resources as well as organizational strategies,
governance features and external pressures determine the adoption and
utilization of social media. Most notably, protest movements greatly ben-
efit from the communication infrastructure of the Internet by spreading
messages virally, creating networks and organizing collective action (see,
e.g., van de Donk et al., 2004). A new organizational form which is con-
stituted solely by communication networks, called “connective action” by
Bennett and Segerberg (2012) in their analysis of protest movements in
the context of the recent financial crisis, seems to be typical for late mod-
ern societies in which citizens are increasingly de-aligning from formal
organizations.

System-level performances of new media

There is a long tradition of normative expectations regarding media perfor-
mances in serving the democratic system.4 Gurevitch and Blumler (1990), for
example, proposed a catalogue of media functions and services which may
be condensed into four points: first, as a mediating agent the mass media are
expected to report on relevant events and issues and present a true picture
of the political reality. Second, in their capacity to offer a public forum mass
media are supposed to give access to relevant political actors and to represent
major currents of public opinion and discourse. Third, media should scruti-
nize power holders and, by investigative reporting, expose power abuses,
corruptions and scandals. And fourth, mass media are expected to voice the
citizens’ political interests and to support institutionalized forms of political
participation.

Although these performance expectations refer primarily to the “old
order” of media professionals producing political news and current affairs
for a mostly passive mass audience they are in essence still valid in the “new
order” where, on the one hand, mass media are better equipped to serve
these functions, e.g., by drawing on new technologies for their investiga-
tions, for selecting, producing and distributing information, and where, on
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the other hand, new media have been greatly extending and supplementing
political communication capabilities:

• New media have widened the citizens’ window on the world of politics
by an abundance of reports and comments by bloggers, citizen jour-
nalists and web pages of various organizations, bypassing the filter of
professional journalism.

• New media compete with the conventional mass media in defining
the relevance of political issues and actors; even creating a new breed
of celebrities. As a consequence, established power holders may ben-
efit from their public visibility online. But it has also become easier
to challenge power holders by online activities of protesters and social
movements.

• The Internet has considerably enlarged media constructed public spaces.
These public spaces may not only span globally. Compared to the public
sphere constructed by conventional mass media they are also more inclu-
sive since weakly organized groups and individual citizens have much
easier access.

• While the classical mass media apply news value criteria in filtering
political messages according to what the media define as citizen inter-
ests, new media add to this the interests and preferences which citizens
themselves – as well as diverse interest groups – voice online.

• The media’s watchdog role has become much more effective due to
the Internet’s capacity to pillory misbehavior and leak information that
power holders would rather keep secret.

These potentialities have inspired manifold reflections on new media as
a remedy for the supposed crisis of democracy (see, e.g., Kersting, 2012).
“E-words” like e-democracy, e-participation and e-governance are emblem-
atic of the optimistic vision of media developments. Coleman (2005), for
example, suggests rethinking the idea of democratic representation. In his
conception of “digitally-mediated representation” the relationships between
citizens and the political elite may be improved by three elements: by a
more interactive kind of accountability, by a pluralistic network of repre-
sentation, and “by creating new spaces of public self-representation and
experiential reflexivity” (Coleman, 2005, p. 190). In collaboration with
Blumler he launched the idea of a “civic commons in cyberspace” orga-
nized by a publicly funded body and independent of both the state and
the market (Coleman & Blumler, 2009). A more skeptical position is taken
by Ward and Vedel (2006) who concede that the new media provide (“for
some”) increased openness and access, but at the same time put pressure
on the democratic system with the result of, among others, distancing the
informal network style of politics from the formal system of representative
democracy.
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Mediatization ambivalence

In the search for explanations of an alleged crisis of democracy the mass
media are an obvious candidate. This may be one reason why in the pre-
Internet era a dismal view of mediatization prevailed, as expressed by the
definition of Mazzoleni and Schulz (1999, p. 249): “The term mediatization
denotes problematic concomitants or consequences of the development of
modern mass media.” This view implies a major impact of the news media
on political processes and on political actors and institutions. The medi-
atization perspective of the pre-Internet era presupposes that the media
have become an autonomous institution committed to highly similar opera-
tional conditions, selection criteria and presentation formats. Since the news
media serve as the most important – and often exclusive – source of politi-
cal information audiences and politicians have become media dependent.
They have little choice but to adapt to the media’s operational condi-
tions, so that political processes in the long run are governed by the
media logic.

As new media developments arise to challenge all these assumptions there
is a need to modify the mediatization perspective. Particularly the premise
of an autonomous media institution committed to homogeneous media
logic has become disputable. New digital media defy the institutional auton-
omy of mainstream news media. Hence even proponents of an institutional
approach to the news media have become critical of the “homogeneity
hypothesis” (Cook, 2006, p. 163). The new media environment offers not
only a wide variety of alternative information sources but even new ways of
participating in public discourses. Political actors are becoming less depen-
dent on the classical news media and their media logic. But this does not
necessarily result in diminishing political media influence.

If political actors appropriate new media and adapt to their communi-
cation opportunities they have to face the specific constraints new media
impose, even dysfunctional and disruptive consequences. Davis (2011) iden-
tifies, based on observations in Britain, a number of political expectations
which new media developments have left unfulfilled and presents evidence
for a widening gap between the center and the periphery of the political sys-
tem. Due to the “pull character” of new media their political information is
attracting the already engaged more than the disinterested, thus deepening
participation gaps in society (Lusoli et al., 2006; Norris, 2012). The growing
volume of user-generated content calls the reliability of political informa-
tion on the Internet into question, even though a major share of online
news is produced by professional journalists. Moreover, the open space of
the Internet is often misused for offenses, hate speech and “hacktivism”, and
for criminal or extremist and terrorist activities. Other problematic conse-
quences may result from the abundant entertaining material on the web that
is absorbing people’s media use budget, at the expense of political content
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online and offline. Fears that this will impair informed political deliberation
and engagement seem to be justified.

A growing body of research is trying to assess whether positive or negative
consequences of new media prevail. Based on a meta-analysis of pertinent
studies Boulianne (2009) concludes that Internet use has a positive, though
small, effect on political engagement while there is little evidence of a signif-
icant negative effect. Groshek (2010), who monitored 152 countries, shows
that Internet diffusion has a democratizing effect, though primarily in devel-
oped countries that were at least partially democratic. Loader and Mercea
(2012) in their summary of a number of studies admit that there are good
reasons, even empirical support, for acknowledging the democratic potential
of new media, but that it would also be advisable to not lose sight of their
risks and disruptive capacities.

These and other attempts at weighing the political consequences of
mediatization are posing the archetypical question fueling communication
research for decades: How do we evaluate communication media’s impact
on society? The question might be ill-defined if it aims at an unequivo-
cal answer, as Lazarsfeld and Merton (1948) warned us in the early days
of communication research. New media, like all technologies may give rise
to both beneficial and detrimental consequences, depending on how they
are used. This is part of the fundamental ambivalence which marks media–
society relationships in general (see, especially McQuail, 2010, pp. 80–91).
Consequently, analyses of political mediatization have to be aware of the
ambivalence of new media affordances. An actor-centric approach is open to
beneficial aspects of mediatization, but it can neglect neither concerns nor
empirical facts challenging the euphemistic visions sometimes associated
with political “e-words”.

Notes

1. “New media” appeared in 2001 for the first time as an entry to the cumulative
index of the review journal Communication Abstracts. Also, the appearance of the
first issue of the journal New Media & Society in 1999 may be taken as indicating
the establishment of “new media” as a key term.

2. In this respect the idea of a universal media logic parallels key presumptions of
the dependency model of Ball-Rokeach (1976) and of the spiral of silence (Noelle-
Neumann, 1984).

3. See http://www.whitehouse.gov/open.
4. For a comprehensive analysis of media functions and performances, see McQuail

(1992).
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5
Mediatization and Political
Autonomy: A Systems Approach
Frank Marcinkowski and Adrian Steiner

This chapter aims to analyze “mediatization” as a societal phenomenon.
In particular it deals with the question of what triggers the process of
mediatization, what drives the process, and what consequences result from
the process. Socio-theoretical contributions to the discourse on mediati-
zation are few and far between. For example, American sociologist John
B. Thompson (1995) sees the transformation of premodern agrarian soci-
eties into the functionally differentiated social formations of the modern
era as the result of capacities for accumulating, communicating and stor-
ing information. For Thompson, these capacities were (initially) provided
by the printed and (later) by the electronic mass media, and it is a process
he calls “mediazation” (Thompson, 1995, p. 46). Building on Thompson’s
work, Hjarvard (2008) conceives of “mediatization” as a process of mod-
ernization, at the center of which the organizational, technological, and
aesthetic operating mode of the media (media logic) is shaping the forms
of interactions between social institutions. In this paper, we adopt a sys-
tems theory perspective to supplement some of the socio-theoretical work
that has been carried out in relation to the causes and consequences of
mediatization. We understand mediatization here as a supra-individual phe-
nomenon that occurs within non-media social systems. It results from the
differentiation of a media system containing its own intrinsic logic and the
need for public attention expressed in other social systems. The term “medi-
atization” denotes not so much the passive submission of other systems
to media forces but the active utilization of media services. The structural
consequences of accessing these services are conceived as “consequences of
mediatization”. We therefore understand mediatization not in terms of a lin-
ear, media-induced influence but as resulting from a complex interaction of
manifold media and non-media causes.

Drawing on a theory of functional differentiation, we first show which
socio-structural conditions must be met in the first place to observe a
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phenomenon such as mediatization. Then we draw on the “theory of self-
referential social systems” to demonstrate the meaning of mediatization
from this specific perspective as well as looking at what other relationships –
in addition to those between media and politics – must be distinguished,
what levels of analysis have to be observed, and what conditions must be
met in the surrounding systems of the media for their mediatization to occur.
Following this, we use the example of the mediatization of politics to specify
further these basic ideas and use our systems approach to deduce a number of
fundamental theorems, which in turn may serve to guide empirical research
on mediatization in the future. Finally, we briefly summarize the conceptual
proposals made in this chapter.

Mediatization and the functional differentiation
of modern societies

The distinction between politics and media, which underlies the notion of
the “mediatization of politics”, represents a contingent analytical perspec-
tive. The distinction could also be drawn differently – for example, as a
distinction between politics and economics, media and education or science
and business. The scientific validity of where to draw the distinction depends
on what the distinction can help us reveal and, where appropriate, explain.
In this case, it not only enables us to determine more accurately what is to be
understood by “media phenomenon” or “political phenomenon”, but it is
also a necessary condition for allowing us to observe reciprocal performance
relations between politics and media in the first place. Here, we assume that
this difference is not a purely analytical distinction but an empirical cate-
gory which denotes the corresponding phenomena of empirical reality. This
“realistic” view of the term appears logical because the distinction between
media and politics is also made in areas outside of academia and has practi-
cal value beyond academic research because people generally know whether
they are voting or watching television.

Politics and media are therefore two distinguishable and dissimilar empir-
ical phenomena in an overarching whole that we call society. They are
dissimilar because they perform different functions for society: the produc-
tion of collectively binding decisions on the one hand and the creation of
a public space for issues and opinions on the other. Because functions of
social systems cannot be placed in a transitive hierarchy – both functions
are equally indispensable – the exclusive function of each system also rep-
resents the fundamental equality of both parts. To think simultaneously in
terms of dissimilarity (systems perform different functions) and equality (sys-
tems cannot replace each other) is, in our opinion, necessary if we wish to
have a meaningful discussion of mediatization or politicization. In other
words, the functionally differentiated society is the categorical and empirical
background against which processes of mediatization can become visible.
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What does this mean for the socio-theoretical importance of the concept
of mediatization? First, the theory of functional differentiation treats politics
and media as two social subsystems among others. We can identify other
function-systems such as economics, science, law, education and religion.
What we have said above applies to all these subsystems: i.e., in their exclu-
sive function-area, they too are both dissimilar and fundamentally equal.
Under these conditions society takes a paradoxical form, which we can call
the unity of differents. Each system constitutes, through its borders, a dif-
ferent relation to society and develops its own image of society. The society
of economics is different from the society of politics and from the society
of media, etc. (cf. Luhmann, 1997). Therefore, the social system as a whole
appears to be the sum of multiple perspectives. In other words, the function-
ally differentiated society recognizes no preferred perspective from which a
generally accepted “true” description of society can be gained (cf. Luhmann,
1997, p. 598).

For the discipline of communication science, this means that, despite their
political importance, the terms “media society” and “mediatization” actually
spring from a contingent perspective the significance of which is dramat-
ically relativized when we draw distinctions differently. For example, the
perspective of economics brings phenomena of economization (be it of pol-
itics, media or science) into view, the perspective of law makes us attend to
the judicialization of social subsystems, and the perspective of science illu-
minates the scientification of society and its subsystems (cf. Nassehi, 2000).
These processes must be thought of as being similar, equal and simultaneous,
while everything else is simply a matter of analytical perspective.

The “theory of functional differentiation” that we use here allows media-
tization to be observable and opens a perspective to other function-systems
and other interdependencies. The loss of uniqueness is thereby compensated
for by the opportunities it offers for comparisons. We can ask, for exam-
ple: how does the mediatization of politics differ from the mediatization
of science or economics? What is the relation between the economiza-
tion and politicization of media? How does the economization of science
affect the mediatization of universities? Given these questions, it is wrong
to understand mediatization as a “meta-process” in the sense of being the
most important one, as the dominant or somehow superordinate process
of social change, one which leads inevitably to a social formation domi-
nated by mass media. Rather, a proper understanding of mediatization is
only possible when we take a differentiated look at other subsystems, other
interdependencies, and other ways of describing society.

Mass media, public attention and the mediatization process

Here we propose understanding the functionally differentiated soci-
ety according to a “theory of self-referential communication systems”
(Luhmann, 1995). We therefore presuppose a social order where primary
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differentiation occurs along a multitude of subsystems. Each subsystem is tai-
lored specifically to deal with different functional needs of society. Assigning
exclusive functions to subsystems constitutes their identity and autonomy.
Functions are performed using a binary code to which all operations refer
in the last instance. The functional differentiation of systems corresponds in
this sense to a “technization” of the reference to the world, with the help
of a binary schematization (cf. Luhmann, 1982). The code – for example,
the distinction between right and wrong in law, true and false in science,
beautiful and ugly in art, or healthy and ill in healthcare – defines the pri-
mary rule of information processing in the system, in each case displaying
a built-in preference for the positive value of the code (right, true, beautiful,
healthy). Events in the system’s environment only gain relevance for a social
system when they can be related to its code, while everything else is disre-
garded. The code as a general selection rule thus reduces the complexity of
the world to a level that is workable for the system (reduction of complexity).
At the same time, the general character of the code ensures that many things
can potentially become relevant for the system (enabling complexity). The
interaction of both mechanisms allows for the high degree of specialization
and efficiency that modern societies have developed in the course of their
transition towards functional differentiation.

However, the abstract distinction does not provide sufficient selectivity to
enable communication. It must be further specified through secondary and
tertiary selection structures and, as it were, “operationalized” at a deeper
structural level. Secondary and tertiary selection structures are called “pro-
grams” in systems theory, and, in the case of organizations, for example,
known as internal decision-making structures in the form of programs of
purpose and programs of conditionality. At this level, the abstract codes are
“translated” into “productive” structural guidelines that enable the forma-
tion of processes and structures. The functional differentiation of a system
coincides with the establishment of a function-specific selection structure
(code and programs) which guides all processes within the system. All of
a system’s processes are geared exclusively to system-inherent structures
and cannot be directly determined by conditions of the environment. This
self-referentiality constitutes the autonomy of systems (cf. Luhmann, 1982).

The functional differentiation of a system of mass media (Marcinkowski,
1993; Luhmann, 1996) is a necessary condition of mediatization. According
to this reading, the “increased importance” of mass media, which the major-
ity of writers see as being the primary cause of mediatization processes (e.g.,
Schulz, 2004), can therefore be regarded as a corollary of the functional dif-
ferentiation of society and, in particular, of the functional autonomization of
the mass-media system. This can be illustrated by three determining factors
of functional differentiation:

• Universality: Functional autonomization of mass media is a key
requirement for their continued internal differentiation and increasing
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complexity. Differentiation and complexity of the media tend to grow
quickly and without opposing internal stopping mechanisms, as social
systems tend inevitably to absolutize the fulfillment of their primary
goal. This can be seen empirically, for example, in the multiplication of
new technical channels of communication, the diversification of orga-
nizational forms of mass media, the universalization of media operating
structures, the expansion and acceleration of public communication –
and ultimately in the ubiquity of mass media and their communication
within society.

• Exclusivity: Functional autonomization is necessary for mass media to
retain their monopoly status for creating and disseminating descriptions
of reality, and to make them widely shared and accepted. The media are
in a continuing struggle to defend their leading position against com-
peting code-specific interpretations of social reality. However, for the
foreseeable future we can envision no other function-specific area in
society – neither politics nor science nor even religion – which could
compete in its world-descriptions with mass media’s constructions of real-
ity in terms of thematic diversity, social reach, relevance, topicality and
timeliness.

• Autonomy: Functional differentiation causes the media to execute its core
function – producing and distributing self-descriptions of society – solely
according to system-inherent structures and programs. The way it por-
trays reality is thus neither universally true nor entirely objective, nor
does it necessarily correspond to the self-descriptions of those observed by
the media. Rather, functional differentiation increases the likelihood that
individual self-descriptions and their portrayal in the media will diverge,
adding to the irritation potential often attributed to the mass media.

These three factors underscore the characteristics of ubiquity and social
reach, and the binding character of mass media, and enhance the proba-
bility that media portrayals become a source of resonance and irritation in
various places. These factors can therefore be seen as important conditions for
mediatization. However, they are not the only necessary conditions. Other-
wise, mediatization would have to be observable in somewhat similar form
and intensity, and with similar consequences, in all social areas, which is
clearly not the case. So, what additional conditions must be present?

To answer this question, we introduce a further theoretical distinction
which is established in systems theory, one that allows us to describe primary
systems of society with regard to their function and their performance. These
two terms refer to two different ways of observing subsystems that must be
kept strictly apart. When we speak of function, we are concerned with the
role of the part within the whole (distinction between function-system and
society). In contrast, the term performance is reserved for its relation to other
parts (distinction between different function-systems). In the case of mass
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media, this corresponds to the distinction between the capacity to provide
self-observation of society (function) and the creation of public attention
and acceptance for selected social issues (performance). Therefore, function
and performance do not refer to different “products” but merely to different
forms of “recourse” to the media system, by society at large or individual
subsystems.

A social system – such as media or politics – is not considered autonomous
if or because it is entirely independent from its environment; rather it
is autonomous if it is able to select certain elements in its environment
from which it gets certain stimulations (although these external stimuli
cannot determine the operations of and within the system). Systems have
grown more autonomous and independent but at the same time more inter-
dependent because they rely on tasks performed by other systems. The
performance relations between systems are variable in the sense that, for
example, science requires sometimes more and sometimes less public atten-
tion; and they are potentially asymmetrical in the sense that not every
performance is necessarily compensated by a counter-performance. Sys-
tems also do not take advantage of performances merely because they are
available, but only if and insofar as they require them. In their own com-
munication they may frame this dependence as “prudently compensating a
shortcoming” or as “undue (and potentially threatening) interference” by a
foreign logic. However it is framed, the use of outside performances remains
motivated and permitted by the receiving system which implements the
input according to its own operating program.

Following these observations, we propose to use the terms “juridification”,
“scientification”, “politicization”, “economization” and also “mediatiza-
tion” to denote specific forms of performance relation – i.e., the recourse to
performances of certain social subsystems by systems in their environment.
From this it follows that, first, it makes little sense to speak of the “mediatiza-
tion of society”. Mediatization takes place within society and does not affect
it as a whole. Furthermore, mediatization takes place in a context of many
systems cross-consuming services of other systems all the time, and these
relationships can hardly be seen as a zero-sum game. Systems accessing each
other’s services may interfere with each other, but often they reinforce each
other. An example of reinforcement is that if the economization of science
were to lead to a preference for utility value in university research, this in
turn would encourage the mediatization of science (by favoring high-profile
research topics and research personalities).

Another consequence of this conceptualization is that it takes away the
suspicion that mediatization is something extraordinary and allows us to
understand the phenomenon in a more analytical frame of reference. Per-
formance relations are in general based on the fact that a system, to some
extent, absorbs foreign “raw materials” – for example, scientific knowledge,
collective obligation, legitimate law – so as to keep its own communication
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going, which it does for that reason only. In addition, we can observe in
many areas of society that such accesses are structurally guarded. This should
always be mentioned when it is not only the actual “resource” but also cri-
teria and norms of their production, i.e., programs that are incorporated
into the program supply of the “requiring” system (cf. Schimank, 2006). The
advantage of such a structural solution lies in the system’s ability to observe
and encourage continually its own performance needs and the performance
capacity of other systems, and to provide long-term performance access or
dispense it in a targeted way. We assume that such structural changes in
a plurality of function-specific areas of society form the core of what is
expressed in the social sciences by the already mentioned process terms:
the increased involvement of hetero-referential selection considerations and
programs within function-systems of society, especially at the organizational
level. The anchoring of economic considerations in the field of science, the
healthcare system, the media and elsewhere – i.e., commodification – is
therefore only the most prominent example of “built-in hetero-reference”
in modern societies.

With regard to mediatization, we can conclude that mass media’s perfor-
mance consists of providing public attention for issues of social communica-
tion. Other function-systems or organizations will absorb this performance
according to their need for attention. It is typical for this access to occur
when issues covered by mass media are taken up and become the basis of the
system’s own (system-internal) communication. But, it can also be achieved
through prior communication of the mediatized system. In this case, issues
are made available to mass media, which then take up the issues, provide
them with public attention and acceptance, and play them back to society
for further access.

By “simple” mediatization, we wish to denote the resonance impact of
mass media’s performances within systems in their environment. It indicates
the degree to which other (now mediatized) social systems recognize medi-
ated reality as a premise of further communication within mediatized social
systems. The fact that other social systems’ operations are geared towards
the selection and presentation criteria of the mass media can be under-
stood as “reflexive” mediatization. By taking performances of the media into
account and making them objectives of strategic communication efforts,
these other (now mediatized) systems aim to interlink their own interests
and issues with those of the mass media. Finally, “consequences of media-
tization” denote the various structural and procedural implications of this
interrelation among the respective systems – for both the mass media and
systems in its environment.

All major social systems of modern society require the scarce resource of
“public attention”, albeit at different levels of intensity, reach and frequency.
In response to these and other parameters, the hetero-referential orienta-
tion towards mass media’s selection criteria will lead to structure-formations
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which we can denote as the consequences of mediatization. We see exam-
ples of a structural integration of criteria for generating and directing
public attention outside the system of mass media in many places of soci-
ety. In competitive sports, we have seen them as changes to rules, sports
facilities or competition schedules; in the political system in the form of
organizational and content-related transformation of political election cam-
paigns, changes to organizational and decision-making structures of political
parties and the reorganization of parliamentary procedures; and in the aca-
demic system as a competitive relationship between academic reputation
and public visibility. All of the above examples, to which we could add
many more, have been variously examined by communication scholars.
But only comparative-empirical research into mediatization can demon-
strate systematically under which conditions the need for attention of which
social systems leads to which forms of mediatization and to which struc-
tural formations, and what the implications are for the functionality and
performance of mediatized systems.

The line of argumentation developed thus far reveals the dynamics of the
development of the media sector as being “solely” a necessary condition of
those phenomena which are denoted by the term “mediatization”. Analyses
that stop at this point obviously fall short. The process can only be causally
explained when the analysis includes the contingent performance-need of
social subsystems. Mediatization must therefore always be analyzed with
regard to the structural conditions of each observed environmental system in
society – instead of simply “externalizing” the reasons for the occurrence of
the above phenomena and putting the blame on the media. For this reason,
mediatization can also only be understood in a very limited sense as “media
effect”, because it is neither intended this way by media, nor does it occur
without the “cooperation” of the mediatized systems themselves. Strictly
speaking, the media can only bring about effects when it is enabled to cause
them. In this sense, we have to investigate the conditions that trigger a need
for (public) attention and acceptance in social systems.

We assume here that the degree of inclusivity of social systems repre-
sents one, if not the decisive, condition for the needs of a system. Inclusion
refers here to the (active and passive) participation of people and organiza-
tions in the communications of a system. With inclusion, the dependence of
the system in its function and performance capacities on the attention and
acceptance of the included parties increases. We will return to this point in
connection with the mediatization of politics. We can condense the previous
observations into an initial theorem of mediatization:

T 1: The greater the inclusivity of a social system is, the greater is the
need for attention and acceptance for its issues of communication (its
“mediatization needs”). Conversely, the more exclusive a system is, the
lower is its “receptivity” to mediatization.
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From this general assumption, we can derive testable hypotheses. Thus, for
example, the consequences of mediatization would be more observable in
democratic politics where decision-making capacity relies heavily on pub-
lic acceptance. It would also be more observable in (competitive) sports,
which depend on the largest public audiences possible to generate finan-
cial and motivational incentives for winning, than in for example the legal
or academic spheres. It is true that the public is granted access to vari-
ous steps of the legal process, and the academic world also relies on its
professional public. Nonetheless, judicial decisions and academic results
require less (media-generated) public attention and approval. The proce-
dural and professional public spheres that directly monitor the legality of
decisions or the accuracy of results are much more exclusive – although for
these areas, social-legitimacy deficits are also occasionally recognized which
make the transition to the wider public appear promising (Weingart, 1998).
In addition, we can presume that systemic interdependence relations are
subject to economic cycles that are significantly influenced by social and
extra-social events. For example, terrorist attacks lead to an increased politi-
cization of media coverage, economic crises promote the economization
of political decisions, increased competition for scarce research funds indi-
rectly benefits the mediatization of the selection of academic issues, and so
forth. We should therefore expect that peaks in mediatization are not only
structurally determined but also triggered by certain key events.

The mediatization of politics

We can now also understand more precisely the “mediatization of poli-
tics”. The formulation implies not only the autonomy of the system of mass
media but also the autonomy of politics as an independent, function-specific
area. By this we mean the overall process of making and implementing col-
lectively binding decisions (cf. Luhmann, 2000). The capacity for making
decisions collectively binding requires the legitimization of these decisions
on the part of those affected; i.e., the (diffuse and specific) acceptance
of political decisions as being collectively binding. This particular need
for legitimization of political decisions is substantially produced or repro-
duced in the process of political communication. Politics must therefore
secure acceptance from those (potentially) affected, which in turn essentially
requires the generation of public attention for and acceptance of certain
issues. This makes clear why politics is particularly dependent on media per-
formances regarding the production and provision of issue-specific attention
and acceptance. Our thesis is that this functional requirement under con-
ditions of modern democracy and a differentiated media system produces
precisely the effects that we denote as mediatization of the political sphere:
the political system relies on mass-media performances and is orientated
towards their selection and presentation criteria (in the sense of a reflexive
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mediatization) to be able to provide the kinds of issues to which the mass
media can easily relate.

In this sense, the causes of mediatization lie in the fact that the political
need for attention and acceptance has greatly increased during the transi-
tion to modern politics, and people can be expected less and less to give
their “unmotivated” consent without further debate. At the same time, with
the differentiation of a media system pursuing an autonomous operating
logic, politics finds a unique addressee to meet this relevant need. The logic
of the mediatization process becomes apparent only when we take account
of the combination of both conditions. Nevertheless, we wish to deal here
primarily with the first point, since it appears to us to be more important in
terms of a differentiated description and explanation of the mediatization of
politics, and because we have already outlined the main features regarding
the second point.

The transition to modern politics can be described as a process of grad-
ual differentiation and autonomization of a democratic political system.
Two aspects of the differentiation of democratic politics are of particular
importance in connection with mediatization:

• Functional internal differentiation: this is the conversion of political inter-
nal differentiation of stratification (state up/people down) into the polit-
ical subsections of legislators, administration and public (cf. Luhmann,
2000). This functional internal differentiation of politics causes an
immense increase in the internal complexity of the political system and
thereby brings evolutionary advantages with it. It is also constitutive of
the framework of democracy, the separation of the executive admin-
istration from the elected representatives, and the empowerment and
inclusion of the public. The three subsections can no longer be placed in
a hierarchical order of priority. Rather, they assume different functions in
the political process: the public mandates governing elites, political elites
create suitable framework conditions, and this in turn binds the public in
its decision-making activity. The democratic circulation of power relies on
the heterogeneity and essential equality of the subsections of the public,
lawmakers and administration. This internal structure allows democracy
to process highly complex interests and demands of the public, and to
reduce this complexity through processes (elections, legislation, bureau-
cratic procedures) that facilitate the production and implementation of
collectively binding decisions at the center of the system (cf. Luhmann,
2000).

• Political inclusion: this refers to the ever more complete inclusion of
the public in the political system (cf. Luhmann, 2000), which is, in a
sense, a corollary of the transition to the functional internal differenti-
ation described above. Inclusion means passive and active involvement
of the whole population in the political system. People are involved in
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the political decision-making process and receive the formal power to
select or deselect political personnel or to participate directly in the leg-
islative process. People become active citizens who have interests which
they can and should articulate and contribute. In addition to this active
inclusion, there is also a transformation of passive inclusion, meaning
access for more and more stakeholders to ever broader services of the
political system. This increases the dependence on and claims to such
performances. The crucial link between passive and active inclusion is
that, due to the active-participation rights of the public, politicians must
obtain the consent of the population and are therefore programmed to
appeal to the population in their interests, to generate claims and to
predict improvements (cf. Luhmann, 2000).

Both structural features have far-reaching implications for modern politics
and its need for mass-media performances. Functional internal differentia-
tion causes an increase in the diversity and heterogeneity of political claims
and interests, especially of the periphery of the political system, leading to
a general increase in the need for orientation and selection in the politi-
cal system. This adds value to public opinion as orientation and selection
structure, and thereby also to the mass media as central representatives of
public opinion. Public opinion provides an indication as to which issues can
be expected to find open ears and which cannot (Luhmann, 1970). In the
light of public opinion politicians, citizens and the administration observe
each other, and it becomes increasingly relevant how one is perceived by
the wider public. In addition, increased political complexity also leads to a
growing uncertainty with regard to political claims and interests. It is not
enough to assume that the same interest groups will always make the same
demands. When a virtually unlimited number of interests are at play and
decisions could be made one way or another, then the need for approval and
legitimization of each and every political decision increases. Unquestioned
loyalty and acceptance can be assumed to a lesser degree than ever; they
must instead be produced communicatively, from case to case. In each case,
generating attention is the first step. These observations lead us to a second
theorem in the research area of mediatization:

T 2: The higher the internal complexity of a social system and the greater
the diversity of the resulting demands, the greater is its need for atten-
tion and acceptance, and the more important its ability to observe and
effectively stimulate the issue-structure of mass-media communication.

In turn, the increasing inclusion causes a significant increase in the appre-
ciation of the public as a source of legitimization for political concerns and
decisions, and as a target for political communication. The inclusion of the
public causes politics to be dependent on the public’s consent and forces
politics to monitor and address the specific interests and claims of certain
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public groups. This applies not only to the core area of party politics but also
increasingly to the administration, which is faced with increased demands
of its clientele. The more it relies on the cooperation of the public and orga-
nized groups, the less it can ignore these demands. Public opinion and mass-
media reporting serve here as indispensable means to monitor the public.

Democratic political systems can therefore be regarded as particularly illus-
trative examples for what we stated in our first theorem. With regard to the
internal differentiation of politics, it is fair to assume that, in those cases
where potentially all citizens are involved (e.g., in an election or referen-
dum), the consequences of mediatization can be observed particularly well,
while actual decision-making in exclusive negotiation networks as well as
the administrative implementation of decisions in the bureaucratic appara-
tus would lean much less towards the generating of public attention through
mass media. With regard to the political subsystems mentioned above, this
means that mediatization will have a greater significance in the areas of
mediation between the public and other political subsystems (legislators or
administration) than in the mediation between politics and administration.
Nevertheless, the public also plays a direct or indirect role in the context of
parliamentary legislation and bureaucratic processes. With regard to parlia-
mentary initiatives, one must always bear in mind that they will be taken
to the wider public, not only because of the public nature of the formal
process but also because of the dependence of the parliamentarians on the
consent of the electorate. The implementation of legal acts is dependent
on the acceptance and cooperation of those concerned and must take into
account their willingness to follow. The so-called “reflexive-preventive” pub-
lic communication plays a significant role here too, as is obvious when
we look at the increasing expenses for official information campaigns and
public relations.

These examples show clearly how misleading it is to see the mediatiza-
tion of election campaigns as pars pro toto (a part taken for the whole).
Obviously, the need of politics for publicity and attention is not unlimited,
even during election time. Outside campaign periods, it is not equally pro-
nounced in all areas of politics. Rather, political access to media-generated
“public awareness” will always be selective and vary according to the inter-
nal differentiation of the political system and the degree of inclusivity of
the respective organization or process. When it comes to forms of inclusion
(cf. Stichweh, 2005), it stands to reason that, wherever people are included
in Hirschman’s options of exit and voice, mass-media performances are
in particular demand, because expression (voice) requires public attention
(in order to have results). We can condense these observations into a third
theorem:

T 3: If the ways of inclusion of political organizations and pro-
cesses are based on exit and voice, they will regularly absorb mass-
media performances and will therefore show more consequences of
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mediatization than social systems that involve people in their communi-
cation through education, professional care, secondary performance roles
and so forth.

Up to this point, we can state that both aspects of political change –
functional internal differentiation and political inclusion – must be seen as
evolutionary preconditions for the increased need for public approval and
attention in the political system and therefore for the mediatization of pol-
itics. These developments can be shown for different Western-style democ-
racies, but they will differ greatly in their concrete formation and timescale.
This is something that we cannot retrace here. Rather, we are interested
in the structural and evolutionary preconditions for a mediatization of the
political sphere, which can be opened up through an investigation of the
functional conditions of modern political systems. So far, they have shown
us that mediatization serves first and foremost to carry out modern politics.

To view mediatization as a developmental process that is, as it were,
“imposed” onto the political system from the outside is to get it wrong.
Mass media cannot (and do not want to) force anything on politics, not
even media-savvy self-presentation. It is politics itself that realizes its depen-
dence on media more than ever and is therefore reprogramming itself to
appear more attractive. This does not exclude the possibility that the media’s
system-specific programs for the creation of their performance tasks (pub-
lic attention and acceptance) at times prove fundamentally incompatible
with political rationales, for instance when these political rationales demand
exclusivity of small decision-making circles, discreteness of negotiations or
confidentiality of administrative processes. Nonetheless, the media may suc-
cessfully assert their claims. In such clashes, mediatization can be perceived
in political circles (somewhat naively) as an intrusion of an alien logic, with
potentially dysfunctional consequences.

However, the crucial difference between such cases and the assumption of
a general “colonization” of political rationales by the media lies, in our view,
in the fact that mass media can indeed impose unwanted public attention
on political affairs, but they are hardly able to force politics to implement
entirely new programs that are extrinsic to the system. Rather, it is to
be expected that politics will react with system-specific adaptations. Such
adjustments (as a result of transgressions by the media) may include enhanc-
ing the levels of confidentiality, shifting trouble spots into other institutional
arenas, or creating “organizational buffers” between political processes and
media – for instance in the form of personal agents who attract the major-
ity of media attention to themselves and thereby distract attention from the
actual processes.

Such responses may still be interpreted as “consequences of mediatiza-
tion”. But they are different from “colonization” because what is involved
in these examples is the use of political structures to shield operations
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from media-induced publicity. This, however, may imply serious political
dysfunctions or even legitimacy deficits if it concerns core areas of the
interface between politics and public. Adapting political rationales to media
logic, on the other hand, as may happen in selected political subsections
such as government or administration, may have inflationary and deflation-
ary consequences that ultimately block political decision-making processes
(cf. Münch, 1991). From these observations we can draw our fourth and final
theorem concerning mediatization:

T 4: The consequences of mediatization may include both the struc-
tural “adaptation” of the political system to mass-media criteria in the
generation of attention and structural measures to “shield” against pub-
lic attention. The direction that the effect of mediatization takes will
depend on the combinability and compatibility of media-specific and
politics-specific operation programs.

Conclusion

In this paper, we have proposed to the discipline of communication science
a series of revisions, additions and extensions to the concept of “mediati-
zation”. First, mediatization should not be characterized as the dominant
meta-process of social change, which inevitably results in a “media society”.
The term “mediatization” refers to a specific perspective on social interde-
pendency relations – namely, between media and their social environment.
Other interdependency relations (e.g., to economization or judicialization)
should not be disregarded – especially in view of a more differentiated under-
standing of mediatization. If interdependencies between functional areas
should increase in the course of progressive functional differentiation, then
mediatization will also gain in importance as a specific phenomenon of
interdependency – as the recourse to media performances by other social sys-
tems. Mediatization does not stand alone and should thus not be understood
as an all-encompassing primary phenomenon.

On the other hand, the phenomenon of mediatization cannot be
attributed unilaterally to mass media as its cause. With the concept of
“media causality” we are criticizing an idea of mediatization which sees
organizational and social changes as being caused by media, an idea which
cannot indicate persuasively what gives media this power to influence over
and above their mere availability as well as what propels this power. Instead
of this concept, we are here proposing a “push-and-pull model” of mediati-
zation, one which locates the specific conditions of the process not within
media but within the “mediatized” systems in the environment of media. An
autonomous media system operating according to its own logic is a necessary
but still not a sufficient condition for mediatization. Mass media themselves
are treated in this model without normative bias as a highly specialized
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function-complex which equips issues of social communication with public
attention and acceptance, and which has a virtually unrivaled performance
capacity in this regard.

We then speak of “mediatization” when systems from the media’s envi-
ronment absorb these performances because and insofar as they need them
for their own function and performance. This is to be expected to an even
greater degree under conditions of high inclusivity and complexity (lack of
transparency) of these systems, i.e., not in all (sub)systems with the same
intensity and in the same way. If a system requires these performance tasks
permanently, it will make appropriate adjustments to secure its access to
them, and these structural changes can be observed and described empiri-
cally as “consequences of mediatization”. Consequences are thereby to be
understood as self-creations, since they are permitted or initiated by the
“mediatized” systems and not imposed by media – even if some in politics
may perceive (and describe) this differently.

Therefore, the mediatization of the political sphere is not to be interpreted
as a sign of a declining political culture nor of the pathological coloniza-
tion of politics by media; rather, it serves first and foremost to make politics
possible under conditions of increased interdependencies, high political
complexity and inclusivity. That media thereby become “summoned ghosts”
that cannot be banished again, with unintended side-effects for the sys-
tem, is by no means excluded. But even in this case they remain merely
“summoned” ghosts and not diabolical visitations.
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Part III

Dimensions of Mediatization



6
Mediation of Political Realities: Media
as Crucial Sources of Information
Adam Shehata and Jesper Strömbäck

When we want to learn about the world around us, there are basically three
perceptual sources of information: personal experiences, interpersonal com-
munication and the media (Asp, 1986). We can learn things firsthand, by
communicating with other people, or by taking part of different media.

For the most part, however, the media are the most important source of
information. The reach of our own experiences is very limited, and the same
holds true for most people we talk to. Particularly when it comes to pol-
itics and society, most of what we know – or think we know – we have
learned from the media. Even in cases when we have some experiences on
our own to base our knowledge on, without information from the media
we do not know whether our experiences are representative of how things
are or whether they are atypical (Mutz, 1998). For example, while we might
have experiences of the local hospital, that does not tell us much about the
quality of health care in general, and even less about factors influencing the
health care system or what proposals there are to improve healthcare.

Consequently, it has become a truism that modern politics is largely medi-
ated politics (Bennett & Entman, 2000; Kaid et al., 1991; Nimmo & Combs,
1983). The extent to which the media constitute the most important source
of information about politics and society has also been labeled the first
dimension of mediatization and singled out as a necessary prerequisite for
further processes of mediatization (Strömbäck, 2008, 2011).

There might, however, be several reasons to revisit the notion that
politics has become mediated and the evidence that the media are the
most important source of information about politics and society. First and
conceptually speaking, there is a need to distinguish between mediated
and mediatized politics. Second, the media is a broad and heterogeneous
category – including everything from books to newspapers, radio, television
and increasingly digital media – and the relative importance of different
media might vary across time as well as countries. Hence, there is a need
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to take a closer look at our current knowledge about what kind of media
people rely on for information about politics and society. Third, new media
technologies and social media have caused old boundaries to become blurred
and opened up for virtual interpersonal communication, raising new ques-
tions about what “the media” refers to and the extent to which it is valid to
use “the media” as a shorthand for traditional mass media such as television,
newspapers and radio.

Against this backdrop, the purpose of this chapter is to briefly discuss
the conceptual relationship between mediated and mediatized politics, to
analyze research on the importance of different kinds of media as sources
of information about politics and society, and to analyze the implications
of the findings for the notion that “the media” is the most important
source of information about politics and society and for mediatization
theory.

Mediation and mediatization: Conceptual similarities
and differences

While scholarly interest in processes of mediation and mediatization has
increased during the last decade, oftentimes these concepts are used with-
out clear conceptualizations, and it is also common that mediation and
mediatization are used to denote the same phenomena. Although there are
exceptions, particularly British and US scholars often appear to prefer the
term “mediation” when analyzing how the media influence various spheres
in society (Altheide & Snow, 1988; Couldry, 2008; Davis, 2007; Livingstone,
2009; Nimmo & Combs, 1983; Silverstone, 2007), while scholars from con-
tinental Europe and Scandinavia appear to favor the term “mediatization”
(Asp, 1986; Kepplinger, 2002; Lundby, 2009; Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999;
Hjarvard, 2013; Schillemans, 2012; Strömbäck, 2008). There might however
be some development towards a convergence and an increasing consensus
that “mediation” and “mediatization” refer to different processes (Hjarvard,
2013, p. 19).

From such a perspective and following Mazzoleni (2008a, 2008b), medi-
atization broadly refers to “the extension of the influence of the media
(considered both as a cultural technology and as an organization)” in dif-
ferent spheres in society, whereas mediation refers to the rather neutral
act of transmitting messages through different media (Strömbäck & Esser,
2009; Strömbäck, 2011). In the context of politics, politics is thus medi-
ated whenever political messages are transmitted or whenever people learn
about politics through any kind of media, regardless of whether this pro-
cess yields any influence or transforms the style or content of political
communication. To say that something is mediated is simply to say that
it is communicated through some kind of media – and it matters less con-
ceptually whether the media in question are television, newspapers, radio,
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the Internet or smartphones. Thus, mediated politics stands in contrast to
interpersonal communication or personal experiences.

Beyond this distinction between mediation and mediatization, there are
however reasons to distinguish between mediation at different levels of anal-
ysis. At the micro level, politics is mediated whenever a political message
is communicated or someone learns about politics through some kind of
media. At this level of analysis, politics has to some extent been mediated as
long as there has been some kind of media. Politics can also be more or less
mediated. At the one extreme would be those who never learn about politics
from any kind of media, whereas at the other extreme would be those who
learn about politics only through different media.

The extent to which people learn about politics through different media
has an effect on mediation at the macro level. At the macro level, poli-
tics is mediated when the media has become the most important source
of information about politics and society and the primary channel of
communication between political actors and citizens (Bennett & Entman,
2001; Strömbäck, 2011). Mediated politics at the macro level can thus be
understood as the aggregation of mediation of politics at the micro level.

The development of new media technologies has at the same time caused
the concept of “the media” to become more heterogeneous and blurred.
Most scholars analyzing the mediation and mediatization of politics usually
apply “the media” as shorthand for traditional news media that function
as institutions, i.e., television, newspapers and radio (Cook, 2005; Hjarvard,
2013; Strömbäck & Esser, 2009). The rise of the Internet and other digi-
tal media, which mix content produced by institutional mass media and
different political and advocacy organizations, as well as by ordinary citi-
zens, has however made this practice less valid, while also blurring the line
between mass communication and interpersonal communication and de-
institutionalizing the concept of “the media”. Thus, not only is there a need
to distinguish between mediated politics at the micro and the macro level,
but also to separate mass-mediated politics from other kinds of mediation of
political information and communication.

From the perspective of mediatization theory, the degree to which pol-
itics has become mediated constitutes an important part and necessary
prerequisite for further processes of mediatization (Strömbäck, 2008, 2011;
Mazzoleni, 2008a). What matters from that perspective is primarily the
extent to which individuals rely on content produced and shaped by differ-
ent news media as institutions (Esser, 2013; Hjarvard, 2013; Strömbäck, 2011),
not whether they access the information through these media’s traditional
formats or their digital versions. It is thus less important whether people rely
on the New York Times or nytimes.com for information about politics than
if they rely on traditional news media institutions or on information com-
ing directly, albeit through some kind of media, from, for example, political
parties, governmental authorities or friends.
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Figure 6.1 Mass-mediated politics at the micro and the macro level

The key question, then, is how important different mass media are as
sources of political information for individuals and the share of people for
whom the mass media constitute the most important source of informa-
tion about politics and society. The more individuals rely on mass media for
information about politics and society, and the larger the share of people
for whom the mass media – in traditional or digital formats – constitute the
most important source of information about politics and society, the more
mass-mediated politics is (see Figure 6.1).

As the degree to which politics is mass-mediated theoretically influences
further processes of mediatization, changes or differences across time or
space in the degree to which politics is mass-mediated may have impor-
tant implications for the mediatization of politics. Considering this and the
changing media environments and patterns of media consumption, there is
a need to take a closer look at the importance of media as sources of political
information.

Media as sources of information

Because the notion that politics is mediated has become almost a truism, the
claim that the media constitute the most important source of information is
seldom critically examined. One additional reason may be that most media
studies build on the idea that media is crucial for democracy, and research
thus focuses not on whether but how and in what ways the media matter.
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Thus, the mediation of political information serves as a taken-for-granted
assumption from which to push the research agenda forward. Another rea-
son may be that there is no straightforward way of empirically assessing the
importance of the media as an information source in societies where citizens
are more or less embedded in a media environment from the day they are
born. Furthermore, there are no agreed-upon benchmarks for distinguishing
between information sources and evaluating their relative “importance” – an
issue that becomes even more pressing as various forms of media use, inter-
personal communication and political behavior mix and mingle as a result
of media convergence.

Hence, investigating the importance of the media as a source of informa-
tion about politics and society is not a simple task. In the research review
that follows we will thus discuss three ways of analyzing the importance
of traditional mass media compared to other sources of information about
politics and current affairs: (1) asking people about their reliance on medi-
ated communications for information about politics and current affairs;
(2) analyzing the relationship between media coverage and awareness of
political and current events; and (3) analyzing different sources of citizens’
sociotropic perceptions of reality.

Asking about citizens’ reliance on mediated communications

The most straightforward approach to investigating the importance of tradi-
tional mass media as a source of information about politics and society – i.e.,
the mediation of politics – is to ask people explicitly about their main sources
of political information (Althaus, 2007; Eurobarometer, 2012; Gidengil,
2008; Norris & Curtice, 2007; Pew, 2011). The literature contains various
survey-based assessments of citizens’ reliance on the media for information
about politics and current affairs. Using respondents’ self-reports of media
reliance and use typically suggests a prominent role for mediated communi-
cation compared to personal experience and interpersonal communication
as primary information sources.

For example, the Pew Research Center in the United States has for many
years asked the following open-ended survey question: “How have you
been getting most of your news about national and international issues?
From television, from newspapers, from radio, from magazines, or from
the Internet?” (Pew, 2008, 2011, 2013). Respondents are allowed to name
two sources. As noted by Althaus and Tewksbury (2007), this approach has
at least two advantages. First, it provides an estimate of respondents’ self-
reported relative importance of various media sources. Second, the question
allows respondents to name other information sources than traditional news
media, such as interpersonal discussions.

Evidence from both the United States and the 27 European member states,
presented in Figure 6.2, suggests that television remains the dominant source
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Figure 6.2 Most important source of news (%)
Note: Data from the United States come from Pew Research Center (2013), who asked respondents’
the following question in 2013: “How do you get most of your news about national and interna-
tional issues?” Data from the European Union countries come from Eurobarometer (2012), who
asked respondents’ the following question in 2012: “Where do you get most of your news on
national political matters?”

of political information – at least as assessed by citizens themselves. The
European data is based on a Eurobarometer survey conducted in the 27 mem-
ber states in 2012, where respondents were asked a question similar to the
Pew question: “Where do you get most of your news on national politi-
cal matters?” Apart from the fact that television comes out on top of the
list in both surveys, some other observations from these studies are worth
pointing out.

First, while the 2013 US data shows that television is the most impor-
tant source of news about national and international issues, it is increasingly
challenged by the Internet. While 69% named television as the most impor-
tant source of information, the Internet was placed second (50%), followed
by newspapers (28%), radio (23%) and magazines (4%). Television tends to
dominate as a source of information for most Europeans (84%) as well – it
is perceived as the main source of information in all countries except for
Luxemburg – but newspapers (47%) and radio (37%) are considered more
important than the Internet (31%).

Second, the relative importance of different sources of information varies
between European Union member states. Newspapers are, for instance, more
prominent in some countries than others, which may reflect historical, polit-
ical and media system differences (Elvestad & Blekesaune, 2008; Hallin &
Mancini, 2004; Shehata & Strömbäck, 2011). Simply put, some countries are
more television-centric while other countries are more newspaper-centric.
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Third, the number of respondents who named a source other than these
media was extremely low in both surveys (2%), which would indicate a neg-
ligible role for non-mediated forms of communication. It remains unclear
from these data whether this is the case, though. Responses to open-ended
questions like these may be highly sensitive to probing, i.e., whether inter-
viewers explicitly mention specific news sources as examples when posing
the questions (Schuman & Presser, 1996). Furthermore, respondents may be
cued to think about media more than other types of information sources
when asked about their ways of getting “news”. Therefore, it is not clear to
what extent these measures provide valid estimates of the relative impor-
tance of media sources on the one hand, and personal experience and
interpersonal communication on the other.

A slightly modified question was therefore posed to a representative sam-
ple of Swedish citizens during the 2006 national parliamentary election
campaign (Strömbäck, 2009). Asked about their main source of informa-
tion about the election campaign, respondents were provided with a list
of not only traditional and new media, but interpersonal communication
and personal contacts with politicians and parties as well. Still, very few
respondents considered these unmediated sources as the most important.
Television was placed as the number one source by 54% of the sample, fol-
lowed by newspapers (25%), Internet (8%) and radio (6%), while personal
contacts with parties and politicians (4%) and interpersonal communication
with friends and family members (3%) were the least important sources of
campaign-related information.

Similar findings – based on similar survey items – indicating a prominent
function of traditional media as sources of information during election cam-
paigns have been documented in other countries as well, such as Britain
and Canada (Gidengil, 2008; Norris & Curtice, 2007; Scammell & Semetko,
2008). Data from the 2005 British general election showed, for example,
that traditional media such as television, newspapers and radio were by far
the most commonly used sources of information (Norris & Curtice, 2007).
Approximately 50% of the respondents reported that they got information
about the election campaign from these media. Almost the same share, 46%,
said they had discussed the election with friends or family members. By com-
parison, only 15% reported being contacted by a party or candidate, and
even fewer (2%) attended a public meeting about the election.

It is important to note, however, that getting political information primar-
ily from television does not necessarily equal exposure to regular newscasts
or special elections programs moderated by journalists, but also to more
infotainment-oriented talk shows as well as political ads or party election
broadcasts. Similarly, getting information primarily from the “Internet” says
little about what websites citizens use, whether political party websites
and blogs, social media or the online version of traditional news media.
In essence, this suggests that it is misleading to think of getting information
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from the Internet as opposed to getting information from traditional news
media. We will return to this question below.

While asking people about their primary source of political information
is straightforward, this strategy comes with methodological problems. Most
importantly, this approach rests on the assumption that respondents are able
to reliably estimate their dependence on different types of media and inter-
personal communication, and weigh their importance in relation to one
another. An alternative way of assessing the role of the media as an infor-
mation source is to analyze the relationship between media coverage and
respondents’ awareness of political and current events information.

The relationship between media coverage and awareness
of political and current events

As an alternative approach to asking citizens about their sources of infor-
mation about politics, several studies analyze the importance of the media
by analyzing the influence of media coverage on citizens’ awareness of cur-
rent events and issues. Theoretically and following the OMA framework,
variations in political knowledge among citizens are typically considered a
function of learning opportunities, motivations and abilities (Delli Carpini &
Keeter, 1996; Luskin, 1990; Prior, 2007; Strömbäck et al., 2012). While moti-
vations and abilities are individual-level factors expressing differences in
personal interest and cognitive resources, the opportunities to learn are
determined by the availability of political information in any given con-
text (Aalberg et al., 2010; Esser et al., 2012). By using variations in the
supply of media coverage of various topics, and thereby the opportunities
for citizens to acquire this information, several studies have analyzed the
influence of information provided by the media on citizens’ awareness of
current political issues and events (Curran et al., 2009; Delli Carpini et al.,
1994; Jerit et al., 2006). The major lesson from this research is that citizens
acquire a good deal of information about national and international politi-
cal issues when this information is widely available in those media they have
access to.

Several of the studies within this research area are particularly relevant in
light of our interest in the media as a source of political information. While
substantial scholarly attention has been devoted to the relationship between
media use and political knowledge in general, the specific focus on aware-
ness of current affairs news – what Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996) refer to
as “surveillance facts” – is better suited for assessing the news media’s role as
an information source than more common measures of political knowledge.
Compared to measures tapping knowledge of historical facts, institutions,
rules of the game, party ideology and issue positions, acquiring surveillance
knowledge “depends upon recent exposure to information in the media
rather than learning that occurred years ago” (Jerit et al., 2006, p. 269).
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In a study of “passive learning”, Zukin and Snyder (1984) compared citi-
zens’ awareness of candidates running for office in New Jersey and New York
elections, based on geographical variations in the amount of media coverage
devoted to the election campaigns. Despite equal interest in the election, res-
idents living in media-rich markets with extensive coverage were 40% more
likely to know about the candidates than citizens residing in media mar-
kets with substantially less election coverage (see also Delli Carpini et al.,
1994).

While these results ascribe to the media a prominent role as informa-
tion sources in election campaigns, the media markets of the late 1970s
and early 1980s were very different from today’s unconstrained high-choice
media environments (Prior, 2007). Despite this, a number of recent stud-
ies have supported the idea that variations in information opportunities
provided by major news media explain differences in awareness of current
events and issues, beyond what is accounted for by individual-level char-
acteristics. A number of cross-national comparative studies, using extensive
media content analyses and survey data, have linked differences in the sup-
ply of hard and soft news to variations in citizens’ awareness of domestic and
international issues (Aalberg & Curran, 2011; Curran et al., 2009; Iyengar
et al., 2010; Iyengar et al., 2009). People living in media systems providing
extensive hard news, and thereby greater opportunities for the average citi-
zens to encounter political and current affairs information, were also more
knowledgeable about those issues that were covered by the media. The avail-
ability of such information in the media was also related to smaller gaps in
knowledge based on personal motivation and resources.

Evidence of the important role of media as disseminators of current events
information in today’s high-choice media environments does not only come
from cross-national comparative research. A growing number of both cross-
sectional and longitudinal studies conducted in the United States as well
as Europe show that the supply of political information in major news
media increases knowledge and awareness of these issues among the elec-
torate (Barabas & Jerit, 2009; Elenbaas et al., 2012, 2013; Jerit et al., 2006;
Nadeau et al., 2008). For instance, Barabas and Jerit (2009) used a large
number of surveys conducted in the United States to analyze how policy-
specific knowledge on a range of issues – such as gun control, health care
and social security – was influenced by media coverage of these topics.
Among other things, they found not only that increases in the amount of
coverage devoted to an issue were related to higher levels of policy-specific
knowledge, but also that the breadth and prominence of these news stories
increased the opportunities to acquire this information. Using a very simi-
lar research design but in a European context, Elenbaas et al. (2012, 2013)
showed “that a wider distribution of political information in the media
strongly increases the odds that citizens acquire that information” (Elenbaas
et al., 2012, p. 15).
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These studies clearly suggest that media matter and that politics is medi-
ated: awareness and knowledge of political current affairs varies according
to the availability and prominence of this information in major news media
outlets. What is less clear, however, is whether this information mainly
spreads to citizens directly from media exposure, or through various indi-
rect communication flows. To be sure, there are studies indicating that some
of the variation in current events knowledge can be attributed to citizens’
personal media exposure diets, and that both passive and motivated learn-
ing occur from the media (Elenbaas et al., 2013; Shehata, 2013; Soroka
et al., 2012), but several obstacles inhibit firm conclusions regarding the rel-
ative importance of various sources of information at the individual level.
To begin with, despite the fact that many studies have investigated the rela-
tionship between news media use and political knowledge, there are – apart
from the research discussed above – few that focus on awareness of cur-
rent news events or surveillance knowledge. In addition, survey measures of
individual-level news consumption are plagued with methodological prob-
lems such as overreporting, which limits their use as reliable indicators of
actual news exposure (Price & Zaller, 1993; Prior, 2009). Finally, analyzing
the relationship between individual-level news exposure and knowledge of
current events becomes problematic in situations of information saturation,
i.e., when the information is widely available across media outlets and in
public deliberation – which tends to be the case with major breaking news
that dominate the agenda (Druckman, 2005; Elenbaas et al., 2012; Zukin &
Snyder, 1984). In those cases it becomes almost impossible to distinguish
the influence of media coverage from other sources of information such
as interpersonal communication. This can be perceived as an example of
amalgamation, which Schulz (2004) suggested is one effect of mediatization.

While the research discussed above undoubtedly suggests that the media
play a significant role as providers of political and current affairs infor-
mation, these studies say little about the relative importance of mediated
communication compared to interpersonal discussions and personal expe-
rience. This question has, however, been at the heart of research on the
formation of sociotropic perceptions.

Mediated communication in the formation of sociotropic
perceptions

The relative influence of media coverage, interpersonal communication and
personal experience on citizens’ sociotropic perceptions has been a key
issue in research on voting and agenda-setting. The sources of citizens’
perceptions of collective experience became a critical question as research on
economic voting consistently showed that judgments of national economic
(sociotropic) trends were more important than personal pocketbook issues
for explaining electoral behavior (Kinder, 1981; Lewis-Beck & Stegmaier,
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2007). Similarly, the sources of sociotropic perceptions have been at the cen-
ter of research on agenda-setting theory, according to which the traditional
news media are hypothesized to exert a strong influence on what issues the
public consider important national problems (McCombs, 2004).

Both these research traditions ascribe to the media a central role in
forming citizens’ sociotropic perceptions, i.e., perceptions of societal or
national-level conditions. Media influence is not considered unconditional,
however. Rather, most of this research builds on some version of media sys-
tem dependency (MSD) theory (Ball-Rokeach, 1985). MSD is founded on the
idea that power relations originate from control over resources that other
actors need in order to fulfill their goals. The more exclusive these resources
are, and the more other actors require these resources, the more asymmetric
the power relation. According to MSD, media power is based on controlling
access to information that media consumers require in order to achieve their
particular goals, whatever these goals are:

The process of media effects is initiated by media control over
scarce and prized information sources – gathering, processing, and
dissemination – that must be accessed in order for the larger social system,
as well as members of the media audiences, to achieve a range of goals
[ . . . ] The more exclusive the media system’s control over these resources,
and the more essential it is to have access to these resources to achieve
goals, the more likely it is that there will be media effects.

(Ball-Rokeach & Jung, 2009, p. 533)

Exclusivity is crucial in this regard. Citizens who have access to other sources
of information on a given topic are consequently less dependent on the
media when forming perceptions and opinions. Research on the formation
of sociotropic perceptions has primarily addressed the competing or com-
plementary influences of personal experience and interpersonal communi-
cation as alternative sources of information. While some of this research has
treated personal experience and interpersonal communication as competing
factors, others emphasize the interactive and reciprocal relations between
different sources of information as citizens form perceptions of collective
experience. The basic question, though, concerns the conditions under
which citizens use information from the mass media, personal experience
and interpersonal communication when making inferences about collective
experience.

Agenda-setting research focusing on the contingencies of media influence
on sociotropic perceptions has – based on MSD – analyzed the role of issue
obtrusiveness, i.e., citizens’ direct personal experience of various topics, as a
moderating factor (Demers et al., 1989; Watt et al., 1993). Several of these
studies support the basic premise of MSD theory: the agenda-setting influ-
ence of the mass media is stronger for issues that people have little direct
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experience with. Limited personal experience means less information from
non-mediated sources, and media dependency becomes stronger. Soroka
(2002) found, for instance, that agenda-setting effects on public opinion
were stronger for unobtrusive issues such as environmental problems and
government debt and deficits than for the obtrusive inflation issue. While
unobtrusiveness seems to enhance the role of mediated communication,
the findings are somewhat mixed for obtrusive issues. Some studies sug-
gest that personal experiences constrain the agenda-setting impact of the
media, while others find that media coverage influences citizens’ sociotropic
perceptions of obtrusive issues as well (Demers et al., 1989; Goss & Aday,
2003; Hügel et al., 1989; Iyengar & Kinder, 1987; Watt et al., 1993).

Even though there is mixed evidence regarding whether issue
obtrusiveness reduces the media’s agenda-setting influence, there is less dis-
agreement that both personal experience and interpersonal communication
exert independent effects on perceived issue importance at the societal level
(Iyengar & Kinder, 1987; Wanta & Hu, 1990). People experiencing unem-
ployment are, for example, more likely to consider this an important issue,
just as talking to friends and family about crime influences sociotropic
perceptions.

The most convincing account of how media coverage, personal experience
and discussions influence sociotropic perceptions emphasizes the mutual
and interactive – rather than competing – effects of these factors. Such a
perspective may explain (1) some of the inconsistent findings regarding
the role of personal experience as a moderator of agenda-setting effects,
as well as (2) the relatively weak findings for agenda-setting effects at the
individual level (Erbring et al., 1980; Roessler, 2008). Whenever citizens can
rely on personal experience or interpersonal discussion networks, mediated
communication may be an integral factor in the formation of sociotropic
perceptions, but rarely in an unfiltered way. Alternative information sources
can both reduce or enhance media influence on perceptions of collective
experience. Conversely, the impact of personal experience on perceptions of
collective experience may be dependent on mediated communications.

In one of the most extensive analyses of the influence of personal expe-
riences and mediated communication on sociotropic perceptions, Mutz
(1998) found that the mass media have a dual role in politicizing personal
experience. Focusing on unemployment, she found that the mass media
were the primary influence on perceptions of national trends while personal
experience was the main source of personal-level judgments (see also Goss &
Aday, 2003). In the absence of mediated information, however, sociotropic
perceptions depended more on personal experiences:

[i]ndividual-level variations in perceptions of unemployment conditions
are, in fact, meaningful; they primarily demonstrate differences in the
amount and type of information available to people. Those with much
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information from mass media sources will have perceptions of unem-
ployment consistent with media presentations, while those relying on
more parochial sources will have perceptions that reflect their immediate
environments.

(Mutz, 1992, p. 502)

With respect to the interaction between mediated communication and
personal experience, Mutz (1994) also found that heavy media cover-
age of unemployment increasingly colored national-level unemployment
perceptions. Thus, extensive media coverage helps citizens to connect the
personal with the political by “exposing people to the similar experiences of
others” (Mutz, 1994, p. 692).

The importance of the media as a source of information about politics
and society (sociotropic perceptions) at the individual level depends, there-
fore, on other factors. Research on the contingent conditions of media
influence suggests that mediated information flows are more likely to be
adopted if these messages are consonant with citizens’ perceptions of their
personal experiences as well as the content of their interpersonal discus-
sions (Chong & Druckman, 2007; Demers et al., 1989; Mutz, 1998). Several
agenda-setting studies have also supported the “issue sensitivity” hypoth-
esis, indicating that sociotropic perceptions are shaped by an interactive
influence of media coverage and audience characteristics (Erbring et al.,
1980; Iyengar & Kinder, 1987; Roessler, 1999). Based on their experimen-
tal studies of media effects, Iyengar and Kinder concluded, for instance, that
“when problems flare up and capture the attention of the media, agenda-
setting effects show up most immediately among those directly affected by
the problem” (1987, pp. 52–53). Similarly, another individual-level agenda-
setting analysis found weak direct effects of media coverage on perceived
issue importance, concluding that “[p]ieces of information are retrieved
from many other sources and permanently modified by discussions with
other people or individual processing of the respondent” (Roessler, 1999,
p. 691). In a similar vein, several agenda-setting studies suggest that individ-
ual variations in citizens’ need for orientation with respect to certain issues
influence the tendency to seek out information from the media (McCombs,
2004).

In sum, while it remains difficult to assess the relative importance of
various sources of information on sociotropic perceptions, research sug-
gests that mediated communication, personal experience and interpersonal
discussions are best conceived of as interactive factors in the formation
of sociotropic perceptions. Based on the discussion above, it thus seems
reasonable to conclude that (1) personal experiences and interpersonal dis-
cussions do shape perceptions of collective experience, and even more so
in the absence of media coverage; (2) mediated information flows can both
weaken and strengthen the relationship between personal experiences and
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sociotropic perceptions; (3) media coverage has the strongest influence on
sociotropic perceptions of unobtrusive issues; and (4) the impact of mediated
communication on sociotropic perceptions is dependent on whether media
messages are in line or at odds with personal experiences and interpersonal
discussions.

The mediation of politics in high-choice media environments

Learning about politics and society is obviously a function of various contex-
tual and individual-level factors. As noted previously, the OMA framework
provides a general overview of how information opportunities as well as per-
sonal motivations and abilities influence learning about politics and society
(Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996; Luskin, 1990). While mediated communica-
tion is likely to be crucial as a source of political information, the specific
importance of various media is thus dependent not only on differences in
interests, preferences and resources among citizens, but also on the larger
social, technological and cultural transformations that have occurred dur-
ing the last few decades (Bennett & Iyengar, 2008; Prior, 2007; Stroud,
2011).

In particular, the profound media environmental changes – with a
multiplication of output across platforms, channels and outlets – have
substantially altered the opportunities for citizens to encounter political
information as part of their everyday lives. Not only has the number of
media sources from which people can learn grown, but so has the complexity
and variation in how citizens can acquire such information through a com-
bination of mediated offline and online sources. As argued by Bennett and
Manheim (2006, p. 22), information consumption has shifted away from
mass to individualized experience, which becomes evident as one compares
“the appointment-based society that gathered around network broadcast
news with the emergence of the podcast society increasingly driven by per-
sonalized, on-demand news aggregators” (see also Chaffee & Metzger, 2001).
While the societal and individual-level consequences of these media envi-
ronmental changes in terms of media use, political involvement and opinion
formation have yet to be thoroughly analyzed as the process unfolds, the
implications for the mediation of politics may become substantial.

Using MSD theory (Ball-Rokeach & Jung, 2009) as a point of departure, the
transformation from low-choice to high-choice media environments most
obviously seems to liberate individuals from their dependency on traditional
news media for information about politics and society. If dependency is
based on controlling others’ access to scarce resources, the proliferation of
alternative sources of political information undermines the unique role of
traditional mass media as possessors and disseminators of exclusive infor-
mation. What is theoretically possible, however, may not necessarily equal
actual changes and practices.
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To be sure, the trend of shrinking audiences for news media on traditional
platforms seems to be consistent across Western democracies (Blekesaune
et al., 2012; Prior, 2007; Strömbäck et al., 2012). However, this does not
mean that citizens are necessarily becoming less dependent on media per se,
or that they actively seek information about politics from the full range
of alternative sources now available to them. While a recent study found
that citizens who rely on multiple online news sources were less inclined to
base their sociotropic perceptions on cues from the traditional news media
(Shehata & Strömbäck, 2013), evidence strongly suggests that citizens who
get their news about politics from the Internet mainly turn to the web-
sites of the traditional media. Among Europeans who use the Internet as a
source of information about national politics, almost 70% said they got their
news from information websites such as newspapers and news magazines,
followed by social network sites (27%), government websites (24%), blogs
(11%) and video hosting websites (8%) (Eurobarometer, 2012). Based on a
similar pattern in the United States, Mutz and Young (2011, pp. 1027–1029)
concluded that “even in the realm of new media, traditional media sources
dominate. And, while an increasing number of people get their news online,
few online newspaper sites look much different from their paper-and-ink
predecessors and most present the same news to their online and offline
readers.”

Thus, it would be a mistake to equate the rising importance of the Internet
as a source of information about politics and society with a declining impor-
tance of traditional news media. As long as people when using the Internet
as a source of information mainly turn to the digital versions of traditional
mass media, the Internet does not substitute traditional mass media, and
politics does not become less mediated.

The most important consequence of digital media in the realm of informa-
tion flows and mediation is thus probably not the substitution of traditional
mass media. What is likely to become more important is rather (1) the
increasing mixing and mingling of information coming from traditional
mass media and advocacy organizations, businesses and other non-media
organizations, as well as through traditional or virtual interpersonal com-
munication; (2) the increasing fragmentation and individualization of media
and information consumption patterns; and (3) the continuous formation
of multiple-step flows of information, where information originating with
traditional mass media flow – and in the process mix and mingle with
other information – through social networks of communication online
and offline before reaching the individual consumers of information. There
will be less inadvertent exposure to traditional news media in their tradi-
tional formats and more to different types of mediated multiple-step flows
of information in the future than in the past, but this does not in itself
make traditional news media as an institution less important or politics less
mediated.
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Discussion and conclusions

It has long been a truism that modern politics largely is mediated politics,
i.e., politics mainly communicated through different mass media with the
mass media being the most important source of information about politics
and society. The (mass) mediation of politics is also an important prereq-
uisite for the mediatization of politics, so changes in this respect would
potentially have significant implications for the mediatization of politics.

The mediation of politics is however not a question of either/or. It is rather
a matter of degree, and to fully understand the extent to which politics is
mediated, there is reason to distinguish between mediation at the micro
and the macro level. At the micro level, the key question is how important
mass media are as a source of information about politics and society for
individuals, while at the macro level the key question is the share of people
within a society for whom the mass media are the most important source of
information about politics and society. The more individuals rely on mass
media for information about politics and society, and the larger the share of
people for whom mass media – in traditional or digital formats – constitute
the most important source of information about politics and society, the
more mediated politics is (see Figure 6.1).

Despite the taken-for-granted assumption that modern politics is largely
mediated politics, our review shows that it is not easy to determine the
extent to which individuals rely on mass media for information about pol-
itics and society, and hence the degree to which politics at the micro and
the macro levels is mediated. While all evidence suggests that mass media
are extremely important as a source of information about politics and soci-
ety, and that politics is indeed mediated, there is no obvious approach
in examining exactly how important the media are as a source of political
information. Different approaches yield somewhat different, albeit not con-
tradictory results, and the degree of media dependency might vary across
not only individuals within or between countries, but also depending on
the nature of different issues and the availability of alternative sources of
information.

Thus, if one conclusion is that politics is still highly mediated, another
conclusion is that it is difficult to determine the degree to which politics
at the micro or the macro level is mediated. One implication is hence that
there is a need for further research on the relative importance of different
sources of information about politics and society, and that the mediation of
politics should not just be treated as a truism.

Still, if it is difficult to assess the extent to which people rely on mass
media for information about politics and society today, it will become even
more difficult in the future as media environments continue to change,
different media continue to converge, different sources of information con-
tinue to mix and mingle, and different multiple-step flows of information
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through various social networks continue to develop and blur the distinction
between types of information as well as the origins of information.

Considering the focus in contemporary research and public discourse on
the increasing importance of the Internet, it is however important not to
focus too much on the technical platforms through which information
flows. What matters most from the perspective of the mediation and medi-
atization of politics is not primarily the technical platforms through which
people get information about and experience politics and society. What mat-
ters most is how important the mass media as an institution is as a source of
information about politics and society. More important than how many use
the Internet to learn about politics and society is thus how people use the
Internet and the extent to which they turn to mass media in their traditional
or digital versions to find information about politics and society.

Thus, the rising importance of the Internet does not necessarily herald the
demise of mediated politics, nor of the mediatization of politics. It might
rather herald the re-mediation of politics. This might have implications for
the mediatization of politics in the future, but as long as the mass media –
in their traditional or digital formats – continue to be the most impor-
tant source of information about politics and society, while being largely
autonomous from political institutions, politics will continue to be both
mediated and mediatized.
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7
Mediatization at the Structural Level:
Independence from Politics,
Dependence on the Market
Linards Udris and Jens Lucht

Whenever we examine the mediatization of politics, we address inherently
normative and fundamental issues concerning the quality of democracy
(Kriesi, 2013). So far, it seems that media system analyses at the macro level
with links to democracy theory have tended to be conceptual and only rarely
include empirical tests, such as analyses of media structures and content.
At the same time, the empirically rich mediatization research that focuses
on the media logic reflected in the media content (the third dimension of
mediatization, according to Strömbäck, 2008) relies on sophisticated analy-
ses to explain how structural features, such as the degree of media autonomy
(the second dimension of mediatization), shape news coverage. However,
this research tends to concentrate on finding mechanisms for specific types
of news outlets and devotes less attention to the media system as a whole
and the (normative) social implications of these mechanisms. For instance,
although it may be possible to explain why a certain media type shows more
signs of media logic over the course of time, it would also be useful to know
whether this media type becomes more or less representative in the context
of a specific media system over time and what this may mean for the quality
of democratic debate.

In this chapter, we attempt to work towards this direction and to con-
tribute empirical analyses of two dimensions of mediatization, namely, the
second (the degree to which the media have become independent of other
political and social institutions) and the third (the degree to which media
content and the coverage of politics and current affairs are governed by
media logic; Strömbäck, 2008). By building on the theoretical conceptu-
alizations set out in the introductory chapter (see Strömbäck & Esser, in
this volume), we will concentrate on concrete empirical and comparative
observations and not treat theoretical issues in any detail.1
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The (de)differentiation of the press at the structural level

According to the mediatization thesis, the media must become a system or
an institution in their own right and with their own logic in order to have
an independent impact on politics and other social systems. At the level
of media structures, this means that the media had to break their organi-
zational ties to the political sphere (and further possible dependencies on
other social systems). At the same time, this new autonomy is only fully
realized if the media also remain independent of the economic system and
follows a logic that exclusively follow market considerations (Habermas,
2006, p. 419). There is, of course, a long tradition of research applying differ-
ent approaches (field theory, systems theory, sociology of news, etc.) which
examines how the media in general and various media outlets in particu-
lar position themselves in relation to both the political and economic fields
(cf. Benson & Hallin, 2007). As regards the structural independence of the
media from political actors such as parties, the concept of “press-party paral-
lelism”, introduced by Seymour-Ure (1974), has been increasingly referenced
in comparative political communication research (e.g., Berkel, 2006), most
notably by Hallin and Mancini (2004). In the matter of the structural inde-
pendence of the media from the market, the research stresses the importance
of commercial pressures on media organizations, which have implications
for the structure of ownership and the degree of profit-orientation (e.g.,
Picard, 2004; Wadbring, 2013). One frequently used main indicator captures
the difference between public and private broadcasting (e.g., Strömbäck &
van Aelst, 2010; Esser, 2008). However, where this difference does not exist
(such as in the press sector) or where company data are unavailable, the
research has come to rely on another indicator that is measurable and mean-
ingful for cross-national comparative analyses over time, namely, whether a
media organization is publicly traded on the stock exchange. This is because
market-listed media organizations experience higher shareholder pressures
and are more highly profit-driven than other types of media organizations
(McMenamin et al., 2012; Benson & Hallin, 2007, p. 28; Benson, 2004,
p. 282; Picard, 2004, pp. 7–8).

Along these lines, academics in the field of comparative political com-
munication have argued that media (de)differentiation varies substantially,
even within similar Western democracies. Hallin and Mancini (2004) chose
political parallelism, a variant of press–party parallelism, as a main indica-
tor to distinguish their three “models of media and politics”, namely, the
extent to which the media are associated with political parties or follow
general political tendencies. In their analysis, the liberal model shows the
lowest degree and the polarized-pluralist model the highest degree of polit-
ical parallelism, with the democratic-corporatist model falling in between.
In the polarized-pluralist and democratic-corporatist models, however, polit-
ical parallelism declines over time. The concept has so far remained on a
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theoretical level, and few attempts have been made to actually measure
the degree of press–party parallelism, especially with regard to compar-
isons between countries (but see van Kempen, 2007) and particularly across
time. Similarly, there is a lack of empirical data that systematically trace the
degree of (de)differentiation of the media from the economic system across
countries and over time.

Against this theoretical background, we have conducted a cross-spatial and
cross-temporal analysis of what Strömbäck (2008) calls the second dimen-
sion (the degree to which the media have become independent of other
political and social institutions) and the third dimension (the degree to
which the media content and coverage of politics and current affairs are
governed by media logic) of the mediatization of politics. To cover the
three main models of media and politics (as defined by Hallin & Mancini,
2004) at least to a certain extent, we included Great Britain as representa-
tive of the liberal model, France as representative of the polarized-pluralist
model, and three countries – one large and two small – as representatives
of the democratic-corporatist model: Germany, Austria and Switzerland.
We assume that “size matters” (such as small production and sales markets;
Puppis, 2009) and we also wish to demonstrate that Hallin and Mancini’s
ideal typical models can show considerable internal heterogeneity. We begin
our analysis of media structures in the year 1960, representing a time in
which, according to Hallin and Mancini (2004, pp. 300–301), the differences
between the models were most pronounced and in which the party-oriented
press still played an important role in democratic-corporatist countries
(cf. Brants & van Praag, 2006). We also include data for 1970, 1980, 1990,
2005 and 2010. This allows us to check whether the three models are con-
verging at the level of media structures, as well as to determine the timing
and speed of any possible transformations.

We will initially focus our analysis on the newspapers for theoretical and
pragmatic reasons. Taking into account the historical perspective applied by
Hallin and Mancini (2004), the “development of the mass circulation press”
has played a principal role in shaping the respective media systems to this
day (p. 22). On the pragmatic side of the argument, there is a serious lack of
comparable data for radio and television across five decades and these five
countries, especially considering that we are interested in audience num-
bers of specific information programs (e.g., Tagesschau on ARD) and not of
channels in general (e.g., ARD).

By way of structural analysis, we consequently examined the 30 largest-
circulation print titles (dailies or weeklies) for their links to political parties,
churches, associations and other intermediary institutions. Figure 7.1 shows
the number of general news providers with “social and political ties”
(marked as black columns) in the five countries over time. General news
providers without social and political ties are organized primarily as pri-
vate businesses. Figure 7.1 subdivides the private press outlets further into
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Figure 7.1 Print news providers in Great Britain, Germany, Austria, Switzerland and
France, 1960–2010
Note: The graph shows the 30 largest-circulation print news outlets per country and year that are
published at least once a week and provide public affairs coverage. The basis for classifying their
structural links are (self-) declarations (e.g., “official organ of XY”), personal or organizational
relations at a high level (e.g., an editor who also has political functions), and the legal form (e.g.,
company listed on the stock exchange).

those that are publicly listed (“company traded on the stock market”, shown
hatched) and those that are not (“private company”, shown grey).2 The per-
centages given for the three types represent their circulation shares out of
the total circulation of all 30 newspapers.3

The basic finding is that the emancipation of the press has progressed first
and foremost in the liberal system (Great Britain), followed by the largest
democratic-corporatist system (Germany) and the polarized-pluralist system
(France). By 2010, the share of press outlets with clear ties to social and
political actors had dropped to 0% in Britain and France, and 1% or 2% in
Germany and Switzerland. In Austria, the process is still underway and the
political parallelism of the press is still fairly noticeable.

We can identify at least three reasons for the overall decline in press outlets
with social and political ties. First, media providers have been transforming
themselves primarily into economic actors, if not into stock exchange-listed
companies. In Switzerland, for instance, the Zürichsee-Zeitung newspaper
had clear links to the Liberal Democrats (a center-right government party)
in the 1980s. Its publisher had served as a representative of this party in
regional and national parliaments. These connections have now largely
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disappeared, and the paper was acquired by what is (currently) the largest
stock-listed media organization in Switzerland, namely, the Tamedia corpo-
ration. We consequently assigned the same newspaper to different categories
over the course of time. Second, the circulation of outlets with social and
political ties has been falling more rapidly than the circulation of those with
no (or significantly fewer) social and political ties. In Austria, for instance,
the social-democratic party paper Arbeiterzeitung lost a quarter of its circula-
tion from 1960 to 1980, whereas the popular Kronenzeitung, published by a
private company, gained massively in circulation in the same period, from
around 100,000 to almost 900,000. Third, formerly important newspapers
linked to “intermediary” actors such as the social-democratic Arbeiterzeitung
in Austria, Reynolds News (associated with the Labour Party in Great Britain),
or the Catholic-conservative Vaterland in Switzerland, went out of business.

At the same time, there are clear indications that this growing indepen-
dence from politics coincides with a growing dependence on the market.
In all countries examined, listed companies now play a larger role than
in the 1960s. Thus, expectations of high shareholder value are on the rise,
and more capital is flowing into the press market from companies with no
traditional links to journalism.

Comparing these cases, our analysis supports the three models and the
argument for a growing convergence towards the liberal model while adding
“size” as a factor that explains the heterogeneity within the democratic-
corporatist model. As expected, in the liberal model, the differentiation of
the press from politics and its commercialization starts much earlier than
in the other models. According to our data, Great Britain had only a weak
intermediary press in 1960, and private (commercial) providers – often pub-
licly listed – have dominated the press market ever since. This is not to deny
certain remaining forms of political parallelism at the level of the audience
(van Kempen, 2007) and of content; on the structural side, however, stable
links to social and political actors have disappeared. This phenomenon is
also reflected by the fact that newspapers do not consistently follow party
lines but instead tend to switch sides when this appears to be beneficial for
“commercial reasons” (Kuhn, 2007, pp. 217–218), as demonstrated by the
famous example of The Sun in the 1990s. Typical of a press market that was
commercialized early on, we also saw fluctuations in ownership across the
decades, with rather frequent selling, reselling and launching of press titles
in Great Britain.

Taking a closer look at the democratic-corporatist model, we can observe
a degree of heterogeneity because the processes of differentiation and com-
mercialization had begun much later in the small states, whereas Germany
exhibits greater similarities to the liberal model. One reason for this is market
size, which facilitates economies of scale. Another is the sudden transforma-
tion imposed upon Germany by the Western Allies immediately after the
Second World War (“zero hour”), which allowed a diversified and somewhat
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more party-independent press system to develop more quickly than in the
small states. For a time, the structures of a small state constrained the
rapid transformation of intermediary media providers into purely commer-
cial enterprises. Furthermore, in Switzerland, and even more so in Austria,
“pillarization” prevailed longer than in Germany, contributing to the impor-
tant role of the party press (and vice versa). More recently, the Swiss press
has experienced a strong push towards commercialization, with stock corpo-
rations becoming more common (from 0% in 1990 to 47% in 2010). Only
in Austria’s press system do we still observe a significant number of large
press outlets with social and political ties (see, for instance, the role of Styria
Medien, financed by the Katholischer Medienverein of the Diocese of Graz;
see Seethaler & Melischek, 2006) and a comparatively minor role for media
companies traded on the stock market.

The polarized-pluralist model, represented by France in our sample, offers
a more ambivalent picture. As in the other two models, France has seen
an emancipation of its press during the period under study, largely because
“intermediary” titles such as L’Humanité (the organ of the Communist Party)
or La Croix (Christian-conservative) suffered declining circulation rates and
decreasing significance in comparison to (new) titles published by com-
mercial enterprises. Furthermore, outlets forming part of publicly listed
conglomerates have become more important, especially in the last two
decades. At the same time, to a higher degree than in the other two models,
newspapers operating on the polarized-pluralist model often have political
ties and experience strong shareholder pressures because they are traded on
the stock exchange. This situation is best illustrated by Serge Dassault, who
integrated SOC Presse (which publishes titles such as Le Figaro) in his Dassault
Group (which includes publicly traded companies from non-media fields)
and served as a senate member for the conservative government party UMP.
However, we would like to argue that this political involvement differs from
a stable “embedding” of the media in a party milieu because it was limited to
the principal owner, who was more a business-oriented media tycoon than
a political figure. Similar (historical) cases are known from the United States
(Udris, 2012).4

An often overlooked form of differentiation: Growing
stratification of the press

Although the mediatization of politics clearly affects the functional dimen-
sion of social differentiation, reviewing the “giants” of social theory reminds
us that social processes typically show effects in two additional forms of
social differentiation, namely, the stratificatory and segmentary dimensions
(Imhof, 2006). Researchers who study mediatization should consequently
also address phenomena such as new allocations of power in the context
of media concentration and growing inequality, involving an increasing
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division between “up-market” and “down-market” media (stratificatory) and
increasing disentanglement between the political and media domains, so
that political systems, especially at regional and supra-national levels, lack
a corresponding public sphere (segmentary). Empirically, the literature on
media systems and mediatization tends to focus on the functional dimen-
sion and, to a lesser degree, on the segmentary dimension, only rarely
touching upon questions of power and social (in)equality. This situation
may be illustrated by looking at the short length of the chapters on “cri-
tiques of differentiation theory” and “the question of power” compared to
the overall argument in Hallin and Mancini’s (2004, pp. 80–84) book, and at
the main criticism by Curran (2011, pp. 36–40), who, in “questioning a new
orthodoxy”, challenges these models on the grounds that they do not take
social inequality into account.

Regardless of which side of the argument one takes, it becomes empirically
clear that the process of disentanglement (functional) is accompanied by a
process of growing press stratification. This becomes evident when newspa-
pers are systematically classified into “quality press”, “mid-market press” and
“tabloids/free papers” and we track their importance over time. This clas-
sification is based on the assumptions that these three press types exhibit
different degrees of media logic and that social divisions are also reflected
in these press sectors – typically observed in Great Britain in the distinc-
tion of “up-market”, “mid-market” and “down-market” media (see Ward,
2007, p. 75; Sparks, 2000, p. 29). Although the tabloid press covers pub-
lic (as opposed to private) issues less frequently than the other two types
(Sparks, 2000), it is subject to greater commercial pressures due to its depen-
dence on street sales, and preferentially addresses the lower social strata as
readers or buyers. At the other end of the spectrum, the up-market papers
usually offer the highest quality of news reporting and rely more on (loyal)
subscribers from the social elites. The mid-market papers usually fall between
these two types. Lastly, free or “commuter” papers might not necessarily
address the lower social strata, but their high dependence on advertising
usually leads to their news content being similar to that of the tabloids,
as studies from Switzerland and Austria suggest (fög, 2012; Stark & Magin,
2011). In the following, therefore, we subsume the free papers under the
tabloid press.

Our categorization of tabloid, mid-market and quality media is based on
an etic approach designed to ensure that press types are comparable across
countries and over time. Drawing on a random sample of one week per issue
and year, we classified the papers as follows:

Quality papers report more often than the mid-market and tabloid papers
on domestic and foreign politics, economics and culture, devote less atten-
tion to lifestyle issues and more frequently address “structural changes in
the world” (Sparks, 2000), which is also typically seen in an extensive
“feuilleton” section. Examples of quality papers are Le Monde in France, Die
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Zeit in Germany, Neue Zürcher Zeitung in Switzerland, The Observer in Great
Britain and Die Presse in Austria.

Mid-market papers more often include press titles with a regional focus,
such as Ouest France (France), Westdeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung (Germany),
Kurier (Austria), Tages-Anzeiger (Switzerland) and Wolverhampton Express &
Star (Great Britain), as well as some national papers like the British Daily Mail.

Lastly, the tabloid and free papers often mingle politics with private
and human interest issues and often lack differentiated sections. Examples
include Bild and Express in Germany, Blick or 20 Minuten in Switzerland,
Kronenzeitung in Austria, the Daily Mirror in Great Britain, and Le Parisien
in France.

This classification brings the stratification of the press to light (see
Figure 7.2). Furthermore, we can see similar patterns in the degree, timing
and speed of these transformations to those we found in the emancipa-
tion of the press. The data for Great Britain reflects a commercialized press
system, whose dependence on street sales rather than subscriptions puts
media organizations under additional pressure to capture the attention of
their audience daily. The development of the popular press has been far
from linear (cf. also Kuhn, 2007; McNair, 2003), but we see tendencies
towards a growing “polarization between prestige and mass newspapers”
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(Curran, 2000, p. 128), with the mid-market press taking up 20% in 2010.
In this respect, Germany again shows more similarities to Great Britain
and the liberal model than to the other two members of the democratic-
corporatist model; it had several important tabloids in 1960 (making up
45% of the cumulative circulation). But it is the only country we exam-
ined in which popular papers lost market share (2010: 30%, down from
49% in 1970). In addition to the quality papers, the national and regional
“mid-market” newspapers (e.g., Westdeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung) still play
an important role (2010: 48%) here, reflecting a press market in which
publishing houses still do comparably good business (Brüggemann et al.,
2012).

Switzerland and Austria again fall into the same category. In both
countries, the rise of the tabloid press started late and then developed
quickly (Magin, 2013), primarily at the expense of the mid-market papers.
In Switzerland, tabloid and free papers now have circulation shares that
are practically as high as those of the mid-market papers (2010: 48%, up
from 4% in 1960), and in Austria these papers now constitute the majority
of the cumulative circulation (2010: 56%, up from 16% in 1960). In the
last decade, the “classic” tabloids have suffered from substantial reader-
ship losses, but this situation has been more than compensated for by the
rise of free papers. Again, France is a case in which this process points in
the same direction but starts at a lower level. In view of generally lower
newspaper use and a rather “elite” orientation of newspapers (Hallin &
Mancini, 2004), it is not surprising to see the tabloids playing a smaller role
(2010: 17%) than in the other countries, where the quality and especially
the “mid-market” papers with a regional focus have dominated the scene
(Adam & Berkel, 2006).

In summary, these findings have clear social and theoretical implications.
At a social level, the growing division between quality papers on the one
hand, and tabloid and free papers on the other hand, makes it increasingly
relevant for researchers to more intensively address questions of readership
fragmentation and social cohesion. In terms of comparative research based
on the three models of media and politics, our findings on degrees of press
autonomy (Figure 7.1) and press sectors pursuing different types of news
logic (Figure 7.2) both support the three models and modify them insofar
as “size matters”, with the small states of Austria and Switzerland experienc-
ing changes later but more rapidly than Germany. Significantly, the growing
importance of the tabloid media seems to go hand-in-hand with the dis-
entanglement and commercialization of the press already described. At the
level of media structures, both the functional (differentiation from politics)
and stratificatory (elite vs. tabloid) dimensions point to an increasing medi-
atization of politics. The growing importance of the tabloids on the press
market means that political actors are increasingly challenged to craft their
messages to fit the popular news logic of these papers (the fourth dimension



Linards Udris and Jens Lucht 123

of mediatization). However, with regard to structural implications, the rise of
the tabloids puts pressure on the mid-market papers, which may react to this
challenge by incorporating more elements based on the logic of the com-
mercial media (the third dimension of mediatization). In the next section,
we will examine whether we can find any support for these assumptions and
whether mediatization at a structural level affects the actual media content
of the mid-market papers.

Only slightly increasing mediatization of media content in
mid-market papers . . .

A basic argument of the mediatization thesis, which assumes that the
four dimensions of mediatization are interrelated, is that media con-
tent is increasingly characterized by media logic (Altheide & Snow, 1979;
Mazzoleni, 2008). In light of our analysis of media structures presented
above, there are good reasons to assume that this is in fact happening,
especially in the mid-market papers.

Of course, not all features of media logic are a result of commercial pres-
sures; professionalization and technological change also affect the logic of
the media (Esser, 2013, p. 167). One indicator that comes closer to the com-
mercial aspect of media logic is the proportion of “soft news” (Patterson,
2000; Curran et al., 2010, pp. 7–9; fög, 2012). Commercialized or market-
driven media organizations devote substantial attention to “soft news”
(rather than “hard news” such as political, economic, or cultural issues)
because they consider this a viable and promising strategy to capture the
attention of an increasingly volatile readership (cf. also Beam, 2003). Soft
news can be operationalized on at least four dimensions, as Reinemann
et al. (2012) have recently proposed: first, in the topic dimension, soft news
excludes all topics that are relevant to politics. Second, in the focus dimen-
sion, a soft news item stresses “individual relevance” rather than “societal
relevance”, meaning “the personal, private meaning or consequences of
the incidents” rather than the “overall meaning [ . . . ] for society at large”
(Reinemann et al., 2012, p. 237). This can also be described as the personal-
ization frame, because this type of news reporting suggests that it is mainly
the actions of (a few) individuals, and not the structures in which they are
embedded, that actually matter (fög, 2012, p. 466). Although political struc-
tures (e.g., Kriesi, 2012) or an “institutionalized personalization” conducted
by political actors (Rahat & Sheafer, 2007) influence the degree or level of
personalization, there are good reasons for explaining personalization by
the process of the commercialization of the media (Esser & Hemmer, 2008,
pp. 294–296; Imhof, 2011, pp. 126–127). By blaming politicians personally
for grievances and for moral and political failures, and by downplaying the
structural bases and the complexity of political problems, the media hope to
better connect to their readership (Blumler & Kavanagh, 1999, pp. 219–221).
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This overall personalization frame, in which actors can still be described in
conjunction with their roles, should be differentiated from a personalization
frame without a role focus, in which the private aspects of an actor come
to dominate (fög, 2012, p. 466). Fourth, in the style dimension, soft news
shows increasing levels of moralization and emotionalization at the expense
of cognitive-normative reporting, which could be captured with the sensa-
tionalism frame (Strömbäck & Dimitrova, 2006; fög, 2012, p. 464). So far,
empirical studies on the development of soft news over time provide incon-
clusive results. In their extensive literature review, Reinemann et al. (2012)
show that some studies find an increase in soft news and some do not,
whereas others distinguish between different dimensions of soft news and
note an increase in some dimensions and a decrease in others.

If we take the mid-market papers as a yardstick and use three of
the core indicators just discussed – depoliticization, personalization and
sensationalism – our findings suggest a very modest transformation of media
content over time. Specifically, we content-analyzed the news coverage of
one mid-market paper in each of the five countries in 1960, 1980, and
2005 using constructed week sampling. We selected mid-market papers with
comparatively high circulations that were in business for the entire 45-year
period. The results displayed in Table 7.1 show that this very modest trans-
formation does not affect all mid-market papers to the same degree, and
it does not appear in all indicators. The proportion of political news cover-
age remains more or less stable, at least in relative terms. In the German
Westdeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung, for instance, political news coverage consti-
tutes close to one-half of all longer articles in our sample, and this amount
is almost identical for Ouest France and the Kurier of Austria. The Swiss Tages-
Anzeiger peaked in 1980, reaching the levels of the quality papers (Udris &
Lucht, 2011, p. 169), but remained closer to the level of other mid-market
papers in 1960 and 2005. The British Wolverhampton Express & Star remained
at a rather low level of political reporting, with no significant changes over
time. In the mid-market papers examined here, we found no indication of a
depoliticization of media content in the sense that human interest issues
were increasingly covered in the “hard news” and mixed news sections.
As for country differences, in line with our expectations we see the great-
est focus on politics in the polarized-pluralist model, where newspapers,
with their generally more “elite” orientation, follow a political logic, and
the lowest focus on politics in the liberal model.

As with depoliticization, we find only very moderate evidence for increas-
ing sensationalism in the political news coverage. In fact, there is no clear
trend over time. Whereas the Westdeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung of Germany
made less use of the sensationalism frame in 2005 than in 1960, and Ouest
France generally almost never uses this frame, the Kurier in Austria, the Swiss
Tages-Anzeiger, and, especially, the Express & Star in Great Britain, all show
a tendency towards sensationalism. The increase in these three papers may
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Table 7.1 News coverage in mid-market papers, 1960–2005

1960 1980 2005

Share of political news

coverage (in %)

Ouest France (n = 317) 52% 52% 57%
Westdeutsche Allgemeine

(n = 458)
47% 45% 48%

Tages-Anzeiger (n = 580) 48% 64% 48%
Kurier (n = 270) ∗ 57% 51%
Wolverhampton Express & Star

(n = 450)
35% 30% 32%

Sensationalism in political

news coverage (in %)

Ouest France (n = 169) 0% 1% 0%
Westdeutsche Allgemeine

(n = 215)
9% 3% 0%

Tages-Anzeiger (n = 302) 4% 0% 6%
Kurier (n = 143) ∗ 4% 13%
Wolverhampton Express & Star

(n = 145)
2% 0% 24%

Personalization in political

news coverage (in %)

(in brackets: without role
focus)

Ouest France (n = 169) 13% (11%) 21% (6%) 13% (13%)
Westdeutsche Allgemeine

(n = 215)
25% (0%) 24% (1%) 24% (20%)

Tages-Anzeiger (n = 302) 20% (0%) 13% (11%) 25% (8%)
Kurier (n = 143) ∗ 19% (4%) 8% (6%)
Wolverhampton Express & Star

(n = 145)
12% (5%) 10% (0%) 24% (20%)

∗ no data available for 1960.
Note: The content analysis of six editions per year from five newspapers each yielded 2,075 arti-
cles. Out of these articles, 974 dealt with political affairs and were coded for sensationalism and
personalization frame.

not be surprising if we bear in mind our earlier finding that the decreasing
importance of the mid-market press is most notable in the liberal model as
well as in the small states in the democratic-corporatist model. However, the
low level of sensationalism and the moderate changes lead us to be skepti-
cal about any substantial increases in sensationalism in the political news
coverage.

Our findings regarding the possible personalization of politics also yield an
ambivalent picture. Overall, there is little increase in the focus on persons
rather than collectives, structures, or issues. Some researchers have shown
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that personalization as such is not a new phenomenon, and media content
is not shaped more by the personalization frame today than it used to be
(e.g., Wilke & Reinemann, 2001; Vliegenthart et al., 2011). However, per-
sonalization rises substantially in the British mid-market paper, in line with
our expectations. Additionally, we can observe increasing personalization
without a role focus in three of the five papers, which means that actors
are increasingly portrayed with no connection to their (functional) roles,
and private aspects come to dominate instead. However, in contrast to the
sensationalism frame, the British paper is the only one that confirms our
expectations regarding the direction of the personalization frame over time.
Neither the Austrian nor the Swiss papers show increasing levels (despite
radically transformed media structures), while the German paper begins to
use the personalization frame more often over time.

In sum, our indicators suggest that most of the mid-market papers we
analyzed have proved somewhat resistant to profound changes in content
despite major structural transformations in their environment, at least with
regard to the three indicators we used. Of course, our analysis was meant
to be a “hard test”: we measured sensationalism and personalization on
the basis of whether they were “dominant” in an article or not. Therefore,
the proportion of sensationalism and personalization in the news cover-
age could be slightly higher if we had measured whether these frames were
merely “present” in an article. Despite these limitations, and in line with our
expectations and the theoretical models, slight “spill-over” effects resulting
from the commercialization of the media structures (i.e. a higher propensity
to display media logic) occur most often in the relatively commercialized
liberal model (Wolverhampton Express & Star). In this paper, the proportion
of political reporting was low to begin with, and the share of sensation-
alism and personalization, especially without a role focus, is increasing.
However, neither the proportion nor the direction of the other indicators
of soft news corresponded to our findings on the changing media struc-
ture in the two other models. This leads us to conclude that the presence of
media logic has not necessarily increased significantly within certain media
types, but has increased at the level of media systems as a whole due to
shifts in the proportions of the three media types (tabloid, mid-market and
quality).

. . . But growing mediatization of politics at the media
system level

To address shifts in the sectoral shares of media types and to provide a
more nuanced and more representative picture of the mediatization of pol-
itics at the systemic level, we ought to account for other important media
types from television, radio and the online sector. We will do so by focus-
ing on Switzerland: this is an interesting case because the structures of
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the press changed here later but more rapidly than in the other countries
analyzed. The findings suggest that media markets in small countries such
as Switzerland are typically strongly affected by the processes of commer-
cialization and globalization (see Puppis, 2009, pp. 10–11). However, these
transformations must be considered against possible changes in broadcast-
ing, as small states typically tend to adopt a regulatory approach to counter
these pressures (by means of strong public service broadcasting), as well as
changes in the online sector, which is largely out of regulators’ control. First,
it is important to determine the degree of media logic demonstrated by dif-
ferent media in comparison to others (at meso and micro levels). Second, it
is important to determine what role these different media play in a given
media system (at macro level). In the following analysis, we examine news
content (i.e. political news coverage in Switzerland) from 37 different news
outlets that can be subsumed under several parent categories as shown in
Table 7.2. Typically, outlets within the same media type share certain charac-
teristics, such as similar business models (e.g., reliance on advertising rather
than subscription), ownership structures (e.g., party papers, stock corpo-
ration), political or legal frameworks (e.g., public broadcaster with official
mandate vs. lightly regulated commercial provider) and production sched-
ules (weekly, daily, 24/7). Thus, we follow Strömbäck’s and van Aelst’s (2010)
appeal to systematically use “media types” as “structural antecedents” of
news coverage to explain why the media are shaped differently by media
logic. Turning to the systems level, we show the actual media use of these
media types and how this has changed in the last decade, for which data are
available.

The findings presented in Table 7.2 come from a large-scale content anal-
ysis (fög, 2012), a project similar to the “State of the News Media” annual
report by the Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ 2013). The results
suggest both a clear stratification of the degree of soft news among the
media types and a clear stratification with regard to changes in media use
in the last decade. Again, we used the dimensions of soft news as indi-
cators of the commercial aspects of media logic. This analysis reveals that
different media types are shaped by commercial media logic to substantially
different degrees. Additionally, with very few exceptions, the four indicators
point in the same direction: a higher focus on politics tends to go hand-in-
hand with fewer elements of media logic within the political news coverage,
especially lower use of the overall personalization frame and the sensation-
alism frame and, partially, the type of personalization that does not focus
on a role.5 Overall, this large-scale content analysis shows remarkable differ-
ences not only (and not mainly) between media channels but also between
media types. In the press sector, the share of attention to politics is lowest
in the tabloid dailies (19%) and free commuter papers (25%) and highest
in paid-for dailies. This is more apparent in the quality paper (73%) pub-
lished by a non-listed media company than in the more regionally focused
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“mid-market” dailies (57%), all of which are published by the stock corpora-
tion Tamedia (see also fög, 2012, p. 74). Similar disparities can be observed
in the websites of the different newspaper types, and in television and radio
stations with different ownership structures. Interestingly, online news sites
tend to perform worse than their printed parent papers – mostly due to a
lack of resources and a faster news cycle. Thus, one main result is that what
matters are not the actual channels (print, broadcast, online) but rather the
outlet types and their structural conditions. Specific structures, such as the
overall revenue and the level of dependence on advertising (e.g., paid dailies
vs. free commuter papers), the targeting of specific social strata (e.g., tabloid
papers) and the type of (statutory) public service obligations to produce hard
news (public vs. private broadcasting), are closely related to varying levels of
soft news.

This stratification of the Swiss media system is apparent not only in terms
of its media content but also of actual media use and changes in this use.
Taking the developments in the last decade as a yardstick, we can clearly
see that the media types that offer more soft news are on the rise, whereas
those that offer less soft news suffer audience losses. Public broadcasting
programs, which continue to play a dominant role in the radio and televi-
sion sector, and the quality paper Neue Zürcher Zeitung lost approximately
a quarter of their audience in ten years. In contrast, the free commuter
papers, the Sunday and weekly papers as well as all examined online news
sites (especially those offering less political news coverage) have been enjoy-
ing audience gains in this period. Thus, at the macro level, an increasingly
commercialized media system, intensified by the new media, tends to lead
to further stratification and, with regard to the quality of the news cov-
erage offered to citizens, to less favorable “political news environments”
(Shehata & Strömbäck, 2011; fög, 2012, pp. 22–23).

Conclusion

We conclude our discussion by reiterating that press systems in Western
Europe have experienced an emancipation from their former social and
political ties and a growing dependence on the market, a process reflected
in the growing number of media organizations traded on the stock mar-
ket. In addition to this transformation of media structures in the functional
dimension in the last five decades, they have experienced substantial trans-
formations in the stratificatory dimension, which is usually overlooked by
mediatization research. Hence, we see not only a growing dependence of
the press on the market but also an increase in tabloid and free papers offer-
ing lower-quality journalism and a growing division between down-market
and up-market papers at the systems level, primarily at the expense of the
mid-market papers. This wider theoretical perspective allows the ramifica-
tions of mediatization to be studied more comprehensively, thus countering
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the trends in research on media performance that have shifted “from broad
issues of public purpose” to a narrow focus on “particular features of con-
tent or use that can provide quantifiable measures and indicators” (McQuail,
2013, p. 62). In the field of comparative political communications, the strat-
ificatory dimension adds further proof of the level of “fitness” of the three
models of media and politics proposed by Hallin and Mancini (2004). A com-
parison of these processes of commercialization and stratification between
the varying cases based on our results primarily confirms the three mod-
els as well as their authors’ argument for a convergence towards the liberal
model. However, we also showed that specific path dependencies result-
ing from former levels of pillarization and market size have an impact on
the degree and timing of this commercialization and stratification of the
press, which leads to heterogeneity within the democratic-corporatist model.
Hence, these transformations of media structures fit the three models, but
only with certain qualifications.

Apart from this clearly visible mediatization of politics in the second
dimension, our findings on the mediatization of politics in terms of media
content, the third dimension, are ambivalent. Our content analysis, which
captured several dimensions of soft news and compared mid-market papers
across countries and over time, suggests a slight increase in media logic in
the liberal model, but only very modest trends in the other countries. Further
research, including a wider media sample, is naturally needed to substanti-
ate these findings. Furthermore, qualitative case studies may be better suited
than constructed week sampling to capture the alleged increase in sensa-
tionalist news waves or “media hypes” (cf. Vasterman, 2005), for instance.
Nevertheless, although the results for the British case fit the expectation that
factors at the media system level are especially influential for journalism
(cf. Hanitzsch, 2008), the somewhat surprising findings regarding the other
four cases challenge the notion of more or less direct causal links between
structural change at the macro (market composition) and meso (media orga-
nizations) levels, and the micro level (news content features). These findings
indicate the resilience of certain media types, which position themselves
quite clearly towards other types of journalism. Thus, the mediatization of
politics is intensified not so much by the relatively stable content of the mid-
market papers as by the decreasing importance of these papers in the media
system in favor of the tabloid media.

Ideally, of course, further research would map the degree of mediatization
on this third dimension beyond the press sector, however important that
may still be. The case of Switzerland shows us that the processes of commer-
cialization and stratification are apparent in other media types, including
radio, television and newspaper websites. A large-scale content analysis of
37 media outlets and programs and of media use shows that, first, media
content is heavily stratified along different media types. Thus, media types
and the structural conditions they share clearly matter with regard to the
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degree of media logic. Second, the media types that show fewer elements of
media logic and soft news, most notably the regional “mid-market” press,
the quality press and public broadcasting, have been losing substantial parts
of their audience (and advertising revenue). Conversely, the media types
that offer more soft news have gained in importance. Strikingly, the “new
media” (i.e. newspaper websites) all show a higher degree of soft news than
their counterparts in the press, further contributing to the commercializa-
tion and stratification of the media system. One major implication of our
studies is that future research on the mediatization of politics should pay
even more attention to the representativeness of media outlets and media
types and their shifting importance in a media system. Audience numbers
are one possible proxy, but to obtain a more nuanced picture, the research
should add survey data on political actors (to examine, for instance, which
media types are claimed to have an impact on citizens and politics) as well
as content data on inter-media agenda-setting (Vliegenthart & Walgrave,
2008). Despite the limitations of our studies, the cases of Austria and, espe-
cially, of Switzerland, show that small media markets tend to be particularly
vulnerable to commercialization and stratification processes, so that media
systems move substantially towards a “market model” within a relatively
short period of time. This is an important finding because media systems
that do not rely on the “market model” tend to promote political learn-
ing, knowledge and participation and to reduce social inequality (cf. Curran
et al., 2009, p. 22; Imhof, 2011, pp. 132–135). From a comparative per-
spective, to better understand the transformation of Western democracies
through the process of mediatization we believe it is necessary to consider
not only the overall degree of media autonomy, commercialization and strat-
ification but also the timing and speed of this process. Thus, Germany and
Great Britain might show higher levels of politically independent, com-
mercialized media and a generally high importance of tabloid media, but
journalists and political actors (and citizens) in these countries have had
time to adapt to these transformations. In France, Austria and, especially,
Switzerland, this late but somewhat rapid process might be perceived by
these groups as particularly pervasive, shifting formerly stable role expec-
tations (perhaps only temporarily). In summary, examining the timing and
speed of the transformation of media structures and comparing them with
adaptation processes by political actors and audiences may prove a fruitful
avenue for further research.

Notes

1. This chapter draws on findings from two large-scale projects. The first one,
“Democracy in a Media Society”, part of the National Center of Competence in
Research on Challenges to Democracy in the 21st Century (NCCR Democracy), was
funded by the Swiss National Science Foundation. The second project, an ongoing
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media monitoring initiative on “The Quality of the News Media in Switzerland”,
is funded by various foundations and donors (for a list, see fög, 2012, p. 19). The
authors are grateful for this support.

2. We assume that being traded on the stock market is more influential for a news
organization than having a proprietor with political ties. Thus, a press outlet con-
trolled by a “media tycoon” with political ties that, at the same time, is part of
a conglomerate with publicly traded companies (e.g., newspapers belonging to
French businessman and politician Serge Dassault) is coded “company traded on
the stock market” and not “social and political ties”.

3. List of consulted sources for circulation rates, 1960–2010: Österreichische
Auflagenkontrolle, Pressehandbuch, Handbuch Österreichs Presse, Werbung,
Grafik, Melischek and Seethaler (1999) (Austria), Stamm Leitfaden für Presse und
Werbung, Presse- und Medienhandbuch Stamm, IVW Quartalsauflage (Germany),
Répértoire de la presse française, Association pour le côntrole de la diffusion des
médias (OJD) (France), The newspaper press directory and advertisers’ guide (and
subsequent publications by Benn’s Brothers, based on circulation data from ABC),
Seymour-Ure (1996), www.abc.org.uk, www.newspapersoc.org.uk (Great Britain),
Schweizerischer Zeitungstarif, WEMF Auflagenbulletin, Impressum (Switzerland).

4. See, for instance, the case of newspaper publisher W. R. Hearst, who was elected
a Congressman for the Democratic Party twice and tried to get his party to nom-
inate him as a candidate for the US presidency in 1924. Interestingly, nowhere in
the literature are Hearst’s newspapers described as belonging to the “party press”,
and no one claims that the American press market in the interwar years showed
high levels of press-party parallelism, despite the dominance of the Hearst papers
(cf. Udris, 2012).

5. The only exceptions are private broadcasts. In radio, low resources in terms of news
staff translate into a high reliance on factual, macro-level news agency reports,
which are more or less “read out loud”. Private television broadcasters use the sen-
sationalism frame fairly often, but, as argued above, the personalization of politics
cannot be observed more frequently in this media sector.
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8
Mediatization of News: The Role
of Journalistic Framing
Claes H. de Vreese

Framing has become one of the most popular concepts in the field of
communication science. Recent overviews all document the popularity and
tremendous increase in the use of the concept (Borah, 2011; Chong &
Druckman, 2007b; d’Angelo & Kuypers, 2009; de Vreese & Lecheler, 2012;
Matthes, 2009, 2012; Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007; Vliegenthart & van
Zoonen, 2011). Despite this proliferation, the framing concept has virtu-
ally gone unnoticed in the also burgeoning literature on mediatization
(Mazzoleni, 1987; Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999; Esser, 2013; Strömbäck, 2008).
This is surprising since the notions of framing and mediatization would ben-
efit from more simultaneous consideration. In this chapter, I develop an
argument for the linkages between framing and mediatization, show how
in particular journalistic news framing is a key indicator of mediatization,
and reflect on the consequences of different types of news framing. The
chapter first defines and identifies journalistic news frames. This then becomes
an articulation of a media and journalism perspective at the intersection
between framing and mediatization research.

Journalistic news frames are frames that play a transformative role vis-à-vis
frames sponsored by (political) elites. They take as their starting point jour-
nalistic discretion and the autonomy of journalists, they focus on what
journalists and news media organizations actively do to the topics they select
and they stress the adaptation and modification of frames from elites. For
example, in a policy discussion on a welfare issue where two political actors
offer different framings of the topic, a journalist or news organization may
transform this into a story focusing on a human example of the implemen-
tation of a new policy. Or the policy discussion can become subsidiary to a
story focusing on the political conflict and disagreement between the polit-
ical actors while also juxtaposing their two frames. Both cases are examples
of journalistic news frames through which a template is offered for how
to understand an issue or event. The journalistic news frame stresses some
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aspects of the case and pushes others to the background and the frame high-
lights the active role of journalists in constructing news stories, a process
which is at the core of mediatization.

Mediatization

As the current volume acknowledges, mediatization is a term that has been
used by many with different meanings. According to Mazzoleni and Schulz
(1999), it is a process by which politics has “lost its autonomy, has become
dependent in its central functions on mass media, and is continuously
shaped by interactions with mass media” (p. 250). Strömbäck and Esser
(2014b) look at the concept more comprehensively and define the media-
tization of politics as “a long-term process through which the importance
and influence of media in political processes and over political institutions,
organizations and actors has increased”. Specifically they introduce four
dimensions of mediatization, based on Strömbäck (2008, 2011; Strömbäck &
Esser, 2009). In their conceptualization, the third dimension refers to “the
degree to which media content and the coverage of politics and society is
governed by media logic as opposed to political logic” (Esser & Strömbäck,
2014a). As they argue, the second dimension, referring to the degree to
which media have become independent from other political and social insti-
tutions, is a prerequisite for the third dimension. In the third dimension,
the crucial question at stake is whether “news media coverage reflect news
media’s professional, commercial or technological needs and interests, rather
than the needs and interests of political institutions and actors” (Esser &
Strömbäck, 2014b). If the latter is the case, this would be seen as news cover-
age governed by media logic. They highlight “media interventionism” (Esser,
2008) and the “media’s discretionary power” (Semetko et al., 1991) as addi-
tional indicators that the news is actively shaped by media logic. Referring
to the former, Esser (2008) investigated news in four countries across time.
He found that journalistic voices are more heard than politicians’ voices.
Moreover, he found that the more controlled and tightly managed polit-
ical campaigns are, the less journalists rely on soundbites and the more
they provide input in the news. Blumler and Gurevitch (see Semetko et al.,
1991) distinguished between sacerdotal and pragmatic approaches to news
reporting. The former is indicative of a respectful approach to politics, where
the agenda and framing are largely determined by politics and the latter is
indicative of a selective approach, where politics is packaged according to
the mechanisms of news selection.

In research on the third dimension of mediatization, the framing con-
cept is, however, virtually absent (but see Strömbäck & Dimitrova, 2011).
Strömbäck and Esser (2014b) mention in passing that the mediatization
of politics includes traditional media effects – such as, for example, fram-
ing. As will become clear below, some frames are highly relevant for the
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mediatization literature as well as relevant and consequential for public
understanding of politics.

News framing: A process

The research on journalistic news frames is contextualized by long research
traditions in neighboring disciplines. Research in political science has been
particularly occupied with the effects of elite framing of political issues
(Zaller, 1992). Research in economics and psychology has been concerned
with the behavioral consequences of framing and the underlying mecha-
nisms (Kahneman & Tversky, 1984). Studies in sociology have paid attention
to power relations and how frames interact with the social and cultural
surroundings (Gamson, 1992). For communication science, the potential
of the framing concept is its integrative nature (Reese, 2007). To realize
this potential, it is important to stress that framing is a process (de Vreese,
2005a; Matthes, 2012; Scheufele, 1999). However, most studies tend to focus
either on the analysis and presence of frames or on the effects of framing.
In the exploding literature on how different issues are framed, there seems
to be no limit to the number of operationalizations of frames (Hertog &
McLeod, 2001) or to the issues that are analyzed. News framing helps to
understand dynamic processes that involve frame-building (how frames
emerge), the presence and development of frames in the media and frame-
setting (the interplay between frames and citizens). Entman (1993) noted
that frames have several locations, including the communicator, the text,
the receiver and in the surrounding culture. These locations emphasize fram-
ing as a process that consists of distinct stages: frame-building, frame-setting
and individual and societal level consequences of framing (d’Angelo, 2002;
Hänggli, 2012; Matthes, 2012; de Vreese, 2005a; Scheufele, 1999).

Frame-building concerns the interaction between different actors over how
to frame an issue and how this, at the end of the day, is framed in the
news. Most issues are open for multiple interpretations and framing strate-
gies. Journalists are in a position to choose or modify frames that are offered
by actors and bring in their own angles and frames (which is at the core
of the notion of journalistic news frames). Journalists are thus active actors
that define the coverage, with a considerable amount of autonomy and dis-
cretion. Frame-building thus refers to the process of competition, selection, and
modification of frames from elites or strategic communicators by the media. This
process is influenced by forces internal to the news room and news organiza-
tions as well as by external forces such as political elites, social movements
or interest groups. The influence of these external forces is apparent, for
example, when journalists use parts of political speeches, or “sound-bites”,
to illustrate an issue whereas the influence of internal forces is visible in the
structure and emphasis of a news story. The forces endogenous to the news
organization corroborate Shoemaker and Reese’s (1996) general observations
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regarding the multiple influences on news production. More specifically, de
Vreese (2005a) names internal factors such as editorial policies and news
values, which shape the day-to-day work of journalists, as particularly rele-
vant for understanding the frame-building process. Others have emphasized
factors such as the type or political orientation of a medium that a jour-
nalist is working for (Donsbach, 2004) or how more general role concepts
can affect news content (van Dalen et al., 2012). Elites, political parties and
their staff are engaged in attempts that involve unprecedented resources
to manage campaigns, streamline communication and marketing, manage
public relations and affect the news coverage. Even after an election, strate-
gic communication is an integral part of governing (Sanders, 2011). The
media, meanwhile, appear to have become more commercialized (Hamilton,
2004), more interpretive (Salgado & Strömbäck, 2012), more critical towards
political institutions and actors (Lengauer et al., 2012), more focused on cov-
ering politics as a strategic game (Aalberg et al., 2012) and more inclined to
deconstruct strategies of elites.

Currently we know little about the conditions under which journalists or
elite sources are more or less likely to dominate the news framing. Arguably,
in line with the mediatization literature, the more elites control the news
framing, the less mediatization dominates and vice versa. Scheufele (1999)
voiced the idea that journalists are most likely to adapt elite framing, when
the issue at stake is “relatively new” (p. 116) on the media agenda. Extrap-
olating from indexing theory (Bennett et al., 2006), we would also expect
a strong dominance of elite framing. These propositions, however, are still
open for empirical testing. At the individual level, Druckman (2001a, 2001b,
2004) proposes an alternative perspective and offers evidence of the condi-
tions under which elite framing does not take place (see also Baden, 2010).
He focuses mostly on the limits of framing vis-à-vis citizens’ attitudes, i.e.,
when framing effects are limited by, for example, the credibility of sources.
However, there is good reason to assume that if citizens are sufficiently com-
petent (in his terminology) to at times resist elite framing, then journalists
under certain conditions can do so too.

Analyses of frames in the news have focused on either equivalency or empha-
sis frames (Chong & Druckman, 2007b). Equivalency frames refer to alike
content, which is presented or phrased differently (Kahneman & Tversky,
1984; O’Keefe & Jensen, 2006). Emphasis frames present “qualitatively dif-
ferent yet potentially relevant considerations” (Chong & Druckman, 2007b,
p. 114). The concept of equivalency stems from the series of “Asian dis-
ease” studies by Kahneman and Tversky (1984). Though their framing
manipulation – altering the wording of a scenario outlining the conse-
quences of a fatal illness – was appropriate to explore the psychological
process, this definition of framing is rather narrow.

Theoretical arguments have been made in favor of using a narrow con-
ceptualization in framing research (Scheufele, 2000; Scheufele & Iyengar,
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forthcoming) – also to limit the broadening horizons of the concepts – but
few empirical studies of news framing or framing effects have investi-
gated the equivalence phenomenon. The vast majority of framing studies,
more or less explicitly, apply an emphasis definition of frames. One strong
argument for the use of emphasis frames is that most issues – political
and social – cannot be meaningfully reduced to two identical scenarios.
Simple question wording differences that reverse information are not eas-
ily compatible with more complex communicative situations and politics
(Sniderman & Theriault, 2004). Political, economic and social events and
issues are more often presented to citizens as alternative characterizations of
a course of action. In the case of oil drilling, for example, citizens may be
presented with frames such as economic costs of gas prices, unemployment,
environment or the US dependency on foreign energy sources (Zaller, 1992).

There is a large variety of definitions of what a news frame is in both
theoretical and empirical contributions. Conceptually, news frames can be
defined as “a central organizing idea or story line that provides meaning to
an unfolding strip of events, weaving a connection among them. The frame
suggests what the controversy is about, the essence of the issue” (Gamson &
Modigliani, 1989, p. 143). In short, a news frame can affect an individual by
stressing certain aspects of reality and pushing others into the background –
it has a selective function. In this way, certain issue attributes, judgments and
decisions are suggested (Scheufele, 2000; Berinsky & Kinder, 2006). Again,
corroborating the mediatization literature, the more journalistic news frames
dominate the news, the higher is the degree of mediatization.

Frame-setting refers to the interaction between media frames and individ-
uals’ prior knowledge and predispositions. Frames in the news may affect
learning, interpretation and evaluation of issues and events. This part of
the framing process has been investigated most elaborately, often with the
goal of exploring the extent to which and under what circumstances audi-
ences reflect and mirror frames made available to them in, for example,
the news. The consequences of framing can be conceived on the individual
and the societal level. An individual-level consequence may be altered atti-
tudes about an issue based on exposure to certain frames. At the societal
level, frames may contribute to shaping social level processes such as politi-
cal socialization, decision-making and collective actions. News frames have
been shown to affect citizens’ sense-making on a variety of political issues
(e.g., Berinsky & Kinder, 2006; Iyengar, 1991; Nelson et al., 1997). Studies
have tested effects on a number of dependent variables, such as issue inter-
pretation (Valkenburg et al., 1999), cognitive complexity (Shah et al., 2004),
public opinion and issue support (Druckman & Nelson, 2003; Sniderman &
Theriault, 2004), voter mobilization (Valentino et al., 2001) and vote choice
(Elenbaas & de Vreese, 2008).

Framing effects research has gone through a number of stages. Early stud-
ies focused mostly on direct, across the board, main effects. The oft-cited
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piece by Nelson et al. (1997) focused on how participants who viewed a free
speech frame expressed more tolerance for the Ku Klux Klan than partic-
ipants who viewed a public order frame. In later framing effects research,
the attention shifted (as in media effects research more generally; Nabi &
Oliver, 2009) to a greater interest in the process of framing effects and
the conditional nature of the effects. In terms of the process, research has
focused on three different processes that can mediate framing effects: acces-
sibility change, belief importance change and belief content change (de
Vreese & Lecheler, 2012). Collectively, these studies suggest that frames
may have effects through different routes (Slothuus, 2008; de Vreese et al.,
2011). In terms of conditioning factors, framing effects research has focused
on individual and contextual moderating factors. At the individual level,
the roles of political knowledge and need to evaluate have been assessed
while the role of frame strength, source credibility and issue salience have
been investigated at the contextual level (Druckman, 2001b; Lecheler et al.,
2009).

The most recent generation of framing effects research takes the notion of
framing as a process more seriously in the designs and investigates effects as a
dynamic and diachronic process. Earlier studies in this area found conflicting
evidence as to how enduring framing effects were, with de Vreese (2004)
finding effects vanished quickly in the absence of new information while
Tewksbury et al. (2000) and Lecheler and de Vreese (2011) found some effects
over time. Lecheler and de Vreese (2013) investigated exposure to repetitive
and competitive framing over time and Chong and Druckman (2012) and
Baden and Lecheler (2012) provide a series of theoretical propositions about
framing effects over time, depending on the information-processing mode.

In terms of mediatization, the more important news frames are for cit-
izens’ understanding and evaluations of political issues, the higher is the
degree of mediatization. This is particularly true if journalistic news frames,
which indeed can be quite consequential, dominate the coverage.

Mediatization and the use of journalistic news frames

The key goal of this chapter is relate the notion of journalistic news frames
to the broader concept of mediatization. To do so, we need to distinguish
between sponsored frames, often proposed by political elites and strategic
communicators, and journalistic frames. Journalistic news frames are exam-
ples of generic news frames. Generic frames are frames that can transcend
issues and sometimes even time or context. For example, a morality frame
(Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000) or risk and opportunity frames (Schuck &
de Vreese, 2006) can be applied to different issues and are as such not
issue specific but generic in nature. Journalistic news frames form a spe-
cial type of generic frame. While journalistic production processes involve
the selection of topics that become the subjects of news coverage, these
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processes, very importantly, also play a transformative role. As Gamson
and Modigliani (1989) pointed out, what journalists do to topics that their
sources focus upon, or that are generated by other means (e.g., acts of
nature), become a story’s “organizing principle”, or frame. Tuchman (1978)
described journalistic frames as useful tools that journalists apply when deal-
ing with the ongoing flow of information. Matthes (2012) also emphasizes
that journalistic frames result in different news outlets framing issues in
different ways.

In a seminal study, Neuman et al. (1992) identified human impact, eco-
nomics and conflict as common frames used by the news media (and by
audience members as well; see also Price et al., 1997). Similarly, Cappella
and Jamieson (1997) and Patterson (1993) identified the strategy and games
frames as frequently used by the media. Reviewing the work of the past
couple of decades on how the media frame political issues, we can dis-
till a number of distinct, frequently used, journalistic news frames. These
frames have been identified as some of the most common in the framing
literature (Matthes, 2009) and have been found in media content analyses
spanning from the United States to Europe and Asia (Luther & Zhou, 2005;
Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). Below, each of these key journalistic news
frames are discussed, the overlap between neighboring notions of news cov-
erage addressed, and the effects summarized. Journalistic news frames are
consequential. They are the explicit and manifest presence of journalistic
selection and work routines in the news – and thus indicative of media logic
as part of mediatization – and they matter for public opinion. The four types
of framing are

(1) Episodic and human interest framing
(2) Conflict and competitive framing
(3) Economic consequences framing
(4) Strategy and game framing

Episodic and human interest framing. In communication science, there is an
abundance of literature that pays tribute to the journalistic emphasis on
human examples, specific instances and exemplars. Human interest framing
“brings a human face or an emotional angle to the presentation of an event,
issue, or problem” (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). Likewise, episodic framing
shows specific instances and human examples of larger political issues, such
as for example a news story about an elderly disabled woman unable to get
public home care (Iyengar, 1991). In the same vein, journalists often use
exemplars, i.e., “personal descriptions by people who are concerned with or
interested in an issue” (Brosius, 2003, p. 179).

Human interest framing, episodic framing and the use of exemplars are all
part of the underlying journalistic approach to political topics that favors the
example, the illustration, the human face above the more general, abstract
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and thematic approach to covering politics. A thematic approach to political
issues and events puts them in a broader context and presents collective,
abstract and general evidence (Iyengar, 1991). A news story about cuts in
government welfare expenditures substantiated by statistical figures is an
empirical example of thematic framing and can be contrasted with the
example of the elderly woman. This type of news framing is among the
most common in media reports (Neuman et al., 1992). It dovetails with news
selection criteria and the use of popular examples in the news is increasing
(Lefevere et al., 2012).

Looking at the effects of human interest and episodic framing, ground-
breaking work was conducted by Iyengar (1991). His demonstration of how
episodic news frames influence the attribution of causal and treatment
responsibility and thereby individuals’ policy evaluations – across a num-
ber of issues – was an important vehicle for research in this area. Research on
learning from human interest and personalization in the news shows a pos-
itive effect of such news features on learning (Jebril, 2010; Price & Czilli,
1996). Graber (1990), Robinson and Levy (1986) and Gunter (1987) also
showed that personalized and close-to-home news stories are better recalled.
Valkenburg et al. (1999) showed that for the issue of crime, human interest
framing dampened learning, while for the issue of the euro, human inter-
est framing did not affect learning in comparison with other news frames.
Finally, research has shown that exemplars are more effective than gen-
eral, often statistical information (Lefevere et al., 2011), and that a focus on
individuals yields more intense aversive and empathic emotional reactions
(Gross, 2008).

Conflict and competitive framing. The conflict frame reflects conflict and dis-
agreement among individuals, groups, organizations or countries. In both
the United States (Neuman et al., 1992) and in Europe (Semetko &
Valkenburg, 2000), this frame has been readily identified in the news. The
latter study found that the conflict frame was the second most common
news frame and that the more serious the newspaper, the more the con-
flict frame was present. Previous research has pointed to the high news
value of stories that focus on conflict between political actors (Price, 1989).
News media indeed tend to focus on stories where there is conflict – where
two sides can be juxtaposed (Neuman et al., 1992). Thus, the presence of
conflict is an essential criterion for a story to make it into the news, not
only because it “sells”, but also to meet professional standards of balanced
reporting (Galtung & Ruge, 1965). Conflict is also inherent to politics. It is
embodied in political reasoning (Lupia et al., 2000) and in democratic theory
conflict is seen as an essential part of democratic decision-making (Sartori,
1987). Schattschneider (1960) defined democracy as “a competitive politi-
cal system” with elites defining policy options so that citizens can make a
choice: “conflict, competition, organization, leadership and responsibility
are the ingredients of a working definition of democracy” (p. 135).
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While scholars have long recognized the importance of elite competi-
tion in affecting opinion formation (Entman, 1993; Schattschneider, 1960),
conflict framing is also a manifest expression in news of some of the
most important journalistic hallmarks: balance, hearing the other side, and
offering actors a chance to react and provide “their side of the story”.
In framing research, the presence of multiple and often conflicting perspec-
tives has been considered both within and between news reports. In political
discourse, citizens are likely to be exposed to repetitive or competitive
news messages over time, and the outcome of these two is likely to vary
(Zaller, 1992, 1996). In turn, competitive news framing has received consider-
able attention (Sniderman & Theriault, 2004; Chong & Druckman, 2007a).
This makes sense, both when considering the dynamics of politics and of
journalism.

The effects of exposure to conflict and competitive frames have shown
that such frames invite individuals to incorporate elements from both sides
or both frames in their thoughts on an issue (de Vreese, 2004). Competing
messages may also annul the effects of messages on opinions (de Vreese &
Boomgaarden, 2006; Zaller, 1992). Most studies focus on the effects of com-
petitive framing when two competing frames are presented at the same time.
For instance, Sniderman and Theriault (2004) found that competitive fram-
ing increases the influence of existing personal beliefs in the process, and
decreases the effects of news framing (see also Chong & Druckman, 2007a).
Conflicting information may also have a mobilizing function, especially
during election time when conflict news cues an electorate that there is
something to choose between (de Vreese & Tobiasen, 2007; Schuck et al.,
2014).

Increasingly, studies also test how competitive news frames affect opinion
formation over time (Lecheler & de Vreese, 2013). In the most compre-
hensive study so far, Chong and Druckman (2010) showed that competing
messages received simultaneously might neutralize one another. When
investigating the dynamics of this, they found that when messages are
separated by days or weeks, most people give greater weight to the most
recent communication because previous effects decay over time. This effect
is conditioned by individual differences, with individuals who engage in
deliberate processing of information displaying more attitude stability and
giving more weight to previous messages. As Chong and Druckman (2010)
conclude, “these results show that people typically form significantly differ-
ent opinions when they receive competing messages over time than when
they receive the same messages simultaneously” (p. 663).

Economic consequences. This frame reports an event, problem or issue in
terms of the consequences it will have economically for entities such as
groups, organizations or countries. Neuman et al. (1992) identified it as a
common frame in the news and found that the wide impact of an event,
often in terms economic ramifications, is an important news value (Graber,
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1993). The extensive use of the economic consequence frame by journalists
is apparent in studies of a wide range of issues such as the introduction of
the European common currency, the euro (de Vreese et al., 2001), immigra-
tion (D’Haenens, 2001), Turkey (Koenig et al., 2006), the Olympic Games
(Zaharopoulos, 2007) and SARS (Beaduoin, 2007; Luther & Zhou, 2005).

In terms of effects of exposure to the economic consequences frame, it has
been demonstrated how the frame can guide individuals’ train of thought
about an issue (de Vreese, 2004) and affect participants’ economic expecta-
tions and support for the enlargement of the European Union (contingent
upon the frame’s valence so that negative interpretations of economic conse-
quences depressed economic expectations and support for the enlargement
of the EU while positive interpretations led to more positive economic assess-
ments and greater support for enlargement) (de Vreese, 2009). De Vreese
et al. (2012) found that economic frames were persuasive across the board,
whereas the effects of cultural (religious) frames were strongly conditioned
by individual predispositions. Finally, Lecheler and de Vreese (2011) found
that the effect of exposure to this frame depends on a person’s level of polit-
ical knowledge, with moderately knowledgeable individuals displaying the
most persistent framing effects.

Strategy and game framing. The news media’s focus on the electoral race
and politicians’ strategies is a major topic in research and popular discourse.
This frame has previously been hailed as an indicator of mediatization
in news (Strömbäck & Dimitrova, 2011). Patterson (1993) showed how
American campaign news has shifted away from a descriptive and issue-
oriented mode to a more interpretive and game-oriented approach. Cappella
and Jamieson (1997) added to this the focus on motivations and political
strategies, arguing that a strategy frame now dominates mainstream polit-
ical news coverage (see also Farnsworth & Lichter, 2011). Lawrence (2000)
confirmed this even for routine political coverage. Extant research has con-
founded different aspects involved in this coverage. As Aalberg et al. (2012)
argue, the game frame

refers to news stories that portray politics as a game and are centered
around: who is winning or losing elections, in the battle for public opin-
ion, in legislative debates, or in politics in general; expressions of public
opinion (polls, vox pops); approval or disapproval from interest groups
or particular constituencies or publics; or that speculate about electoral or
policy outcomes or potential coalitions.

This is distinct from the strategy frame, which

refers to news stories that are centered around interpretations of can-
didates’ or parties’ motives for actions and positions; their strategies
and tactics for achieving political or policy goals; how they campaign;
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and choices regarding leadership and integrity, including personal traits.
It also involves different types of media strategies, including news cover-
age of press behavior.

They further note that at a meta-conceptual level it makes sense to consider
both elements as part of a strategic game frame, which in its focus on process
is distinct from more policy- and content-oriented political reporting.

The reasons for the use of the strategic game frame can be linked to
changes in the political system, journalism and the news business. Political
campaigns relying on highly managed strategies are met by journalists try-
ing to expose and uncover these strategies. By focusing on strategic aspects
of the political game, political reporters maintain an apparent stance of both
independence and objectivity (Aalberg et al., 2012). Zaller (2001) phrases it
in terms of “product substitution”: “the harder presidential campaigns try to
control what journalists report about their candidate, the harder journalists
try to report something else instead” (p. 248).

The use of the strategy frame varies significantly. In an Israeli study,
Sheafer et al. (2008) found that newspapers applied the game frame more
often than the issue frame in all elections. For Germany, Esser and Hemmer
(2008) similarly found that “strategic framing” was dominant on television
news in all elections between 1994 and 2005. In international compar-
isons, Strömbäck and colleagues have found that the game metaframe
was dominant in between 50% (Sweden) and 67% (the US) of the news,
with Belgian, British, Norwegian and Spanish news stories falling between
these two points (Strömbäck & Aalberg, 2008; Strömbäck & Luengo, 2008;
Strömbäck & Shehata, 2007; Strömbäck & van Aelst, 2010). Taken together,
these studies suggest that this frame is widely applied despite important dif-
ferences across countries. It is therefore safe to conclude that this is one of
the most important journalistic news frames.

The effects of the strategic game frame have been center stage in much
research. The seminal studies by Cappella and Jamieson (1997) demon-
strated some of the effects: if the focus is less on substantive issues and more
on strategies and politicians’ character traits, political cynicism is activated
and political engagement undermined. Strategic news frames make politi-
cians’ self-interest more salient and depress knowledge on policy positions
as well as dampening political efficacy (Pedersen, 2012). Acknowledging
that in most cases strategic news stories also carry substantive and policy
relevant information, Cappella and Jamieson (1997), however, argue that
strategic news frames favor attention to and recalling of strategic rather than
substantive information. Other research has provided a more nuanced pic-
ture of the effects of the strategic game frame. Valentino et al. (2001) for
example demonstrated that it is not the presence of polls in the news that
causes cynicism. Also when looking at the more strategy focused elements,
recent research is more nuanced; de Vreese and Semetko (2002) showed that
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strategic news can indeed induce cynicism, but this may not per se lead to
political disengagement. De Vreese (2005b) showed that a certain thresh-
old of strategic news is required for cynicism to be activated at all and
Adriaansen et al. (2010) showed strategy news may not cause cynicism in
all instances and that substantive news can even reduce political cynicism.

A research agenda on mediatization and journalistic
news frames

Journalistic news frames are important because they showcase how journal-
istic conventions and production processes translate political events into
templates for news stories. They transform politics on the premise of media
and journalism. They can therefore be considered indicative of mediatiza-
tion where journalism has the upper hand in determining not only what is
covered but also how it is covered in the news. The frames are also important
because these templates make a real difference for the audience. As suc-
cinctly formulated by Nelson et al. (1997), frames are important because
they “shape individual understanding and opinion concerning an issue by
stressing specific elements or features of the broader controversy, reduc-
ing a usually complex issue down to one or two central aspects” (p. 568).
While journalists and news organizations may follow or deviate from a
political elite actor’s agenda, it is obvious that there is considerable lee-
way and autonomy on the side of journalism when deciding how to frame
issues. This is something that current and future journalists and editors
should be aware of. Their “framing power” is not negligible and has impli-
cations both for our understanding of mediatization processes and for the
dynamics of public opinion. And understanding this is one of the key contri-
butions of communication science to the interdisciplinary body of framing
research.

Based on extant research, I identified four journalistic news frames that
are of importance for understanding the frame-building process, how news
is framed and the frame-setting process. The four frames (human interest and
episodic framing, conflict and competitive framing, economic consequences
framing, and strategy and game framing) were defined and an overview of
their presence in the news and their effects was provided. What’s next for
communication science’s study of journalistic news framing as an indicator
of mediatization? Two areas of research are in need of further understanding
and empirical work: (1) the interaction between journalistic news fram-
ing and elite framing; and (2) the diversity of frames in the news and the
normative implications.

Concerning the interaction between journalistic news framing and elite fram-
ing: frames in the news are the outcomes of how (elite) sources frame issues,
how journalists and news organizations select, possibly adopt or contrast
these frames, or renegotiate and reframe them into a frame following the
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logics of journalism, the news organization and the news genre. While
frame-building is often singled out as an area in need of further attention (de
Vreese, 2012), there is only modest research on this topic (for an exception
see Hänggli, 2012). The process and the interactions between elite frames
and sponsored and strategic frames on the one hand, and journalistic news
frames on the other, need to be studied to better understand the framing
in the news. This research should also extend to effects studies so as to
assess whether elite frames in the news or journalistic news frames are most
important and for whom. Such an approach would take full advantage of the
framing concept as a process and as an empirical indicator of the mediatiza-
tion concept. It would also allow for the bridging of research in journalism
and communication on the one hand and political science and public opin-
ion formation on the other with the backdrop of mediatization processes as
an underlying concept.

With respect to the diversity of frames in the news and the normative implica-
tions, some frames are more present in the news than others. This goes both
for sponsored frames and journalistic frames. Future research should engage
with existing research on political balance in the news on the one hand (see
Hopmann et al., 2012 for a recent overview) and normative implications
of communication research on the other (see Althaus, 2012 for a recent
overview) to make informed observations about the diversity in frames in
the news. If mediatization is conducive to journalistic news frames tak-
ing the lead, what does this mean for the role of the media in democratic
processes?

Framing research has a full agenda laid out for the future. A concept that
gains in popularity as quickly as framing has, has the inherent danger of
losing importance due to a watering down of its meaning and significance
(see also Scheufele & Iyengar, forthcoming). Journalistic news frames offer a
perspective to articulate the meaning and significance of framing in relation
to the broader observations about mediatization. It sounds like a truism to
say that “what journalists do matters”, but in the intersection of framing
and mediatization research, we should take this observation seriously.
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9
Mediatization of Campaign Coverage:
Metacoverage of US Elections
Paul D’Angelo, Florin Büchel and Frank Esser

If mediatization, like globalization and modernization, is a meta-process
of societal change (Krotz, 2008) whereby “the media have become inte-
grated into the operations of other social institutions [and] acquired the
status of social institutions in their own right” (Hjarvard, 2008, p. 113),
then, arguably, this is nowhere more evident than in contemporary
election campaigns. In most Western democracies, there are reciprocal
dependencies – mutual need but different goals – between media organiza-
tions and the political parties and campaign organizations that vie for votes
during elections (Gurevitch & Blumler, 1990). To be sure, the nature of these
interdependencies is shaped by structural and cultural features of the media
and political institutions within a country (Blumler & Gurevitch, 2001; see
Strömbäck & Esser, 2009, pp. 217–218 for a useful summary). However, on
the whole, mediatization theorists and researchers are interested in the pro-
cesses and mechanisms through which these interdependencies typically tilt
over time towards the media (Strömbäck, 2008). News organizations lie at
the center of interest in work on the mediatization of politics (Esser, 2013).
Accordingly, in election settings, the concern is with how the media logic
of commercial imperatives, professional routines and message formats not
only comes to dominate the content of campaign news, but also how it
gets integrated into the political logic of political rules, organizational struc-
tures and routines, and self-presentational strategies that political parties
and campaign organizations must follow in order to campaign effectively
(Strömbäck, 2008; Strömbäck & Esser, 2009).

An omnipresent and, some would argue, intrusive media logic charac-
terizes candidate-centered US elections at the presidential level (Arterton,
1984; Patterson, 1993), perhaps more so than in federal-level elections of
any other country (e.g., Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999; Strömbäck & Dimitrova,
2011). This chapter examines the role played by metacoverage, a type of
news that foregrounds media organizations, formats and technologies, in the
mediatization of US presidential elections. Our thesis is that metacoverage
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provides documentary evidence of the media logic operating in US campaign
politics; thus, an empirical analysis of metacoverage allows researchers to
infer ways that metacoverage influences the political campaign logic.1 This
chapter develops a theoretical framework and presents an empirical analysis
that aim to show how metacoverage is a “molding force” (Hepp, 2012) in
US presidential elections.

Mediation and mediatization in US presidential elections

The mediatization of US presidential campaigns can be understood in rela-
tion to “media politics”, an institutional perspective that US scholars have
been developing since the beginning of the so-called “modern” campaign.
In US electoral politics, the modern campaign began when the Republican
and Democratic parties put into effect procedural changes suggested by the
1970 McGovern–Fraser Commission. Thereafter, primary elections became
more important in the nomination of each party’s candidate for president
(Wattenberg, 1994). Thus, from the 1972 presidential election on, parties
have played an attenuated role in nominating a candidate for president
and vice-president at their late-summer national conventions (Polsby, 1983).
Although the Commission primarily aimed to democratize the candidate
selection process, these changes also had ramifications for the news media
(Arterton, 1984). “Major unintended by-products of reform have been an
increased dependency on the mass media as an electoral intermediary and
the emergence of the press as an independent force in the electoral process,”
noted Davis (1992, p. 254).

Absent the strong organizational role of political parties – contempo-
rary candidate organizations are “temporary, built anew for each election”,
noted Arterton (1984, p. 7) – the modern US presidential election operates
at the confluence of campaign organizations and mass media industries.
To fit mediatization into this picture, we must distinguish the concept
“mediation” from the institutionalization of media logic (Hjarvard, 2008;
Strömbäck, 2008; Strömbäck & Esser, 2009).

As Strömbäck (2008) stated, mediatization can occur only after poli-
tics becomes infused with mediation. In the first phase of mediatization,
therefore, media “constitute the dominant source of information and [the
dominant] channel of communication between the governors and the gov-
erned” (p. 236). In the election campaign setting, mediation is evident in
the communications technologies and devices candidates used to connect
with voters and constituents. It is also evident in the variety of media orga-
nizations that campaign organizations interact with in order to carry out the
political campaign logic.

Mediation permeates each stage of the US presidential election cycle. For
example, candidates “surface” via announcement speeches that punctuate
the campaign’s pre-primary stage. Although each speech is always delivered
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to a live audience (thus its mode of delivery is non-mediated), candidates
may stream the speech on the Internet, record it for use in campaign ads
and court news coverage of the live speech. Political advertisements on tele-
vision are perhaps the prototypical form of mediation in contemporary US
presidential elections. Television ads are ubiquitous during the intra-party
primaries and caucuses in each state, and during the general election period
after Labor Day, when each party’s nominee engages in a ten-week battle
for the presidency itself. In fact, television ads began to change US electoral
politics well before the McGovern–Fraser Commission. Going back to the
1952 presidential election, four years after the three major radio networks
(ABC, NBC, and CBS) began regular television broadcasts, the Republican
Party advantageously used this then-new medium. It bought significantly
more air time on local television stations (some of which were owned by the
networks) for its presidential nominee, Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower, than the
Democratic Party did for Adlai Stevenson, its nominee (Salmore & Salmore,
1989, pp. 43–47). This practice inaugurated a campaign strategy still used
today of targeting ads to voters in specific counties in so-called “swing” states
(West, 2009).

Candidates for the US presidency have always used available mass media
to make persuasive appeals to the electorate (Friedenberg, 1997; Salmore &
Salmore, 1989), going back to the voluminous number of printed pamphlets
and handbills Andrew Jackson used in his 1828 campaign and extending
to the use of radio and television in modern times (Friedenberg, 1997;
Salmore & Salmore, 1989). But the 1970s reforms were a structural tipping
point in the mediatization of the US presidential elections, for campaign
organizations not political parties took charge of devising these appeals,
and strategies to instrumentally use media technologies and interact with
media organizations became paramount in their efforts to perform the gen-
uinely political functions, such as coalition-building and taking issue stands,
embedded in these appeals. On the surface, these developments would seem
to have strengthened the political campaign logic over the media logic.
However, precisely the opposite happened: candidate-centered campaigns
morphed into mediatized campaigns the more campaign organizations came
to depend on mediation and media organizations. In relation to Strömbäck’s
(2008) four-phase typology, 1970s-era campaign reforms, along with the dif-
fusion of network and cable television, moved campaign organizations into
a more sustained and embracing dependency on media technologies and
media organizations than ever before. This, in turn, pushed mediatization
into the third and fourth phases, heightening journalists’ attention to the
process of campaign forcing candidates to anticipate and react to news cov-
erage, and bolstering the autonomy of the news media vis-à-vis campaign
organizations.

In this light, the US presidential campaign offers a general lesson in
the mediatization of electoral politics; namely, the news media cannot
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unilaterally co-opt the political campaign logic (Arterton, 1984; Blumler &
Kavanagh, 1999). Rather, media independence is a function of the nature
of reciprocal dependencies: the more campaign organizations rely on media
organizations (including news), media formats and communications tech-
nologies to reach and persuade voters, the more they cede control to news
(and other media) organizations. As Patterson (1993), a critic of media poli-
tics, stated, during the winnowing stage of the primary elections, candidates
must “stand alone before the electorate”, having “no choice but to filter
their appeals through the lens of the news media” (p. 37). “If politics and
the media were semi-independent and politics held the upper hand in the
second phase,” Strömbäck (2008) stated, “in the third phase, it is the media
who hold the upper hand” (p. 238). By the fourth phase, which is where
US media politics resides, “mediated realities replace the notion of a belief in
objective realities” (p. 240). Or, as Arterton (1978) put it in his early work
on US media politics, “[T]he political contest is shaped primarily by the
perceptual environment within which campaigns compete,” adding that,
“because of the sequential nature of the process, the perceptual environment
established by campaign reporting is seen [by campaign organizations] as a
meaningful substitute for political reality” (pp. 10–11).

Interestingly, an embracing dependency on news organizations has
impelled campaign organizations to develop strategies designed to bypass
the news media (Lieber & Golan, 2011; Tedesco, 2011). Strategies to cir-
cumvent journalistic interference still rely on mediation but do not require
campaign organizations to relinquish control to journalists. For example,
campaign consultants have long viewed television ads – television now
being an “old” medium – as a direct route to political persuasion. Many
observers felt that Campaign 2008 was decisively swayed by Barack Obama’s
ad campaign, which ran over 190,000 ads, mostly in local television mar-
kets, during the general election phase, far more than the McCain campaign
ran (West, 2009).2 Emerging “new” media are also used to bypass the press.
Indeed, the story of Barack Obama’s successful 2008 presidential campaign
is often told in terms of a strong campaign organization that expertly
employed Web 2.0 features and tools to communicate his image to potential
voters (e.g., Hendricks & Denton, 2010). For example, by Labor Day of Cam-
paign 2008, members of Obama’s online operation shot over 2,000 hours
worth of video and posted 1,100 videos on his home site and his YouTube
channel (Vargas, 2008). “We had essentially created our own television
network, only better,” noted David Plouffe, Obama’s campaign manager,
“because we communicated directly with no filter to what would amount
to 20 percent of the total number of votes we would need to win” (2010,
p. 364, emphasis added).

Yet determined efforts to manage and bypass the news media are in fact a
sign that an advanced phase of mediatization is taking place within an elec-
tion system. The reason why goes back to the notion that a strong media
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strategy on the part of a campaign organization links dependency with con-
trol. As Brants and Voltmer (2011) pointed out: “Mediatization comes at a
price, because the struggle for control forces political actors to accept the
terms and conditions of ‘media logic’ ” (p. 5). Forecasting our interest in
“metacoverage”, a political logic that depends on mediation presents jour-
nalists with innumerable opportunities to frame a candidate’s campaign
activities – indeed, his or her political viability – in terms of his or her
organization’s ability to effectively use communications technologies and
instrumentally interact with media organizations. Once storylines like this
occur – indeed, once news coverage takes a heightened interest in mediation
at all – an advanced stage of mediatization is taking place in an election sys-
tem, for news stories that depict political functions in terms of media use
and media interactions become important real-world cues that potentially
shape a campaign’s intertwined media and political strategies (see Esser &
D’Angelo, 2006; Esser et al., 2001).

Weakened political parties and image campaigns; technological chan-
nel abundance and widespread media use by campaign organizations and
voters; journalistic autonomy fostered by an institutional vacuum; a polit-
ical logic that requires campaigns to use and manage (news) media; a
press corps eager to tell stories about a political logic bound to media-
tion – these and other characteristics signal that the commercial impera-
tives, production routines, message formats and narrative interpretations
of mass media organizations have moved to the center of the contem-
porary US presidential election, becoming threaded into the operations
of political campaigns and transforming party-based elections into medi-
atized elections. As noted, the literature on US campaigns has discussed
this transformation in terms of “media politics” (Arterton, 1984), the
“mass media election” (Patterson, 1980) and “candidate-centered elections”
(Wattenberg, 1994), rarely if ever mentioning “mediatization”, a concept
traditionally favored by scholars from continental Europe (see Schrott,
2009, pp. 43–44; Strömbäck, 2011, pp. 367–368). This chapter steps off
from an exception, a comparative study by Esser and D’Angelo (2006)
which suggested that the amount of metacoverage in a country’s cam-
paign news is a barometer of the level of mediatization in its election
system.

Metacoverage as a logical outgrowth of mediatized politics

Metacoverage is a variation of “process” news – stories about campaign
strategy and the “horserace” – that researchers have observed since the
beginning of the mass media election (Aalberg et al., 2012; Carey, 1976;
Patterson, 1980). By the 1988 US presidential campaign, scholars began
to observe process news with a discernible media or publicity angle (see
Bennett, 1992, p. 191; Diamond, 1991, pp. 173–181; Entman, 1989, p. 113).
The term “metacoverage” was coined in an essay by Gitlin (1991) on the
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1988 campaign and was used later in a set of content analyses by Esser and
D’Angelo (2003, 2006). It forms part of a family of concepts, including self-
referential process news (Kerbel, 1998), media process news (Kerbel et al., 2000),
media narcissism (Lichter et al., 1999), coverage of coverage (Bennett, 1992),
stories about the media (Johnson & Boudreau, 1996), media stories (Stempel &
Windhauser, 1991), stories about spin (Esser et al., 2001) and meta journalism
(Neveu, 2002), that researchers in the United States and Europe have used in
order to observe how often news covers aspects of mediation and understand
what this sort of coverage means for electoral politics.

Collectively, this area of research has found that mainstream US newspa-
pers and television networks have no qualms about covering the working
routines, attitudes and behaviors of members of the news media, partic-
ularly after candidates themselves criticize the amount or quality of their
coverage. Also, this work has observed that mainstream news readily cov-
ers election-related content on “soft” news and in the so-called “shadow”
campaign (Jones, 2005). Candidates use these non-news formats, which
range from web-only platforms to entertainment programs (e.g., Oprah) to
political comedy shows (e.g., The Daily Show), as a means to campaign.
Moreover, these formats generate their own sort of subsequent coverage.
However, because the content of soft news typically draws directly from
reportage on mainstream news, most studies, with some exceptions (e.g.,
Wise & Brewer, 2010), consider mainstream news coverage of soft news to
be metacoverage rather than soft news itself, even though soft news may be
used more frequently than mainstream news as a source of campaign infor-
mation by some segments of the electorate (Baum, 2003; cf. Prior, 2003).
Finally, work on metacoverage has found that journalists are eager to cover,
evaluate and monitor the mediated publicity efforts of campaign organiza-
tions. For example, perched above convention activities and roaming the
convention floor, journalists routinely inform viewers that there is no news
to report because the convention is scripted and staged for (television) news.
Publicity-oriented metacoverage also covers political ads – not just the facts
of their content but also the veracity of their claims and strategies behind
their timing and placement.

In linking metacoverage to mediatization, this chapter follows the
operational procedures of Esser and D’Angelo (2003, 2006). Observing
metacoverage in campaign stories begins at the topic level, requiring salience
rules and coding rules to determine how much, if any, of a particular story
contains a “media” or “publicity” angle (or both). But the subtext of topic-
level analysis is that metacoverage does more than simply document or
describe mediation; rather, metacoverage can impact campaign organiza-
tions. “If the press is intent on reporting that the press is keeping a candidate
from getting out his message, then the candidate is not getting out his
message,” Kerbel stated (1998, p. 38). Although it does not mention “media-
tization”, Kerbel’s content analysis of television network coverage of 1992
US presidential campaign dovetails with contemporary normative debate
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about the potential pitfalls of mediatization (see Esser, 2013). He argues that
every self-referential utterance in a broadcast news story contributes to the
“strategic haze” that envelops presidential campaigns in cynical portrayals
of the manipulative behaviors of campaign organizations. As a result, Kerbel
argues, metacoverage side-tracks campaign organizations from presenting
and debating the merits of their campaign agenda during the competition
for their party’s nomination or during the race for the presidency itself.

We agree with Kerbel that metacoverage can powerfully influence the
operations of a campaign organization. In that sense, his critique under-
scores the thesis of this chapter – that metacoverage is a molding force in
the mediatization of electoral politics. But our theoretical framework stands
Kerbel’s critique on its head: primed by the political campaign logic that
depends on mediation, journalists view a candidate’s media strategy as being
consequential to campaign outcomes. Inevitably, therefore, journalists meta-
cover the political campaign logic. As Kerbel (1997, 1998) reminds us, these
stories are not neutral depictions of mediation; rather, they can shape the
political campaign logic.

Following Esser and D’Angelo (2003, 2006), we hold that observing
“media” and “publicity” topics is the first step in demonstrating how
metacoverage is a molding force of mediatization. However, we go a step
further here and hold that media-driven influence happens by virtue of the
framing devices that journalists use to contextualize “media” and “public-
ity” topics. In practice, these framing devices, called “scripts”, pertain to
the roles that journalists, news organizations and communications technol-
ogy play in the media politics environment. Like Esser and D’Angelo (2003,
2006), we conceptualize metacoverage frames in terms of scripts about con-
nectivity, strategy and accountability. These scripts result in metacoverage
that provides a rich set of process-oriented cues that campaign organiza-
tions use in order to adjust to the media logic. Whereas metacoverage topics
document media dependency in the political campaign logic, metacoverage
frames – conduit, strategy and accountability – are discourses that influence
the media-attentive political campaign logic.

The next two sections discuss how metacoverage covers and influences
the political campaign logic (as defined in Note 1) in two US presidential
elections. Each section utilizes the same two original datasets. Both are con-
tent analyses of broadcast news aired during the campaign’s general election
period (Labor Day to Election Day). Our first dataset examined Campaign
2000 stories that aired on the flagship newscasts of two of the three major
American over-the-air television networks: the ABC World News Tonight and
the NBC Nightly News (see Esser & D’Angelo, 2003, 2006). Both newscasts
aired from 6:30 to 7 p.m. EST. Our second dataset, from Campaign 2008,
matches the eight-week sampling frame of the first dataset (Labor Day to
Election Day) but also includes data for the flagship programs of two cable
networks: CNN’s AC360 with Anderson Cooper, a 60-minute newscast that
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aired from 9 to 10 p.m., and Fox News Channel’s Special Report with Brit
Hume, a 60-minute newscast that aired from 6 to 7 p.m. EST.3

Covering political campaign logic: The topics of metacoverage

Figure 9.1 illustrates how we derived the two main metacoverage topics –
“media” and “publicity” – from previous work, principally that of Kerbel
and his colleagues. Two highlights of the model are as follows.

First, the topics (or “miniseries”) that Kerbel observed in Campaign 1992
news were later conceived as frames in his analysis of Campaign 1996 news
(see Kerbel et al., 2000). Hence, in the later content analysis, he and his col-
leagues observed the “media process” frame along with the other frames.
In our typology, “media” and “publicity” topics are conceived as being
overlaid onto one or more campaign topics within a news story. Although
our typology of topics is obviously deeply indebted to Kerbel’s work, we
hold that metacoverage is “meta-” because it layers mediation topics on
top of non-mediation topics (e.g., combines a media topic with substantive
Issues/Plans). This typology allows us to observe more clearly the politi-
cal logic demanding that campaign organizations skillfully use mediation
to carry out functions, such as image-building and image-maintenance,
associated with the political campaign logic.
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Figure 9.1 Derivation of metacoverage topics and frames from previous literature
a Topics also measured by Johnson and Boudreau (1996). b Kerbel’s five categories were: (1) general
references; (2) campaign behavior; (3) candidate motivation; (4) candidate-press relations; and (5)
technical matters. Johnson and Boudreau’s four categories were: (1) media performance/impact; (2)
media coverage of policy issues and campaign issues; (3) candidate media strategy/performance;
and (4) general media stories.
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Whereas a media topic is about a media organization, format, technology
or source that is “transmitting” a message or one that is being covered by
a media organization, format or source as transmitting or depicting a mes-
sage, a publicity topic is about the instrumental use of media organizations,
formats, technologies and/or sources by some member of a campaign orga-
nization. Thus, the basic coding rules for distinguishing a media topic from
a publicity topic are as follows: if the story is about how, when, why or by
whom a topic or event is being covered or was covered in a news or hybrid or
non-news format, or if it is about the actual environment in which news
making, newsgathering or news coverage takes place, then it has a media
topic. Thus, (a) a story does not have to be solely about news media to be
coded as having a media topic (it can be about bloggers or blogging not
affiliated with a news organization, for example); and (b) a story can be a
media story even when it covers a publicity-oriented topic, such as a polit-
ical advertisement (though the angle would be how mainstream news or
soft news is covering the erstwhile publicity topic). Following Kerbel et al.
(2000), a media topic was determined on the basis of salience rules applied
to utterances and visual sequences: if enough of those context units (> 15%
or > 50%) were about “media” or “publicity”, then the topic had a secondary
or a primary salience, respectively, in the story.4 Only those stories were
coded for metacoverage frames.

Second, for both data collections, we observed frames after topical obser-
vations were completed. The all-important scripts we used, discussed in the
next section, were derived inductively in the 2000 data collection and sub-
sequently codified for the second data-gathering effort on Campaign 2008
news. Kerbel et al. (2000) do not employ this step.

A content analysis of metacoverage topics provides a vivid portrait of
the level of media dependency that drives the political campaign logic in
US presidential campaigns. In terms of Strömbäck’s (2008) typology, con-
tent analyses of metacoverage topics provide a Phase One baseline to assess
if mediation has infused an election system enough to warrant the conclu-
sion that mediatization is taking place. Not surprisingly, in our judgment
US presidential elections have already passed that baseline (perhaps long
ago, but that is a separate empirical question). Looking at the data for both
the 2000 and 2008 presidential elections (Table 9.1), it is evident that the
number of media metacoverage topics found within the broadcast channels
ABC and NBC rises slightly from 19% to 28% of all stories, while the num-
ber of publicity metacoverage topics drops on a small scale, from 27% to
22% of all election stories. Stories explaining the slight increase in media
meta-topics in 2008 included reports on an alleged pro-Obama bias among
journalists (downplaying weaknesses in his and Biden’s record) and a sup-
posed “gotcha” journalism against Palin (fact-checking her statements and
scrutinizing her record in office). Overall, however, Table 9.1 shows a steady
amount of any metacoverage topic (i.e., media or publicity or both) through-
out the two election years (41% in 2000 and 44% in 2008). The fact that, in
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Table 9.1 Amount of metacoverage on ABC and NBC News during two presidential
election campaigns

Election year

2000 2008

Channel Channel

ABC NBC Total ABC NBC Total

% % % % % %

Storiesa with media topic 19 20 19 33 25 28
Stories with publicity topic 27 27 27 17 25 22
Stories with overlapping media

and publicity topics
8 2 5 7 5 6

Total share of stories with
metacoverage topicb

38 45 41 43 45 44

Notes: (a) Only stories with “primary” or “secondary” salience are included. Stories aired on ABC
World News and NBC Nightly News in last eight weeks before polling day.
(b) Designates all stories that contain either a media or publicity topic, or both. This means that
these totals are calculated by summing up the percentages of stories “with media topics” and
“with publicity topics”, and then subtracting the stories “with overlapping topics” (i.e., stories
that contain both topics; because they are counted twice in the first two rows of the table).

both these election years, roughly two out of five stories include one or the
other metacoverage topic (or both) indicates not only that these topics are
important themes in election campaign coverage, but also that mediation
plays an important role in the political logic. In other words, frequent
and salient metacoverage suggests a highly mediatized news environment
(Esser & D’Angelo, 2006).

Admittedly, distinguishing a “media” topic from a “publicity” topic is not
always straightforward, particularly when considering the fact that the polit-
ical logic of electioneering forces a campaign organization to manage and
attempt to manipulate the news media as a means to communicate their
candidate’s image. For example, NBC News ran stories on what it labeled a
“Truth Squad”. These stories dealt with the veracity of statements uttered by
candidates during the three televised presidential debates and the single vice-
presidential debate. For the campaign topic, these stories were typically coded
as “Issues/Plans”. But at times a metacoverage topic was prominent in these
stories. In one example, NBC reported that facts were altered or even men-
dacious in spite of the fact that the media were scrutinizing the candidates’
every statement. This story had a “media” topic, as the metacoverage dealt
with how and by whom a topic or event was covered in a news environment.

In another “Truth Squad” story, aired on 10 October 2000, it was reported
that the candidates were cautious and staying away from exaggerations,
knowing that such exaggerations would be reported in the media. In fact,
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the misstatements they found were minor detail errors. For instance, Bush
accused a former Russian prime minister of corrupting IMF money, and while
it was true that Viktor Chernomyrdin was accused of corruption, there was
no proof that this happened to IMF money. Even so, this is an example
of a publicity topic (overlaid onto an Issues/Plan topic) because the media-
tion angle centered on an effort to manage news rather than on the news
environment itself.

Although the foregoing examples distinguish a “media” topic from a “pub-
licity” topic, our coding rules do not preclude that both topics can be
observed in the same story. These stories are relatively rare compared to
single-topic stories, occurring only in 5% (2000) to 6% (2008) of all stories.
As noted, this finding is in part an artifact of our coding rules, which are
designed to discriminate between the two metacoverage topics in news sto-
ries. An example of a dual-topic story was aired on ABC on 7th October 2000,
a particularly bad day for the Bush campaign. The story began with polling
data showing that the race was very close in July but had since turned in
favor of Al Gore. Apparently “Bush woke up that morning to a spate of dam-
aging comments on the news media” and Republicans were quoted as saying
that the Bush campaign needed some tactical changes to get rolling again.
This story covered both failures in campaign communication efforts (public-
ity metacoverage) as well as media reports about panic and loss of confidence
among GOP voters (media metacoverage).

Observing campaign topics in conjunction with metacoverage topics
shows the precise topical settings in which media logic has become inte-
grated into the political campaign logic. Table 9.2 shows that metacoverage
topics (re: the documentary evidence of mediation) tend to be combined
with campaign topics from the Process and Personality sphere (mostly
the topic Electioneering/Campaigning) rather than topics from the Polity
and Policy sphere. However, when metacoverage is overlaid onto a Polity
and Policy topic, it is likely to be a story about a particular substantive issue
or policy matter. For example, on 4 October 2000, ABC ran a story discussing
the debate tactics as well as the issue stances of the main candidates (hence
combining publicity metacoverage with the Issues/Plans topic).

We turn next to specific contextual factors that influence the likelihood
of metacoverage. One such factor is the type of broadcasting channel: cable
vs. broadcast television (coded only during Campaign 2008). One could rea-
sonably argue that the specialized cable news channels (such as CNN and
Fox News) are in campaign mode 24/7 and offer a comprehensive approach
(reflected in a program length of a full hour as opposed to a half hour on ABC
and NBC) that makes metacoverage more likely to occur. Comparing ABC
and NBC in 2008 with the results of Fox and CNN (see Table 9.3), we see that
cable news channels air a much higher amount of metacoverage (54% media
metacoverage topics, 31% publicity metacoverage topics) than the broadcast
channels (28% media metacoverage topics and 22% publicity metacoverage
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Table 9.2 Combinations of campaign topics and metacoverage topics in US
election news

Campaign topics Election year

2000 2008

Metacoverage

topic

Metacoverage

topic

Media

topic

Publicity

topic

Media

topic

Publicity

topic

% % % %

Polity &
policy
sphere

Electoral system/Political
institutions

2 2 0 0

Ideological positions/
political worldviews

0 0 3 0

Pro- and retrospective
evaluations of candidates

4 2 3 0

Issues/policy matters/plans 5 11 10 14

Process &
personality
sphere

Non-issues/revelations/
exaggerations/gaffes

10 3 3 0

Personality/character
traits/

12 22 5 0

Voters/polls/public
opinion

41 11 15 14

Electioneering/
campaigning

27 49 62 72

Note: Basis for percentages is the number of topics. Reading example: In 2000, 10% of all media
“metacoverage topics” were combined with a non-issue “campaign topic” in the same story. Only
those topics coded with primary or secondary salience are included in the analysis.

topics).5 Fox and CNN ran reflective program segments (called Strategy Ses-
sion or The Grapevine) as well as panel discussions with journalists and
former consultants (such as Bill Kristol, Charles Krauthammer or Fred Barnes
at Fox; and Ed Rollins, Peggy Noonan, Paul Begala or David Gergen at CNN)
in which the role of the media and the publicity was debated as a matter
of course. We are led to conclude that the broader and more specialized
approach of the cable news shows, together with their interpretation-heavy
and talking head-based delivery style, provides a more favorable opportu-
nity structure for metacoverage than is found on the compact newscasts
of the generalist broadcast channels. In sum, metacoverage seems to thrive
especially under certain contextual conditions, including a particular topic
environment (see Table 9.2) and a particular media type with a specific style
of reporting (see Table 9.3).
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Table 9.3 Metacoverage on broadcast and cable news programs during 2008
presidential campaign

Channel Channel type

ABC NBC CNN Fox Broadcast

channels

Cable news

channels

% % % % % %

Stories with media
topics

33 25 55 53 28 54

Stories with publicity
topics

17 25 35 29 22 31

Note: Basis for percentages is the number of topics. Reading example: of all election stories on ABC
in the 2008 election, 33% contain a media topic. Programs coded in last eight weeks of campaign
were ABC World News, NBC Nightly News, CNN AC360 with A. Cooper and Fox News Special
Report with B. Hume.

Influencing political campaign logic: The frames
of metacoverage

As Schrott (2009) explains, mediatization effects are indirect, second-order
effects at the meso-level of organizations or the macro-level of systems.
Our theoretical framework posits that the effects of metacoverage can be
inferred when we move the analysis past observing mediation angles and
consider the frames in these stories. With this point in mind, this section
has three goals: (a) explain how the three metacoverage frames are observed;
(b) present a demographic picture of metacoverage frames for Campaign
2008 and make brief comparisons with frames observed in Campaign 2000
news; and (c) discuss the effects of metacoverage frames on the office-seeking
political campaign logic.

Conduit metacoverage frames

Various media organizations, formats, products and personnel are depicted
in metacoverage, ranging from news organization to those outlets that pro-
duce “softer” media formats, such as political comedy and entertainment
programs. Adapting Esser and D’Angelo’s (2003, 2006) theoretical argument,
even though any number of media organizations can depict mediation – e.g.,
political comedy programs regularly discuss how candidates are covered in
the news or poke fun at their television ads – we reserve the function of
framing “media” and “publicity” topics to the news media, owing to their
commitment to original reporting, their market penetration and their pro-
fessional autonomy from politics. Admittedly, this analytical decision may
foreclose on other important avenues of mediatization of electoral politics.



Paul D’Angelo et al. 169

Still, it is not an arbitrary decision, for news media still occupy a central place
in candidates’ media strategies, which range from courting news coverage to
skirting it via other mediation routes. In other words, news media are still at
the center of media politics, and hence a primary means by which politics is
mediatized.

A conduit frame of a “publicity” topic depicts proactive mediation on the
part of a campaign organization; a conduit frame of a “media” topic focuses
on the transmission role of a media outlet, product or actor. In Esser’s (2013)
typology, these frames represent the “technical” side of mediatization.
In both cases, the overarching mediatization effect reinforces dependency on
mediation on the part of campaign organizations as they carry out the polit-
ical logic of constructing and communicating a candidate’s image. In other
words, in monitoring metacoverage with a conduit frame, campaign orga-
nizations are led to think that publicity messages are “getting through”
to voters and other constituents (e.g., “the advertisement of candidate ‘x’
appeared in market ‘y’ a total of ‘z’ times last week”). Also, they are treated to
a sounding board of their non-mediated communication, which is depicted
in terms of interactions with media organizations (e.g., “candidate ‘x’ spoke
to reporters yesterday . . . ”), and offered a neutral reflection of their mediated
communication, which is depicted as being “picked up” in news stories or
presented in other mediated formats (e.g., “candidate ‘x’ appeared on the
David Letterman Show last night”).

During the 2008 presidential election, the media conduit frame was used in
26% of election stories on the broadcast channels and 44% of stories on the
cable channel (see Table 9.4). The scripts that build a media conduit frame

Table 9.4 Distribution of metacoverage frames during 2008 presidential campaign

Channel Channel type

ABC NBC CNN Fox Broadcast

channels

Cable news

channels

% % % % % %

Media conduit Frame 33 22 47 42 26 44
Media strategy Frame 0 3 7 8 2 8
Media accountability

frame
0 0 1 3 0 2

Publicity conduit Frame 2 3 10 11 3 10
Publicity strategy Frame 14 22 23 18 19 20
Publicity accountability

frame
0 0 2 1 0 1

Note: Basis for percentages is the number of topics. Reading example: of all election stories on ABC
in the 2008 election, 33% contain a media conduit frame.
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can be verbal, visual or format-based.6 They include, as Table 9.5 shows,
references in election stories to other media outlets as sources of news, the
tendency to conduct formal interviews with journalists as experts (rather
than collecting viewpoints from outside the media bubble), or images show-
ing the presence of reporters and cameras at events (thus reminding viewers
of the mediated nature of modern campaigns; see Table 9.5 for additional
details).

Turning to the “publicity” topic, it is striking that the four news programs
used the conduit frame much less often with regard to political publicity
than with regard to the media. Publicity conduit frames were used in only
3% of broadcast stories and 10% of cable stories (see Table 9.4), with the
underlying script always being the neutral dissemination of publicity acts
and actors (see Table 9.6).

Strategy and accountability metacoverage frames

As noted, conduit frames depict the technical transmission aspects of media
organizations and mediated political publicity. However, as Esser (2013)
has argued, media logic consists of two further elements in addition to
“technical” aspects: “professional” and “commercial” imperatives of media
logic. Professional and commercial imperatives of media logic operate in the
Accountability Frame for both topics and the Strategy Frame for both topics,
more so than in the conduit frames.

The Strategy frame places a “publicity” topic in a climate of reaction and
a “media” topic in a climate of proactive influence. The power of a Strategy
frame (for both topics) ensues from a professional imperative that pits news
media in conflict with political logic – for example, ads can be depicted as too
strident or too savvy in pursuit of presenting a policy; media organizations
(including but not limited to news) can be depicted as being obstruction-
ist to campaign organizations or distracting to voters. Further, how Strategy
frames for both topics incorporate the commercial dimension of media logic
also seems to be at odds with the political logic – for example, by allow-
ing confrontainment, dramatization and personalization to filter into news
stories (see Esser, 2013, pp. 171–172). In all, this means that Strategy frames
provide a set of cues that, from the perspective of campaign organizations,
present obstacles to carrying out the political logic. In both cases, the Strategy
frame spurs campaign organizations to accede to the media logic, prompting
adjustments along the mediation routes that a campaign organization feels
will be a “better” (re: a more instrumental) approach to fulfilling campaign
functions.

The Accountability frame contextualizes both metacoverage topics in terms
of democratic norms and professional standards. The mediatization effect
here is twofold. First, it prompts campaign organizations to adjust their
media logic on the basis of professional standards and moral principles when
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carrying out the political logic of image construction. Second, it spurs media
organizations to adjust how they portray politics along these same lines.
Accountability frames thus show that journalists are “pushing” campaign
organizations and media organizations to comply with normative standards.
These standards derive from sources that have, to one extent or another,
filtered into the scripts journalists use to contextualize mediation. For exam-
ple, the professional imperative of media logic assigns democratic functions
to the news media such as contributing to an enlightened understanding
from an independent point of view (Dahl, 2000, p. 37). Such an understand-
ing, while discordant with the rough and tumble of political campaigns, can
lead to scripts that depict mediation in terms of “account holding, creat-
ing transparency, demanding answerability, [and] critical professionalism”
(Esser, 2013, p. 170).

Somewhat surprisingly, given the concern in the political communica-
tion literature with strategy framing (e.g., Patterson, 1993), during the 2008
campaign we observed Media Strategy Frames in just 2% of broadcast sto-
ries and 8% of cable stories (see Table 9.4). As noted, the Media Strategy
Frame characterizes media organizations pursuing their own professional
and commercial interests (i.e., demonstrating independence and distance
from political logic, relying on news values rather than political values, striv-
ing for public attention and economic success), presenting a media logic in
which media organizations appear to confront campaign organizations. The
scripts used to construct Media Strategy Frames are listed in Table 9.5 in terms
of time-honored journalistic roles. However, we interpreted these roles in
terms of an “intrusive” media logic. For example, media as agenda-setter was
observed in terms of “intrusion through give too much or too little emphasis
to a campaign topic”; media as watchdog was observed in terms of “intrusion
through creating or perpetuating a media frenzy”. It seems reasonable to
suppose that campaign organizations would be especially attuned to these
frames, particularly as they depict media practices and products as block-
ing nuanced discussion of issues on the part of candidates (see Kerbel, 1998;
Patterson, 1993).

Publicity Strategy Frames were more numerous than Media Strategy Frames,
observed in 19% of broadcast and 20% of cable stories (see Table 9.4). Scripts
emphasize the tactical considerations and strategic purposes behind image
management and news management, launching public attacks and defend-
ing against public attacks, as well as communicating policy more effectively
(see Table 9.6). While the effect on the public may be increased cynicism,
the effects on the campaigns themselves may be more varied. At best, cam-
paign teams may use this kind of metacoverage as a sounding board for
self-mirroring and fine-tuning the effectiveness of their publicity strategies.
At worst, it may contribute to further the arms race in the mediatiza-
tion process: candidates and their publicity experts may feel prompted to
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professionalize their self-presentational skills even more in order to regain
control over the political communication process.

We move now to the Accountability frames. Media Accountability Frames
aimed at self-policing the journalistic profession through media criticism
or enlightening the audience with standards that guide decision-making
in media organizations were never used on broadcast channels (0%) and
only very rarely on cable channels (2%) (see Tables 9.4 and 9.5 for details).
Likewise, the Publicity Accountability Frame was almost never used in 2008
campaign coverage (0% on broadcast and 1% on cable channels) (see
Table 9.4). These results are disappointing, for stories with Accountability
frames could have a self-correcting effect on manipulative publicity strate-
gies and further contribute to an enlightened understanding of modern day
political communication (see Table 9.6 for details on publicity accountabil-
ity scripts). In 2000, the broadcast channels aired at least a few stories with
accountability frames, mostly analyzing claims made in televised debates
or TV ads, or examining new strategies of political marketing (see Esser &
D’Angelo, 2003).

Stories with combined frames

Our analysis of metacoverage reveals that strategy frames are heavily depen-
dent on the assistance of conduit scripts. As Table 9.7 (column B) shows,
stories coded as having a Media Strategy Frame contain a substantial amount
of media conduit scripts (39%) and publicity conduit scripts (10%). In our
view, these conduit scripts serve as a foundation on which the more active,
interventionist strategy discourse is based.

Because strategy scripts are located at a higher interpretive level than more
simplistic conduit scripts, 37% of meaningful media strategy scripts in an
average election story are sufficient to establish a media strategy frame in
that story. Media Strategy Frames are particularly heavily imbued with con-
duit scripts, but they serve only as supporting acts. The situation is similar
to Publicity Strategy Frames (Table 9.7, column E), which are also heavily
dependent on conduit scripts to further their main message. Thus, the con-
duit scripts lose some of their supposed innocence or harmlessness, because
they are used by journalists as a popular accessory for establishing strategy
frames.

The most sophisticated and highly developed frames (in terms of jour-
nalistic reflection and analysis) are the Accountability frames (for both
topics). They are, interestingly enough, highly dependent on the underpin-
ning of strategy frames. Stories with Media Accountability Frames co-occur
with 30% of media strategy scripts (see Table 9.7, column C) and stories
with Publicity Accountability Frames co-occur with 25% of publicity strat-
egy scripts (Table 9.7, column F) in the same story. This makes sense, for
without strategy-based discourse there would be little foundation for hav-
ing a reasonable and responsible accountability-based debate.7 That also
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means that questionable strategy scripts can be turned around, defused and
communicatively deconstructed by higher-level accountability discourse.

Conclusion

In foregrounding the news media and publicity processes, metacoverage
presents both a descriptive account of mediation in campaigns and an inter-
pretive layer of discourse that campaign organizations must attend to in
order to carry out the political logic of image-building. Even in media for-
mats in which candidates exercise some measure of control – for example,
appearances on talk shows, political ads on radio or television or polit-
ical websites – effectively carrying out campaign functions depends on
monitoring metacoverage. The reciprocal dependency between campaign
organizations and news organizations in the media politics environment
gives rise to the notion that candidate-centered elections are not simply
mediated – candidates using communications channels to do their job;
the news media using communications channels to do theirs – but media-
tized (Blumler & Kavanagh, 1999; Strömbäck, 2008; Strömbäck & Dimitrova,
2011). Campaign organizations depend upon communications technolo-
gies and media organizations in order to carry out the office-seeking part
of political logic. In turn, their dependencies prime news media to meta-
cover politics. Metacoverage becomes a sounding board in a reflexive cycle
in which campaign organizations adjust to the media logic in order to
campaign effectively. In all, as Arterton (1984) noted, “The behavior of
campaigners is directly affected by the behavior of journalists” (p. 2).

In media politics, as Gurevitch and Blumler (1990) pointed out, mediated
political messages “are a subtly composite product, reflecting the contribu-
tions and interactions of two different types of communicators, advocates
and journalists” (p. 278). This chapter reports on our ongoing research pro-
gram, which looks at how this subtly composite product is depicted in
metacoverage, and at how metacoverage turns back and shapes the very
political logic it depicts. In the process, we have aimed to clarify further
how framing analysis is an invaluable tool to observe the surface and deeper
layers – the manifest and latent layers – of a type of news that gauges the
level of mediatization in a country’s election system.

The study of metacoverage presents news researchers with a unique oppor-
tunity and a distinct challenge. The opportunity is there to take the pulse
of the mediatization in a country’s election system through an analysis
of texts that delve into the media-infused process of an election. Given
the normative alignments in political communication research, some schol-
ars would seem to dismiss this endeavor as looking in the wrong place to
answer the right questions about the health of a democracy (e.g., Kerbel,
1998; Patterson, 1993). In a discussion of journalistic autonomy, for exam-
ple, Bennett and Livingston (2003) went so far as to state that, “The strategic
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management of the flow of information invites journalists to create news
about nothing – or to report meta-news about the game of political com-
munication and news management” (p. 360). By contrast, we feel that it
is imprudent to dismiss outright news that focuses on the mediated pro-
cess of modern elections. Rather, the challenge should be to continue to
develop a conceptual framework and measurement tools that illuminate the
role metacoverage plays in the inter-organizational dependencies of electoral
politics. For only then will one of the molding forces of mediatization come
into view.

Notes

1. This chapter utilizes Esser’s (2013) definitions of media logic and political logic.
A brief summary of these definitions is also given in the introductory chapter
by Strömbäck and Esser of this volume. Note that of the three facets of politi-
cal logic (a “politics-oriented self-presentational side” during elections, a “policy-
and decision-based making of politics” that dominates the stages of policy making
and policy implementation and the “institutional framework conditions of poli-
tics” that refer to the regulatory context), the present chapter only deals with the
first facet. We refer to this first facet in this chapter as political campaign logic.
It is particularly prevalent in phases “when politicians seek to gain office in elec-
tion campaigns or when they, once in office, approach governing as a permanent
campaign” (Esser, 2013, p. 165).

2. The total number of ads aired and the money spent on ads were surpassed during
the 2012 election (from 1 June forward). President Obama aired more ads and out-
spent Gov. Romney; however, the gap between the two in both statistics narrowed
considerably when factoring in the ads aired by political support groups, which
spent more on ads for Gov. Romney.

3. Of all election-related stories on ABC and NBC News, we coded 100% in 2000
(N = 284) and 50% in 2008 (N = 106). In 2008, we added 25% of stories from CNN’s
AC 360 (N = 113) and Fox’s Special Report (N = 200). Sampling was done accord-
ing to a rolling rotation ensuring even representation of stories across channels
and days.

4. The same salience rules were used to observe the eight “campaign” topics.
5. The difference between the two types of channels is significant (t-test, p< . 01) for

media metacoverage topics.
6. Coders were instructed to tote up scripts in order to determine at least one, but

possibly two, dominant metacoverage frames in a story. However, for both election
years, two frames were observed in less than 10% of the metacoverage stories.

7. Note that stories with accountability frames also contain a hefty dose of conduit-
based mediation scripts, which stress the transmission role of mediation in the
US presidential campaigns.
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10
Mediatization of Political
Organizations: Changing Parties
and Interest Groups?
Patrick Donges and Otfried Jarren

This chapter analyzes the mediatization of politics at the meso level of
political organizations. According to the theoretical framework of this book,
our issue is located on the fourth dimension of mediatization, “the degree
to which political actors are governed by a political logic or by media logic”
(Strömbäck, 2008, p. 234; see also Strömbäck & Dimitrova, 2011). Our theo-
retical argument will challenge the idea of a single and homogenous media
logic and of a clear dichotomy of political “versus” media logic. Instead,
we want to argue that political organizations are influenced by a diversity
of political as well as media logics. To develop our argument, we will first
discuss what kind of actors political organizations like parties and interest
groups are and what we can learn about them from organizational theories.
Secondly, we will propose that we should broaden our scope by natural and
open system views of organizations. Thirdly, we will reformulate the concept
of mediatization at an organizational and institutional level. Fourthly, we
will present some empirical results from surveys of party and interest-group
organizations to illustrate our theoretical argumentation.

Missing theoretical concepts of political organizations

In the debate on mediatization of politics, there are quite a few implicit
assumptions about the nature of political organizations, but no explicit con-
cept of how the diverse forms of political organizations are affected by the
media. In the literature, most authors speak of political actors, and not
explicitly of organizations. The equation of organizations with actors is not
unproblematic: organizations are not only actors that are capable of acting,
which means they have goals, a strategy, resources, etc. They are also struc-
tures in which individual actors act. This duality of organizations, being
“both micro and macro” (Taylor et al., 1996, p. 1), underlies their impor-
tant role within our society as a whole and political communication in
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particular: (political) organizations act as agents or bridges – others say inter-
mediaries (Habermas, 2006) – between citizens in their “lebenswelt” and the
political system. Therefore we have to distinguish between organizations as
actors and structures of political communication.

When equating actors with organizations, scholars commit themselves
to a rational paradigm in organizational theory. Following Scott (2003), the
rational paradigm considers organizations as systems of formalized struc-
tures designed to attain specific goals with maximum (or at least satisfactory)
efficiency. In such a paradigm, communication is regarded as an instrument
of the organization to attain its goals. In other words: party organizations
want to win elections, and therefore they communicate in a specific way.
But Scott also specifies two other paradigms within organizational theory.
In a natural system view, organizations may be regarded as “collectivities
whose participants are pursuing multiple interests, both desperate and com-
mon, but who recognize the value of perpetuating the organization as an
important resource” (Scott, 2003, p. 28). In corresponding theories, e.g., the
process-oriented approach of “organizing” by Weick (1979) or the “resource
dependence perspective” by Pfeffer and Salancik (1978), it is not assumed to
be a necessity for actors in organizations to share common goals. The main
focus is their interaction and the result of their interaction, which we call
organization. Therefore, communication is not regarded as an organizational
instrument, but the organization itself is constituted by communication
(CCO-Approach, see, e.g., Cooren et al., 2011; Putnam et al., 2009). Thirdly,
in an open system view, organizations may be regarded as “congeries of
interdependent flows and activities linking shifting coalitions of partici-
pants embedded in wider material-resource and institutional environments”
(Scott, 2003, p. 29). Some of these activities are connected by formal struc-
tures, others are loosely coupled (Orton & Weick, 1990; Weick, 1976). The
most important open system view is sociological institutionalism.

The missing theoretical concept of what a political organization is and
how it works can be exemplarily understood when we look at the litera-
ture on the mechanisms of mediatization. An integral part in definitions
and descriptions of mediatization is the notion of adaption or adoption of
political actors. Mediatization is characterized as “the adaption of politics
to the needs of the mass media” (Kepplinger, 2002, p. 973) or as politi-
cal actors who “adapt to the rules of the media system trying to increase
their publicity and at the same time accepting a loss of autonomy” (Schulz,
2004, p. 89). Strömbäck (2008, p. 240) distinguishes between a third phase
of mediatization where political actors “adapt to the media logic” from a
fourth phase where they “adopt the same media logic [ . . . ], perhaps not even
recognizing the distinction between a political and a media logic”. Follow-
ing Strömbäck and van Aelst (2013), “the question is not if political parties
adapt to the media. They do. Hardly any political actor today would seri-
ously claim that they do not take the media into consideration, either as
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presenting opportunities or threats” (p. 353). But is it justifiable (and reason-
able) to equate “taking into consideration” with the concept of adaption?
Originally based in biology, adaption refers to evolutionary processes that
guide natural selection and lead to a “survival of the fittest”. And while biol-
ogists are interested in the evolution and survival of species as a result of
processes of adaption, social scientists are interested in the mechanisms of
the processes itself. Following Giddens (1984), it may be argued that the term
“adaption” often remains imprecisely defined in social sciences because it
contains all possible sources of influence on social phenomena. Concerning
the relationship between political organizations and the media, the problem
for organizations is not to adapt to the needs of the mass media. The prob-
lem is that these needs are unclear, ambiguous or contradictory and may
change rapidly. From an organizational viewpoint, there is no clear and sta-
ble environment called “the media” to which the organization can adapt,
especially since the organization loses something in the process, namely,
its adaptability in the event of environmental changes (Kurke, 1988). The
challenge for the organization is its ability to cope with unclear, ambigu-
ous or contradictory needs. The main challenge for (political) organizations,
therefore, is not adaption per se but the capacity to adapt to multiple or
conflicting environments (Staber & Sydow, 2002).

The dichotomy of (one) media vs. (one) political or party logic

The notion that environments of political organizations may be multiple or
conflicting leads to another important argument in the debate on mediati-
zation of politics: the dichotomy of (one) media vs. (one) political or party
logic. The dichotomy was introduced by Mazzoleni in his classical article
on “media logic and party logic” (1987). In this he defines media logic with
reference to Altheide and Snow as

the set of values and formats through which campaign events and issues
are focused on, treated, and given meaning [by news workers and news
organizations] in order to promote a particular kind of presentation and
understanding that [is] compatible with, for example, scheduling and
time considerations, entertainment values, and images of the audience.

(Mazzoleni, 1987, p. 85)

Mazzoleni’s juxtaposition of party logic vs. media logic inspired many
follow-up studies and led to a further differentiation. Brants and van Praag
(2006) use the term “media logic” to mark a phase of development in
political communication in the Netherlands from 1990 onwards that they
separate from a “partisan logic” (until 1970) and a “public logic” (1970–
1990). Brants and van Praag characterized the phase of media logic as the
public being mainly addressed as consumers but not as citizens. Journalism
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in the phase of media logic is described by Brants and van Praag as dominant,
entertaining and cynical, and the style of coverage as interpretative and of
less substance than in the preceding period of “public logic”. The agenda of
politics in media logic is no longer set by parties but by media, which is why
audience democracy and no longer party democracy is the corresponding
model of democracy (Brants & van Praag, 2006, p. 31). Van Aelst et al. (2008)
distinguish a “partisan logic”, “party logic” and “media logic” in a study on
media attention. A media logic is characterized by the fact that the atten-
tion of politicians is supposedly defined by journalistic criteria, the “working
rules of the media and elements that might attract and hold the attention of
the public” (Van Aelst et al., 2008, p. 197). However, such media logic is dif-
ficult to operationalize empirically because there are almost no measurable
indicators for media logic. The authors take a shortcut by describing media
logic as absence of party logic (Van Aelst et al., 2008, p. 198).

Besides the differentiation of media logic from other logics in other subsys-
tems of society, we also find differentiations within media logic. Mazzoleni
(2008b, p. 445) distinguishes commercial logic (that he sees as the most
important part) from industrial, technological, cultural and political logic.
Characteristics of media logic are the accentuation of persons, the simplifi-
cation of complex issues, the focus on confrontation instead of compromise,
and a perspective on politics that is characterized by winners and losers.
Media logic thus stands for processes “that eventually shape and frame
media content” (Mazzoleni, 2008a, p. 2931). Esser (2013) specifies media
logic towards a concept of news media logic and distinguishes between pro-
fessional aspects (production following journalistic norms and criteria) and
commercial and technological aspects: “Professionalization, commercializa-
tion, and technological change are the independent variables that explain
(or drive) media logic but it is important to recognize that these processes
have developed differently in different countries and across time” (Esser,
2013, p. 175).

But despite these attempts of differentiation, media logic is used as a very
successful metaphor or catch-all term for several different perceived and
actual forms of communication. It is not clear whether media logic is a form
or a style of communication or (perhaps simultaneously) the rule of the pro-
cess through which this form is created. This leads to the current situation
wherein it is difficult to operationalize and to measure media logic(s).

A first step towards a more differentiated understanding of the logics of
various media becomes possible with the definition of media by Ulrich Saxer.
According to him, media are complex institutionalized systems around orga-
nized communication channels of specific capability (Saxer, 1999, p. 6).
Saxer’s definition points out that media are at the same time technical com-
munication channels, organizations, institutions and social systems that
have functional and dysfunctional effects on other parts or subsystems of
society.
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As technical channels, media are instruments and technologies that enable
communication across space, time and social collectives. They transport
visual, auditive or audiovisual signs with different capacities (cf. Jensen,
2008). In this aspect, the term media logic denotes the characteristics of
communication channels as well as the used sign systems. First and fore-
most, it is of relevance which sign systems can be transported via which
media. Print media like newspapers allow for a greater density of informa-
tion than audiovisual media like television. They allow the recipients greater
freedom, for example in their choice of speed of reception and thorough-
ness, by allowing them to “scan” or “flick” through texts or even pause
the reception. Currently, text-based media also have a greater storage capac-
ity than audiovisual media because they can be more easily tag-labeled or
archived. Audiovisual media like television receive their genuine media logic
through the combination of language and moving pictures, which has since
the beginning led to the ascription of higher effects. From this technological
perspective, the differentiation between pushes and pull forms of media also
becomes relevant. Push media produce a hierarchy of messages and make
them visible to a wider public, for example as headlines in daily newspapers.
Pull media offer their content for recipients (now called users) to pick up. The
communication process is then more strongly controlled by the recipient
and less controllable for the communicator.

Media communication is secondly characterized as being organized. As orga-
nizations, media pursue their own aims and interests that may contain,
depending on the type of organization, different logics. According to
Altmeppen (2006), media can be differentiated as journalistic organizations
(for example as editorial staff) or as economic organizations (as publish-
ers or business enterprises). Journalistic organizations are more strongly
bound to logics of selection that are induced by news values. As economic
organizations, they are bound by a commercial logic. Besides this, media
organizations may also follow a political logic, for instance the political
orientation of the editors and publishers. Particularly in broadcasting, the
organizational form is of importance. Private and public broadcasting cor-
porations differ in their normative orientation, their style of addressing
audiences as customers or as citizens, as well as the internally practiced pro-
cedures of quality control and diversity management (Kiefer, 1996). Many
different studies point out that there are differences in the programming of
both types of broadcasting corporations: political news coverage is mainly
a responsibility of public service, whereas private media have marginalized
political news coverage and instead concentrate on more “boulevardesque”
elements and on visualization of emotions (Daschmann, 2009). These stud-
ies highlight the fact that we can clearly separate a logic of public television
from a logic of private television. With the term “media logic”, these dif-
ferences in the provision of services by both types of organizations in
broadcasting are neglected and ignored.
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Furthermore, media can be characterized as institutions. They are systems
of rules that create normative expectations, contain mechanisms for their
realization, constitute actors, and influence the perception, preference for-
mation, and structures in existing organizations (Cook, 1998, 2006; Donges,
2006; Ryfe, 2006a, 2006b; Sparrow, 2006). For other actors in society who
depend on their intermediation, media are one of many relevant institu-
tional environments; in other words, environments which place demands
on actors and secure legitimacy if they follow these rules. The institutional
demands of the media do not necessarily need to be homogeneous and crys-
tallize into a form of media logic. In particular, normative expectations of
media towards societal actors can be different. One only needs to think of
the different demands of media geared to delivering information or enter-
tainment. It is of further relevance that we distinguish between quality and
popular media. Quality media are the result of an individual and social con-
struction process, an expression of an audience’s expectation of a certain
quality of intermediation as well as knowledge (Jarren & Vogel, 2011). Qual-
ity media are characterized by their own logic that distinguishes them from
other media.

Another important, but often neglected, differentiation in the media sys-
tem is that of general and sectoral media. This differentiation becomes
relevant for the question of media logics because sectoral media tend to
address expert rather than lay audiences. Media and communication stud-
ies tend to overlook these media types. We know little about the content,
usage and influence of sectoral media and their role in political communica-
tion. But it can be assumed that they are influential within certain political
networks and therefore show their own “logic” with repercussions for the
political process.

Another crucial problem of the notion of one media logic is the uncer-
tainty of whether it includes online media or not. The specific rules by which
online media provide orientation and generate attention are less well known
than the traditional news values of old media. For example, there are news
and messages that disseminate rapidly over the net and find many “follow-
ers”, but as they are characterized by other properties than just traditional
news values, it is less clear why exactly these and not other messages become
viral. Online media have a higher speed of transmission, and content can be
modified more quickly. The character of online media as an archive (stor-
age media) is therefore ambivalent: a discussion of the characteristics of the
“online media logic” is yet to come.

To conclude, there are good reasons to deny the existence of one single
media logic and to accept that the logics of different media types such as
tabloids, the quality press, public service broadcasting or online media dif-
fer. According to Lundby (2009, p. 117), it is “not viable to speak of an
overall media logic; it is necessary to specify how various capabilities are
applied in various patterns of social interactions”. Furthermore, because the
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media are influenced by other social institutions or system logics such as
commercialization, we cannot always be certain that observed media influ-
ences imply submission to media logic alone (Hjarvard, 2008). Like other
social phenomenon, media logics do not exist naturally but are socially con-
structed. Therefore, as Altheide and Snow (1979) have already indicated,
“the entire process is best understood as an interaction among the var-
ious participants rather than as a one-way form in which media dictate
definitions of reality” (p. 236).

An institutional approach to mediatization at
an organizational level

In our own theoretical approach, we reject the mainstream view of political
organizations as rational or professional actors, but consider them as loosely
coupled and open systems of action (see above). Secondly, we consider the
media as one important institutional environment of political organizations
and use the background of sociological institutionalism to elaborate our
definition of mediatization at an organizational level.

In a general sense, an institution can be defined as a relatively stable col-
lection or system of practices and rules defining appropriate behavior for
specific groups of actors in specific situations (March & Olson, 1998, p. 948).
Following Scott (1994), four different types of rules may be distinguished and
assigned to the media as institutions: “Institutions are symbolic and behav-
ioral systems containing representational, constitutive, and normative rules
together with regulatory mechanisms that define a common meaning sys-
tem and give rise to distinctive actors and action routines” (p. 68). Firstly,
institutions include normative rules in terms of expectations of how actors should
behave in specific situations. Media define such expectations since all political
actors observe that the media observe them. All kinds of political actors must
be prepared to be an object of media coverage at any time. In other words:
the starting point of mediatization is the question “how will it play in the
media?” (Blumler & Kavanagh, 1999, p. 214). Secondly, institutions include
representational rules that help to create shared understandings of reality that are
taken for granted. Media as institutions include many such “taken-for-granted
accounts”. The source of media power is the fact that everyone in society –
including politicians, spokespersons or consultants – has learned to adjust
and adapt to the different media logics as the “normal” way of perceiving
and interpreting the world (Altheide & Snow, 1979, pp. 236–237). The logics
of the different media are themselves socially constructed and have evolved
from earlier practices and relations between the media and other spheres of
society. Actors take them for granted as the “normal” or “rational” way to
behave in a certain situation. Thereby, the institutional rules of the media
are continually reproduced. Thirdly, institutions include constitutive rules that
create social phenomena. Media are institutions because they structure both
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the actor’s perception, especially in those fields where they constitute the
most important or dominant source of information, and his or her prefer-
ences. They are not only mediators, but also creators of meaning. Finally, a
wide range of actors, including spokespersons, consultants and agencies for
communication, has been constituted because of institutional requirements.
In other words, the process of mediatization creates its own driving forces,
especially in the shape of actors with an interest in the process that is going
on. Finally, institutions include regulatory mechanisms for enforcement reasons.
One of these is the forfeiting of attention: whenever political actors do not
follow the rules that indicate the newsworthiness of an event, they do not
get the media’s attention.

Therefore, media are one institutional environment characterized by rules
and requirements to which these organizations must conform “if they are to
receive support and legitimacy” (Scott & Meyer, 1991, p. 123). The notion
of “one environment” is important, since organizations usually act within a
variety of institutional environments. This is important since institutions
“may abrade or even clash with each other”, which may lead to funda-
mental conflicts within organizations. Actors still have the possibility, and
sometimes are forced, to choose between several options on dealing with
institutional requirements (Oliver, 1991; Scott, 2001; Suchman, 1995). One
main assumption of sociological institutionalism is that organizations gener-
ally do not choose the most effective option, but rather the most legitimate
one. Legitimacy may be defined as a “generalized perception or assumption
that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within
some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions”
(Suchman, 1995, p. 574). While seeking legitimacy, organizations trans-
fer and incorporate the requirements of their institutional environment in
forms of “highly rationalized myths” (Meyer & Rowan, 1977, p. 343). One
main mechanism of this incorporation is imitation or mimetic isomorphism:
“When organizational technologies are poorly understood [ . . . ], when goals
are ambiguous, or when the environment creates symbolic uncertainty,
organizations may model themselves on other organizations” (DiMaggio &
Powell, 1983, p. 151).

We are now able to transfer the institutional argument on our issue
mediatization of political organizations and to develop – in three steps –
a definition of mediatization and its indicators: mediatization of politics at
an organizational level may be defined as a reaction of political organizations.
As argued above, mediatization is neither a strategic option nor an enforce-
ment of adaptation. Mediatization has to be treated as a reaction where
some decisions are more probable than others, but not determined. This
reaction is the consequence of perceiving the media and mediated communica-
tion as gaining in importance in their environment. This condition requires that
organizations are able to perceive change in their environment, to decide
that they are relevant and to act accordingly. Finally, the reaction implies (and
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becomes visible through) changes in organizational structure (rules and resources
for communication) and behavior (degree and form of communication output).

Thus, the first aspect of mediatization is perception, which should not be
taken for granted (see Table 10.1). Political organizations may misinterpret
their social environment, or may follow some overdrawn assumptions of
the effect of mediated communication. As on an individual level, it is plau-
sible that there is an “influence of presumed influence” (Cohen et al., 2008;
Gunter & Storey, 2003), which means that political organizations which pre-
sume a high media influence will act accordingly. One relevant indicator on
this dimension of perception may be the assessment of the media and their
role for the organization through their leaders. But it is also of importance
that political organizations gain their information about the relevance of the
media through the media. Therefore, another relevant indicator is how orga-
nizations organize their perception of the media, for instance through media
monitoring. If organizations use clippings, the guiding rules of selection may
give hints for changing modes of perception. It can also be analyzed how the
outcomes of media monitoring are processed within the organization or how
often and at what level general issues regarding the relationship between the
organization and the media are discussed.

A special case of perception is the orientation towards other organizations, a
prerequisite for processes of mimetic isomorphism. One relevant indicator is
the question about which other organizations are monitored constantly, or
to which organization personal contacts exist. Also the question of whether
there is an ideal of a “best practice model” concerning organizational com-
munication could be raised with organizational decision-makers. Finally, the
modality with respect to whether and how the organization defines its target
groups for communication could be relevant to finding out how the organi-
zation perceives its environment with regard to which sections are treated as
important.

Mediatization at an organizational level becomes manifest in two general
ways, namely, changes in organizational structure and behavior (Table 10.1;
see also Strömbäck & van Aelst, 2013). Following the terminology of
Giddens, organizational structures may generally be defined as rules and
resources that constrain and enable the organization’s activities (Giddens,
1984, p. 17; McPhee & Canary, 2008, p. 3471). Rules are generally accepted
and formalized instructions relating to which actions should be taken by
whom, in which situation and in which manner. Rules constitute behav-
ior by permitting actors to speak for the organization or to decide, for
instance, on the choice of press releases or longer-term strategies. Also of
importance is the position of the communication unit within the organiza-
tional chart, and its competences and responsibilities. One important aspect
is the question as to whether change within the media system leads to a
centralization of competences at the highest organizational level. Further
organizational rules refer to the communication culture or an elaborated
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Table 10.1 Mediatization on an organizational level

Aspect Characteristics Possible indicators

Perception Changes in perception
of environment

– Increase of media monitoring
– Diversification of guiding rules to select

articles to monitor
– Perception of a growing importance and

relevance of mass media for the
organization

– Existence of a clipping
report/transmission of information
within the organization

– Increase of news agency services

Orientation to other
organizations

– Existence of an ideal or “best practice”
model concerning communication

– Systematic observation of other
parties/“observation of the enemy”

Structure Increase and/or shift in
resources

– Increase of human resources within the
communication unit

– Increase of financial resources for
communication tasks

Changes in rules – Changes of organizational charts and
position of the communication unit

– Existence of a corporate identity
– Existence of corporate communication
– Changes of responsibilities concerning

communication tasks

Externalization – Increase of cooperation with external
consulters

– Increase of media training and
consulting services

Behavior Increase and
diversification in
communication output

– Increase of press releases and press
conferences

– Diversification of channels or utilization
of new channels and technologies

– (podcast, Internet streaming, etc.)
– Diversification of target group

communication

identity of the organizations, manifested in rules of behavior, regulations for
the use of logos and so forth. Such rules regulate social practices and consti-
tute meaning, and their changes are important indicators for the process of
mediatization.

The second component of organizational structures is the resources. The
most obvious are financial and human resources; in other words, people and
money invested in the organization’s communication. Specific knowledge
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and access to media actors are also important resources from an organi-
zational point of view, but not easy to measure. A special feature of the
organizational resources is externalization, that is to say the question of
whether the organization outsources certain tasks or cooperates with con-
sultants or external coaches. The emergence of such actors outside political
organizations and increased cooperation are indicators for mediatization
processes.

Organizational behavior like communication always takes place within
the organizational structure with its describable set of rules and resources
(Table 10.1). Secondly, and this is the main idea of Giddens’ theory
of structuration, organizational structure is reproduced by organizational
behavior. For the purpose of analyzing mediatization, the amount and the
diversification of communication are of special interest. Possible indicators
for an increase in communication are the number of press releases or press
conferences, the diversification of target groups and special offers for them,
or the diversification of channels of communication.

The distinction of the dimensions and its characteristics may be useful
for empirical studies on mediatization. The listed indicators are of course
context-dependent (e.g., concerning countries or types of political organiza-
tions) and time-dependent (e.g., concerning the intrusion of online media
in political communication).

Empirical findings

To illustrate our theoretical argument, we will present some key findings on
the mediatization of political parties (2005–2007) and interest groups (2009–
2013) (Donges, 2008; Jentges, Brändli, Donges, & Jarren, 2012, 2013)1 taken
from two research projects within the National Center of Competence in
Research Challenges to Democracy in the 21st Century (NCCR Democracy)
at the University of Zurich.

Mediatization of political parties

The sample of our first study consists of traditional and large party organi-
zations, both from the conservative or Christian democratic end and from
the social democratic end of the political spectrum. Two parties were sam-
pled for Germany (SPD, CDU), the United Kingdom (Labour, Conservatives)
and Austria (SPOE, OEVP), and four in Switzerland (SPS, FDP, SVP, CVP).
We chose traditional organizations because we are interested in change
within organizations, not in the adjustment of newly founded organiza-
tions. We examined party central offices in non-election periods, analyzed
party documents and interviewed party representatives such as the head of
communication and the general secretary.

The results generally support the assumption that there are structural
changes within party organizations as a consequence of processes of
mediatization, but the data also support the qualification put forward by
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Mazzoleni and Schulz (1999) that these changes take different forms and
develop at different speeds depending on contextual conditions.

With respect to the first aspect of mediatization – the perception of the
environment and the role of mediated communication for parties – it is
hardly surprising that the interviewees perceive an increasing importance
of the media. They use the term “professionalization” as a code for various
changes of communication, most of all an increase of speed and the need for
permanent availability. What is more interesting is that the respondents also
pointed out that the importance of other forms of communication grows.
Party organizations not only enlarge their mediated communication, but
also the interpersonal and online communication – the latter mainly for the
purpose of internal communication.

A second point is the question of whether there is a monitoring of other
forms of organizations in terms of “best practice” models for the parties.
These are mainly their direct competitors and other forms of member-based
political organizations within the same country. This means the percep-
tion of party organizations is mainly national. There are some examples of
transnational diffusion, for instance the successful implementation of an
external campaign office by Labour in the United Kingdom in 1997, but
most of the monitoring is nationally oriented.

A third point is more of a detail, albeit an interesting one. We found a very
strong conservatism in how the party organizations monitor the media. The
typical case is a long-serving member of staff going through the press clip-
pings early on in the day and just using his or her intuition rather than
following any formal rules. Delegating the task to trainees is also common.
Only one organization used an electronic form of press observation, and it
was interesting to see that this organization has difficulties defining catch-
words in such a way as not to repeatedly get the same news from several
sources.

Mediatization can be seen in the expansion of organizational structures
and in the assignment of human resources. Two models of internal structures
of communication became apparent: the integration of all communication
within one unit and the differentiation of internal and external communi-
cation in different units. A bundling of competencies, tasks and resources
in terms of centralization could not be validated. In particular, parties with
a highly federalized organizational structure find it difficult to change their
internal structures and instead have to balance the requirements of media
communication (for instance on speed) and internal factions (for instance
on participation or at a minimum consultation). Party organizations are
investing more and more resources in communication, especially staff, but
these developments must be considered against the background of declining
membership and its financial impact. Concerning the amount of finan-
cial resources for communication, a general trend for an increase is not
observable.
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Table 10.2 Organizational chart of the SPS

1992 2000 2005

• Secretaries
• Research associates
• Administration,

translation, information
technology

• Politics
• Communication

• Campaigns/
• Cantons/women
• Finance/administration

• Politics
• Campaigns &

communication

• Board support unit
• Finance/staff/

administration

Staff for communication: 0 3 9

To point out an example, Table 10.2 shows the development of the Social
Democratic Party of Switzerland (SPS), which is typical for the development
of Swiss party organizations. In 1992, the party had no clear responsibilities
for communication and used none of its own staff for this purpose, while
since 2005 campaigns and communication is the largest organizational unit
of the party central office, with nine staff members.

Another point with respect to structural changes is the growing impor-
tance of the communication unit within the organization. An example of
this is the German Social Democratic Party (SPD). In the 1990s, it had a
small press office, affiliated to the party manager, and a public relations
office, affiliated to the “Organization, Party Work” department. Seventeen
years later, the press office has been upgraded to a department with more
staff, while a second department dealing with planning and communica-
tion, with units for mediated, online and interpersonal communication, has
also been established.

We do not want to suggest that all indicators on mediatization show a clear
development towards increased importance for mediated communication.
While the expenditure on staff mostly grows, there are some indicators that
suggest that party organizations have difficulties maintaining the level of
expenditure in times of decreasing membership.

The third aspect of mediatization focuses on the behavior of party orga-
nizations. With respect to the use of “old media” or traditional forms of
communication, such as press releases, we found a general increase, with
big differences between parties. For instance, the most successful party in
Switzerland, the right-wing Swiss People’s Party (SVP), produced the fewest
press releases among the governing parties in Switzerland.

A second point is the Internet, which today is the most important medium
for internal communication. But there is a link between mediated and online
communication: the Internet is used not only because it is cheaper, but
also to inform the party’s membership or functionaries before the media do.
In this sense, the Internet in our sample is mainly used for top-down com-
munication; we found no references indicating that online communication
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leads to new forms of participation or bottom-up-communication, as is
sometimes expected.

All new forms of communication (the Internet, podcasts, Internet stream-
ing, etc.) are used in addition to traditional forms of mediated communi-
cation without replacing them. Nevertheless, parties do not have a clear
strategy for the use of these new forms of communication. They use them
because others do so, because consultants have told them to do so, and to
give supporters the impression of a “modern” and “innovative” party.

Mediatization of political interest groups

The sample of our second study consists of 1,142 political interest groups in
Germany and 862 in Switzerland. We drew this sample through a compila-
tion of different data sources (handbooks, parliamentarian registries, etc.),
eliminated the duplicate entries and collected the email addresses. Finally, a
link to an online questionnaire was sent to the person in charge of commu-
nication. The response rate for this survey was 23% in Germany and 40% in
Switzerland.

Concerning the aspect of mediatization that deals with perception, we
found that an interest group’s own members are clearly its most important
addressees with respect to communication and that this is so irrespective of
country or political area. The second most important addressees are gov-
ernment and administration, with the media following in third position. In
other words, media are important, but not as important as expected. Citi-
zens appear to have rather low relevance in the communication of interest
groups, including in Switzerland with its direct democracy.

Concerning the question of which media are important addressees for
political interest groups, we have been surprised by the fact that special inter-
est publications (print as well as online) are perceived as the most important
form of media, followed by newspapers and public service television. The
least important media in Germany are private television, private radio and
blogs/Twitter, and in Switzerland political weeklies, social networks on the
Internet and blogs/Twitter.

With respect to the resources for communication, we found a clear cor-
relation between instruments used for communication purposes and the
organizational resources in the shape of the annual budget. Not surprisingly,
the finding was the higher the budget, the higher the degree of commu-
nication output. We also found correlations between the communication
repertoires and political areas: the output of media-related communication
is higher in interest groups that belong to the areas “politics”, “environ-
ment” and “business and work”. Finally, there is a higher communication
output in Germany than in Switzerland.

Not only does the general media-oriented communication output of polit-
ical interest groups depend on organizational resources: the same holds true
for their activity in the online world. The greater the size and budget of
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a political interest group, the more tools it uses for online communication
(social network sites, Twitter, blogs, etc.). We expected a link between the age
of an interest group and its online communication in the sense that younger
organizations would use more tools, but there is no significant correlation.
This suggests that the possibility of online communication does not bring
about an equalization of weaker political interest groups, but that instead a
normalization takes place (Ward & Gibson, 2009; Wright, 2012). Generally
speaking, online communication tools are mostly perceived to have gained
most in importance, even though they are still used by comparatively few
organizations.

In contrast to the idea of a general professionalization of political com-
munication, we also found that very few interest groups outsourced com-
munication activities. This suggests that communication is a task that most
organizations want to keep “in house”. Only for research do political interest
groups tend to draw on external support.

Conclusion

This chapter started with the assumption that “mediatization of politics”
could be a valuable and profitable concept if it were more precisely defined
and if its theoretical fundaments and implicit suppositions were to be more
exposed. Following Mazzoleni and Schulz (1999), the main idea of mediati-
zation is that it represents the media’s growing incursion into the political
process and not the outcome of an intended form of behavior or even
control. Mediatization is the outcome of interdependence and interaction
between and within political organizations and the media. For the elabora-
tion of the theoretical concept of mediatization as well as for its empirical
appliance, it is thus necessary to clarify what “the media” and “media
logic” actually mean. We therefore proposed to reconsider the media and
their effects on other social systems from an institutional perspective, and
to focus on political organizations both as objects and as actors of medi-
atization processes. Theories like sociological institutionalism seem to be
appropriate for translating the idea of an intrusion in theoretically evident
and empirically observable mechanisms, such as in the form of coercive
isomorphism, mimetic processes, and normative pressures. Following this
approach, mediatization at an organizational level may be defined as a
reaction of political organizations following their perception that media
and mediated communication gain importance in their environment, and
implies change in organizational structure (rules and resources for mediated
communication) and behavior (amount and form of mediated communi-
cation). This definition of mediatization at an organizational level allows
the development of indicators for empirical research and seems to be more
appropriate than concepts of a simple adaptation of political actors to the
needs of the mass media.
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The case study on party organizations gives evidence that mediatiza-
tion takes place, but we also have reason to believe that transformations
within the intermediary system are very complex, uneven and highly condi-
tional: different national contexts, media structures and institutional media
arrangements will create different conditions in which mediatization takes
place. The theoretical reflection as well as empirical findings point out that it
is not adequate to speak about a full adaption of party organizations to one
media logic. This assumption is confirmed by the general fact that political
parties are very conservative organizations, although – and especially after
election defeats – they are able to adjust certain developments and to change
structures. Thus, we believe that it is as inappropriate to speak about a single
party logic as it is to speak about a single media logic. Therefore, it is nec-
essary to redefine the logics and to substantiate them (see also Esser, 2013;
Landerer, 2013; Lundby, 2009).

The degree of the media’s impact on political organizations is also depen-
dent on the country-specific context. The perceived media logics lead parties
and interest groups to structural changes, but since their organizations are
loosely coupled systems of action with a high degree of path dependency,
they are not able to simply adjust or subordinate to a media logic, as the lit-
erature sometimes suggests. Especially parties with a high degree of internal
federalism have to balance the requirements of a “professional” media com-
munication (for instance on speed) and internal factions (for instance on
participation or at least consultation). The history of the party organization
is also of importance, since parties are very path dependent or conservative
organizations.

Finally, the issue of resources should not be neglected. Changes in orga-
nizational structures and behavior are not for free, and for the internal
differentiation of party organizations it is important which part gets the
money. In particular for political interest groups, we must keep in mind
that there is not always a structured form of organization, and that direct
and interpersonal forms of communication are still of importance. Alto-
gether, this suggests that mediatization as defined as being the structural
reactions of organizations to different media logics does take place, but not
to the expected degree. For interest groups in particular, interpersonal and
closed forms of political communication are still of importance. Generally
speaking, we thus follow Marcinkowski’s (2005) notion that political orga-
nizations as well as political systems will never be completely mediatized,
but will rather be characterized by islands of greater or lesser mediatization
(p. 364).

Note

1. This publication was created under the auspices of NCCR Democracy, which is
funded by the Swiss National Science Foundation (SNF) and the University of
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Zurich, and of the research unit “Political Communication in the Online World”,
subproject “Political Organizations in the Online-World”, which is funded by the
German Research Foundation (DFG).
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11
Mediatization and Political
Agenda-Setting: Changing
Issue Priorities?
Peter Van Aelst, Gunnar Thesen, Stefaan Walgrave
and Rens Vliegenthart

Agenda-setting is one of the most influential theories on the media’s political
influence (Graber, 2005). While often focusing on the media’s impact on
public opinion, another equally important facet of agenda-setting theory
has the media’s influence over the agendas of political actors and policy
makers as its central object of investigation. Scholars use the term “politi-
cal agenda-setting” and in some instances “agenda-building” to refer to the
transfer of media priorities to political priorities. Despite the growing popu-
larity and importance of political agenda-setting research, it has seldom been
conceptualized as part of or related to the mediatization of politics.

Political agenda-setting and mediatization as distinct worlds

For several reasons, political agenda-setting studies and mediatization stud-
ies have developed as almost completely distinct research schools (but see
Van Noije et al., 2008). Political agenda-setting studies share a strong empir-
ical focus. They deal mainly with testing the effect of the media agenda
on the political agenda in different contexts and circumstances. The basic
question underlying most of the research reads: does more journalistic atten-
tion for an issue subsequently lead to more attention for that issue from
politicians? With the help of sophisticated methods such as time-series
analyses, researchers have been able to provide a nuanced and detailed
answer to this question, identifying a set of contingent factors that deter-
mine the size and strength of the effect. While being empirically strong and
analytically sophisticated, political agenda-setting work has, until recently,
remained somewhat undertheorized. In particular, insights on why and how
politicians adapt to the agenda of the media are still in need of elabora-
tion. Furthermore, agenda-setting focuses only on thematic priorities and it
remains unclear how the impact of the media on issue agendas relates to
other types of influence.
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The literature on mediatization, on the other hand, has been character-
ized by a broader theoretical input and goals (see Strömbäck & Esser, in this
volume), as well as by a broader scope covering media influence on sev-
eral areas outside politics. The thesis on mediatization of politics provides an
overarching view on the role of the media in the political system, and is in
this volume defined as a long-term process through which the importance
and influence of media in political processes and over political institutions
and actors has increased (Strömbäck & Esser, in this volume). While being
strong on conceptual discussions and theoretical perspectives, the media-
tization literature is lacking in empirical research. Admittedly, some recent
studies explore mediatization empirically. For instance, related to the third
dimension of mediatization, Strömbäck and Nord (2006) find that journal-
ists retain the most power over the content and framing of news while
other studies document how mediatization of news content is stronger in
the United States compared to Europe (Strömbäck & Dimitrova, 2011; Esser,
2008). Furthermore, analyses indicate that mediatization has affected the
organization of European political parties (Donges, 2008) and the (media)
behavior of Members of Parliament (Elmelund-Præstekær et al., 2011). Nev-
ertheless, there is still “a remarkable dearth of systematic empirical research
on the mediatization of politics” (Strömbäck, 2011, p. 423). One reason
might be that there is little consensus on how this meta-theory should
be translated into operationizable phenomena and concrete hypotheses.
Some scholars even claim that mediatization partly transcends media effects
and is therefore hard to measure by traditional empirical research (Schulz,
2004). Finally, the mediatization literature often addresses the implications
for democracy of growing media influence (Esser & Matthes, 2013; Landerer,
2013; Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999). These normative considerations are mostly
ignored in the empirically driven agenda-setting work. Table 11.1 contrasts –
in a slightly simplified manner – the research associated with the two
media-and-politics theories.

Against this background, this chapter discusses and compares both con-
cepts and streams of research with a focus on what they can learn from

Table 11.1 Comparison of concepts

Political agenda-setting Mediatization of politics

Middle range theory General theory
Mainly empirical focus Mainly theoretical focus
Focus on political content, issues All aspects of politics
Media influence is contingent and

often modest
Media influence is often large and growing
(process)

Media influence can be measured Mediatization of politics goes partly beyond
media effects and is difficult to measure
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each other. On the one hand, we argue that political agenda-setting research
can be used to make at least a part of the fourth dimension of the media-
tization theory empirically testable. On the other hand, mediatization can
provide a broader theoretical framework embedding the role of the media in
political agenda-setting. We point to challenges and limitations when trying
to integrate the two bodies of literature. But first, we give an overview of
the central ideas and main findings of studies that focused on the political
agenda-setting influence of the media.

Political agenda-setting and the media

The origins of a popular concept

In both communication and political science, agenda-setting has become
one of the dominating paradigms. The same concept, however, means quite
different things in the two domains. In communication science, agenda-
setting is largely a theory about media effects on citizens: media coverage of
issues influences the issue priorities of the public, and indirectly their voting
preferences. Since the study of McCombs and Shaw (1972), the popularity
of the agenda-setting approach among media scholars has grown steadily
and is now one of the most cited media effects concepts (Bennett & Iyengar,
2008; Dearing & Rogers, 1996).

In political science, the political agenda-setting approach deals mainly
with the limited attention of political actors to a wide range of political
issues. Building on the insights of Schattschneider (1960), Cobb and Elder
(1972) were among the first who investigated why some issues managed to
get the attention of decision-makers, while others failed. The media was seen
as one of the possible factors that could influence the agenda of policy mak-
ers, but not a very important one. Gradually the media got more attention in
the study of political agendas, but it was seldom the main focus of attention
(Baumgartner & Jones, 1993; Kingdon, 1984; but see Linsky, 1986).

A more recent stream of research tries to combine both traditions and
focuses on the effect of mass media coverage on the political agenda
(Rogers & Dearing, 1988; Walgrave & Van Aelst, 2006). For these scholars,
the central question is to what extent mass media coverage affects the issue
priorities of politicians. Although some prefer the term policy agenda-setting
(Rogers & Dearing, 1988) or agenda-building (Denham, 2010), we refer to this
research as political agenda-setting.1 This does not mean that we believe that
the political agenda-setting process is highly similar to the process of public
agenda-setting. Although both processes deal with the relative importance or
salience of issues, we agree with Pritchard (1992) that the agenda of policy-
makers is different from the agenda of the public. The agenda of politicians
is hardly ever operationalized by asking them to list the issues uppermost
in their minds, but rather by looking at their words or deeds (see below). It
is not what politicians think (cognitive) but what they do (behavior) that
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matters. Furthermore, using the term “agenda-setting” does not imply that
the agenda of politicians is simply “set” by the media but rather that the
media is one potential source of influence among many others.

Political agenda-setting can be considered as an early stage of the larger
policy process. This process has generally been conceptualized in terms
of a sequence of different phases2: problem identification, policy formula-
tion, policy adoption, implementation and evaluation (Cobb & Elder, 1981,
p. 394). Agenda-setting overlaps with this first phase. Due to its ability to
focus attention, media influence is typically seen as relatively high in this
phase of the policy process3 (Baumgartner & Jones, 1993; Esser & Pfetsch,
2004, p. 388). This does not mean that journalists entirely autonomously
initiate new issues, but rather that they play a role in strengthening and
structuring the initiatives taken by political actors (Reich, 2006; Wolfsfeld &
Sheafer, 2006). Mostly this role is defined positively: issues that are high
on the media agenda can obtain, in turn, a more prominent position on
the political agenda. However, the media also influence the political agenda
by filtering and selecting issues that do not appear on the agenda. Or, as
Van Praag and Brants (1999, p. 199) conclude on the basis of their cam-
paign study, “The agenda-setting power of journalists seems to lie more in
denying access and in forcing politicians to react on issues than in actu-
ally initiating them.” Some have called this negative agenda-setting effect
“agenda-constraining” (Walgrave et al., 2010); it is closely related to the well
known gatekeeping process (Shoemaker, 1991) in communication science:
only a minority of the many issue messages generated by political actors
pass the media gates and receive news coverage. From a policy perspective,
the media contribute to limiting the scope of decision-making to some issues
(Bachrach & Baratz, 1962, p. 952).

Defining and operationalizing the political agenda

Agenda-setting scholars never study “the” political agenda, but rather
choose to focus on one or more distinct political agendas (Dearing &
Rogers, 1996, p. 18). Actually, there is no such thing as the politi-
cal agenda (Walgrave & Van Aelst, 2006, p. 95). Political agenda-setting
scholars have studied (a combination of) the following agendas: of par-
liament or Congress (Soroka, 2002b; Trumbo, 1995; Van Noije et al.,
2008; Jones & Wolfe, 2010), political parties (Brandenburg, 2002; Green-
Pedersen & Stubager, 2010; Kleinnijenhuis & Rietberg, 1995), government
(Walgrave et al., 2008; Thesen, 2013a), the president (Gilberg et al., 1980;
Wanta & Foote, 1994; Edwards & Wood, 1999) or public spending (Cook &
Skogan, 1991; Pritchard & Berkowitz, 1993).

Each political actor has his or her own semi-independent agenda that
is composed according to its own logic and dynamic. Furthermore, most
agendas can be operationalized in different ways. For instance, the agenda
of a political party can be measured by coding its manifesto, an extensive
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document that can be considered as a list of issue priorities (Walgrave &
Lefevere, 2010). The same party agenda, however, can also be operational-
ized by using a much shorter time span, as Brandenburg (2002) did by using
daily press releases during a British election campaign. Both ways of measur-
ing the party agenda are valid, but not identical as both agendas, manifestos
and press releases, play different roles and are ruled by diverging, short- or
long-term dynamics.

Not every political agenda has the same relevance for actual policy.
Walgrave and Van Aelst (2006) suggest that agendas can be placed on a con-
tinuum ranging from symbolic to substantial. Symbolic agendas are primar-
ily rhetorical: they contain the talk of politicians but have limited tangible
political consequences. Substantial agendas, on the other hand, do have a
direct impact on, or are, policy (e.g., legislation, budgets). In their overview
of political agenda-setting studies, Walgrave and Van Aelst (2006) showed
that all studies that actually found strong media impact on the political
agenda defined the political agenda symbolically rather than substantially;
they found effects of media coverage on parliamentary debates or presiden-
tial speeches (e.g., Bartels, 1996; Edwards & Wood, 1999). However, when
more substantial political agendas like legislation and budgets were subjects
of study, researchers found much less media impact. Probably the most sub-
stantial political agenda is the state’s budget or what Pritchard and Berkowitz
(1993) call the “resource agenda”. The allocation of money and resources to
different issues or policy domains has the most far-reaching, tangible con-
sequences. However, since this agenda is highly incremental and stable over
time it is no surprise that hardly any media impact has been found (Landry
et al., 1997; Pritchard & Berkowitz, 1993; but see Van Belle, 2003).

In sum, findings on the agenda-setting impact of the media depend to a
large extent on how scholars define and operationalize the political agenda.
Media influence is strongly associated with which type of political agenda
we are looking at. Although probably the most important factor explaining
variation in media impact, it is certainly not the only one.

The contingency of political agenda-setting by the media

Most agenda-setting studies cited above rely on a time-series design testing
to what extent the actual behavior of political actors regarding specific issues
is preceded in time by media coverage about the same issues. A majority of
these studies have concluded that “the media matter”, but at the same time
stressed the conditionality of the media’s influence on the political agenda
(Van Aelst & Walgrave, 2011). Besides the type of political agenda (see above)
we distinguish between, and briefly discuss, four contingent factors: types of
issues, characteristics of the media agenda, party characteristics and system-
level characteristics.

First, the influence of the mass media varies considerably across issues.
According to Soroka (2002a, p. 16), “difference in agenda-setting dynamics



Peter Van Aelst et al. 205

are most often products of differences in the issues themselves”. Soroka
has introduced a typology distinguishing between prominent (e.g., unem-
ployment), sensational (e.g., environment) and governmental (e.g., national
deficit) issue types. Media influence on the political agenda is most plausible
for sensational issues that are not obtrusive (little direct experience) and that
lend themselves to dramatic events. Differences in the agenda-setting impact
of the media can also be related to the structure, constellation of actors and
dynamics of a policy field in which an issue is embedded. Also, some issues
are simply not newsworthy and therefore lack the basic premise for media
impact (Koch-Baumgarten & Voltmer, 2010).

Second, we mostly talk about “the” media, but that does not mean that all
media outlets and types of media coverage have the same agenda-setting
potential. Previous studies have shown that newspapers have a higher
agenda-setting impact but that this influence only becomes effective via
TV news (e.g., Bartels, 1996). Some types of coverage such as investigative
journalism clearly have a higher impact on politics than routine coverage
(Protess et al., 1987). Coverage exerts more influence if it is congruent across
outlets (Eilders, 2000). The more homogenous the media, the more difficult
it is for politicians to ignore it. Also the tone of the news is relevant: positive
and negative news lead to different public and political reactions (Soroka,
2006; Baumgartner & Jones, 1993; Thesen, 2011).

Third, Green-Pedersen and Stubager (2010) and Vliegenthart and Walgrave
(2011b) found party characteristics in multi-party systems to be a third set of
contingency factors. They showed that the political influence of the media
depends on parties’ institutional position (opposition versus government)
and the parties’ own issue agendas. Opposition parties react more to media
cues than government parties and parties in general tend to embrace media-
tized issues to a larger extent when they “own” these issues. In a recent study,
Thesen (2011) has linked the tone of the news and party positions showing
that opposition parties mainly react to negative news as it offers them the
opportunity to attack government policy, while government parties prefer
to use positive news to defend their policy record.

A fourth and final set of contingent factors is related to the country level,
being the political and media system at stake. Despite increased attention
to the contingencies of political agenda-setting, we still know relatively lit-
tle about how the responsiveness of politicians to the media agenda varies
across countries. The literature about political agenda-setting is overwhelm-
ingly based on single-country studies and mainly comes from the United
States (see Green-Pedersen & Stubager, 2010, p. 663). Only a few studies
looked at the agenda-setting role of the media from a comparative per-
spective. For instance, Van Noije et al. (2008) compared press coverage and
parliamentary debates in the Netherlands and the United Kingdom while
Vliegenthart and Walgrave (2011a) focused on parliamentary questions and
news coverage in Denmark and Belgium. Both studies stress the similarities
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rather than the differences in the media–politics dynamic between the two
countries. However, studies that included more different countries found
differences in media impact across institutional systems. Van Dalen and Van
Aelst (2014) compared the perceptions of political journalists on the political
agenda-setting power of different actors including the mass media in eight
West-European countries. Spanish journalists perceive the role of the media
in the agenda-setting process as much weaker. This could be related to the
higher degree of political control over the media in Spain and to the degree
of political concentration of power. In political systems that lack strong cen-
tralized power, such as Sweden and Norway, politicians are more responsive
to the agenda of the media, journalists contend.

Towards an integration of agenda-setting and mediatization

We believe political agenda-setting studies may complement mediatization
theory in different ways. This implies, however, that we specify what agenda-
setting can and cannot contribute to. In this section, we sketch some ideas
about how both streams could enter into a dialog and profit from each other.
As mediatization is a broad theory that stretches across all aspects of politics
it is important to define where political agenda-setting can be helpful. There-
fore, we use the conceptualization of Strömbäck (2008; see also Strömbäck &
Esser, 2009; Strömbäck & Van Aelst, 2013; see also Chapter 1 of this volume).
Strömbäck distinguishes four distinct but highly related dimensions in the
process towards a complete mediatization of politics. The first dimension
relates to the extent to which the news media have become the most
important source of information and channel of communication between
citizens and political actors. The second dimension is the degree of inde-
pendence of the media vis-à-vis political institutions. The third dimension
of mediatization refers to the extent to which media content is determined
independently by the media’s own news values and by their need to attract a
large audience. It is clear that these three dimensions or trends have an influ-
ence on the behavior of politicians, which is conceptualized as the fourth
dimension of mediatization:

The fourth dimension of mediatization thus refers to the extent to which
political actors adjust their perceptions and behavior to the news media
logic rather than political logic. This might affect not only their commu-
nication efforts, but also the actual political output and the way political
actors are organized.

(Strömbäck & Van Aelst, 2013, p. 344)

Political agenda-setting makes one aspect in particular of the fourth phase
testable: the ability of the media to co-determine the thematic agenda of
politicians. To the extent that media coverage influences the issue priorities
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of political actors, politics is mediatized since political actors are affected in
their behavior. A growing body of political agenda-setting literature shows
that this is actually the case. Not only the US studies (Trumbo, 1995;
Baumgartner et al., 1997; Edwards & Wood, 1999; Yanovitsky, 2002), but
more recently also European studies proved that the media matter. For
instance, Bonafont and Baumgartner (2013) show in the Spanish case that
when newspaper attention to an issue spikes, parliament tends to follow.

While the current strand of political agenda-setting research seems to con-
firm the idea that the media matter for politics, thereby supporting the main
idea of the fourth dimension of mediatization that political actors tend to
follow the media logic, a good deal of the available evidence nuances the
media’s power. Indeed, most studies found that the media seem to exert
some power but that this power is by and large limited and almost always
highly contingent (see above). The media has an influence on some issues
but not on others, and in some political contexts but not in others. For
example, the fact that studies found most influence of the media on sym-
bolic and not on substantial agendas challenges the claim of mediatization
scholars that mediatization affects the (policy) output of politics. The media
logic definitely affects what politicians talk about, but there is much less
proof that it influences what politicians actually do.

The nuanced findings of political agenda-setting studies seem to be at
odds with politicians’ perceptions. Elite surveys in several European coun-
tries have shown that a large majority of politicians perceive the media as
an undisputed agenda-setter and reckon that the behavior of politicians is
highly mediatized (Strömbäck, 2011; Van Aelst et al., 2008). These media
power perceptions, however, might be related to other aspects of political
life such as the media’s influence on the personal careers of politicians (Van
Aelst & Walgrave, 2011). Political agenda-setting work can say little on these
other aspects of politics. Added to that, the contradiction between empiri-
cal political agenda-setting studies and the perceptions of elites may be due
to the fact that elites, even if they appear to have taken the initiative unaf-
fected by the media agenda, may still have been affected by the media –
and thus mediatized. In fact, political agenda studies are unable to assess the
anticipatory behavior of political actors. Political actors may act by devoting
attention to an issue not because the media have acted before but because
they think the media will act (or not). Cook (2005) noted that the negotia-
tion of newsworthiness between journalists and politicians is partly indirect
and implicit because political actors (attempt) to anticipate how journal-
ists will react to their communication messages. According to Davis (2009),
there is an all-permeating “media reflexivity” (politicians invariably think
about possible media coverage when they undertake something) that has
become part of every single decision a politician takes. This pre-emptive
behavior can be considered as proof of mediatization but is very difficult,
if not impossible, to capture with classic political agenda-setting designs.
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In the remainder of this section, we discuss three specific aspects of the
political agenda-setting literature that directly speak to the central claim of
mediatization scholars. First, we show that the media not only affect the
political agenda but that there are good reasons to believe that the oppo-
site is the case as well. Next, we discuss the fact that political elites use the
media agenda strategically and are not taking over media cues blindly. And
finally, we highlight some longitudinal political agenda-setting studies that
test whether the media’s impact on the political agenda increases over time,
a key claim in the mediatization debate.

Media and politics: A reciprocal relationship

The mediatization literature is based on the idea that media influence pol-
itics, and claims that political actors need to adapt to the media and its
logic. This premise, however, is not uncontested. Probably the best-known
theory claiming that politics affects the media (and not the opposite) is
Bennett’s (1990) indexing theory. The gist of this is that journalists moni-
tor the range of ideas and opinions present among the political elites and
focus their coverage on these political cues only. They have no interest in
devoting attention to novel ideas that fall outside of the scope of elite atten-
tion. While Bennett’s theory is not particularly focused on issue salience
transfer, it has clear agenda-setting implications: issues are initiated by elites
and only afterwards picked up by the mass media, not the other way around.
Other theorists of media–politics relations have formulated similar accounts.
Wolfsfeld (2011), for example, speaks of the PMP-model with “PMP” stand-
ing for Politics-Media-Politics. He claims that almost everything, so also
attention for new issues, starts with politics, that it then spills over to the
media and that political actors then again react to this media coverage. Sim-
ilarly, in his book Cycles of Spin, Sellers (2010) argues that strategic communi-
cation (by Congress members) and agenda-setting (by the media) should be
studied together as both processes form an integrated whole. In short, this
work suggests that “news construction is a negotiated process” (Bennett &
Livingston, 2003, p. 359) and that, to fully understand the interaction of
media and politics, we need to take into account the efforts of both sides.

A majority of agenda-setting studies acknowledge that the relationship
between media and politics can only be described as a reciprocal one. Politi-
cal actors adopt issues that have been mediatized but the opposite happens
as well, of course: media start covering issues after, and because, they have
received political attention. In a sense, it is no more than normal that media
cover things that happen in politics. This is the news media’s prime role:
covering things that happen in the world and that may be relevant to their
users. The mere fact that there is a transfer from politics to media that coun-
terbalances the media-to-politics transfer puts the mediatization approach
into perspective. Political actors are still independent and they even affect
the agency that is affecting them. In other words, there is a process of
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“media agenda-setting” going on. Political agenda-setting work can bring
to the mediatization debate a more explicit understanding of the complex,
multidirectional battle between media and political actors.

It is clear that political actors have a keen interest in feeding the media
with the issues they care about. For example, parliamentarians have an inter-
est in devoting their attention to some issues and not to others. Some issues
correspond to their own ideological preferences, or to the preferences of their
constituency. Other issues may be directly damaging for their competitors,
producing a competitive advantage. Following Fenno’s (1973) typology of
Congressmen’s incentives, issue attention is a resource that can be employed
by MPs to increase their chances of re-election, to generate policies reflect-
ing their ideological preferences or to increase their power in parliament.
Consequently, MPs also have an interest in drawing media attention to the
issues they address in parliament. It increases their visibility regarding the
issue and, more generally, increases the salience of the issue among the pub-
lic and among colleagues. Hence, there are good reasons to expect that issues
on the political agenda would translate into media attention.

An example of a reciprocal approach to political agenda-setting is the
paper by Edwards and Wood (1999) studying the US president and his
agenda relationship with Congress and the mass media using time-series
data. They find that the president sometimes reacts to the media but often
also sets the agenda and makes the media cover his own preferred issues.
Especially with regard to domestic issues, the president is able to act in an
entrepreneurial fashion and to impose his agenda onto the media (and often
also onto Congress). Van Noije and colleagues came to a similar nuanced
conclusion after investigating agenda interactions between parliament and
media in the United Kingdom and the Netherlands from the late 1980s to
the early 2000s: influence goes in both directions (with more impact from
media on politics than the other way around, though). Brandenburg (2002),
studying election campaigns in the United Kingdom, found the politics-to-
media influence to largely outweigh the opposite relationship. Parties select
issues and the media follow. Kleinnijenhuis and Rietberg (1995) similarly
found that politics was leading the media in the Netherlands regarding
economic issues in the early 1980s.

This handful of studies looking at both directions of impact supports the
idea that the agenda interactions between politics and media are essentially
bidirectional. It must be acknowledged that most of these reciprocal studies
date from a few years back, drawing on evidence that is at least ten years old.
Things may have changed. In fact, as has been shown in one of the previ-
ous sections, there is evidence that the agenda influence of the media has
risen over time, as the mediatization theory would predict. That the media
matter more now to politics than they used to does not automatically imply
that politics will matter less to the media and that the opposed, antipodal
relation will have disappeared altogether. We rather expect that the mutual
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entanglement of media and politics has increased in both directions, but we
do not have empirical proof for that contention.

Based on a survey among MPs in five countries, Walgrave and colleagues
(2010) show that MPs who tend to take their cues from the media are also
the ones who are the most successful in getting their issues into the media.
This suggests that, at the individual level, when the impact in one direction
is strong it tends to be strong in the other direction as well. When actors
surf on the media waves and react to media coverage they, in turn, get their
actions more easily into newspapers and on TV. This finding indicates that
there is a feedback loop in which media power and political power rein-
force each other, at least at the level of individual MPs. In a recent study,
Midtbø and colleagues (Midtbø et al., 2014), drawing on similar evidence,
find that this mutual reinforcing relationship also applies to the country
level. In countries where MPs, in their legislative activities, take more media
issues into account they also display higher success rates in getting media
coverage for their initiatives.

In sum, theoretical and empirical research in political agenda-setting chal-
lenges what we perceive as an overemphasis on the strength and political
influence of media logic in mediatization theory. Political agenda-setting
studies suggest that reciprocal analyses offer a more nuanced picture. And
even when political actors take over media issues, they do this on their own
terms and with clear strategic goals. This argument will be developed next.

Mediatized politics as strategies of party and issue competition

As shown extensively in a large body of research, including political agenda-
setting studies, the media influence the behavior of politicians. However,
this should not be interpreted to mean that politicians are always forced
to react and adapt. Political actors also proactively try to use the media to
reach certain political goals (Strömbäck & Van Aelst, 2013). This constitutes
a key finding in the many political agenda-setting studies reviewed above,
where the political contingencies of media influence on politics are modeled
(cf. Walgrave & Van Aelst, 2006).

Several examples seem relevant to explain how political actors react strate-
gically to media coverage. For instance, Yanovitsky (2002) showed on the
basis of his longitudinal study of the issue of drunk driving that legislative
action only followed when it fitted the policymakers’ agenda. Moreover, the
studies finding that parties are more likely to respond to news on issues
they “own” (cf. Green-Pedersen & Stubager, 2010; Vliegenthart & Walgrave,
2011b) highlight how parties act strategically when facing the media agenda.
The theory of issue ownership argues that a party’s history of political
prioritization, competence and policy results on a specific issue generates
an electoral advantage because the public comes to think of the party as
more capable of handling it (Petrocik, 1996). Thus, when left-wing parties
respond more often to news on (un)employment and the environment and
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right-wing parties concentrate on crime and immigration, they are actively
trying to capitalize on their issue-specific electoral benefits. Finally, Thesen
(2013a) finds that government and opposition parties have divergent pref-
erences for news tone in political agenda-setting and that the attribution
of policy responsibility by the media is crucial to understand how and
why political agendas are set by the media. Opposition parties respond to
bad news that (implicitly or explicitly) attributes blame to the government,
because this will help politicize government incompetence. The government
prefers to respond to good news that reflects positive developments in social
problems because this could politicize policy success.

In these examples, media attention to issues offers opportunities for
politicization to political actors (Green-Pedersen, 2011, p. 143). Thus, even
though a media logic shapes the way in which political actors communicate
their messages (Esser & Mathes, 2013, p. 177), a distinct political logic of
party and issue competition is crucial to explain when and how politicians
react to media coverage. If the media offer a means to politicizing prefer-
able issues, own competence or the incompetence of opponents, then news
attention often turns into politics. Consequently, mediatized politics should
be considered as a more evenly matched contest between media and political
logic. It is a process in which political actors actively use media attention to
their advantage, thus behaving in accordance with a political logic of party
competition. Put differently, politicians react to the media because they want
to, not only because they have to. To be sure, recent mediatization contribu-
tions acknowledge this, as in for instance the (somewhat negative) concept
of “self-mediatization” (Esser, 2013). However, our contention is that much
of the literature still implicitly portrays political actors as forced and some-
how helpless when faced with media logic. This is perhaps best illustrated
by Cook’s (2005, p. 163) widely supported and cited claim that politicians
might win the daily battles but end up losing the war “as they apply stan-
dards of newsworthiness to evaluate issues and policies”. The implication is
that even though political actors do use the media to their own ends, a loss
of power and influence is still unavoidable (see also Esser & Matthes, 2013,
p. 186). We prefer the concept of “strategic adaptation” (Landerer, 2013,
p. 253), because it captures both the force of the media (necessitating adap-
tation) and the strategic motives of politicians, without a preconceived idea
about the outcome in terms of the media–politics power balance.

The idea that mediatization involves increasing media influence in society
and politics is common to the mediatization literature (cf. Mazzoleni, 2008;
Hjarvard, 2008). Most often, this influence is said to decrease the impor-
tance of political logic and influence (cf. Meyer, 2002; Strömbäck, 2008).
Besides raising the status of political logics in the media–politics relation-
ship, we believe that political agenda-setting could challenge or at least
supplement the prevailing zero-sum game interpretation where gains for
some actors come at the expense of others (Strömbäck & Dimitrova, 2011,
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p. 32). The combination of political actors that adapt to or master media
communication and the media’s increased societal importance at least ques-
tions an a-priori conclusion of a loss of influence of political actors. From an
agenda-setting perspective, what facilitates such an argument is the strong
emphasis on form/format in mediatization research. Effectively, the ques-
tions of which issues and problems are on the agenda and who benefits from
the political attention these problems are receiving are more or less ignored.
Rather than just assuming decreasing political influence, the effect of medi-
atization should be treated as an empirical question; some political actors
might lose, but others might just as well win.

Recent mediatization perspectives do offer a theoretical account of this, at
least at an institutional level. The idea is that political institutions vary in
their need for publicity, and this variation in turn explains why institutions
or processes that are “characterized by the power- and publicity-gaining
self-presentational aspects of political logic” are more mediatized than
those “characterized by the policy- and decision-based production aspects”
(Esser & Matthes, 2013, p. 177). This fits nicely with political agenda-setting
findings on the differences between substantial and symbolical agendas (see
above). However, a political agenda-setting perspective could draw attention
to a supplementary view focusing on actor-level variation in mediatized pol-
itics and, most importantly, its effects. For instance, Thesen (2013b) argues
that opposition politics is more mediatized than government politics. Both
opposition and government parties would like to maximize attention to
advantageous issues and avoid the less favorable issues from the media
agenda, but the nature of the media agenda, and of party competition,
skews the outcome of political agenda-setting processes in favor of oppo-
sition parties. First, opposition parties have more opportunities to politicize
favorable issues from the media agenda due to a negativity bias in news cov-
erage. Second, the increasing frequency of political scandals in the media
(Thompson, 2000), their effect on the vote shares of political parties (Clark,
2009), together with the fact that such events constitute the strongest pre-
dictor of opposition responses to news, make them a strong opposition asset
in media-based party competition.

In sum, we argue that mediatization does not necessarily equal a zero-sum
game between media and politics. Rather, there is a need, in both politi-
cal agenda-setting and the mediatization literature, to differentiate between
political actors or institutions, and to study how the media affect the dis-
tribution of power between them. We will elaborate on this point in the
conclusion.

Mediatization: The influence of the media is growing?

A final key assumption in mediatization literature is that the impact of media
on society, and the political process in particular, is growing. The theory
does not claim that media influence was absent in the past, but rather that
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it has grown over time. Strangely enough, this claim is seldom backed up by
longitudinal data that actually show that media impact is on the rise (but
see Zeh & Hopmann, 2013; Elmelund-Præstekær et al., 2011).

In the agenda-setting literature, time is a central concept. The idea of
media impact is mainly based on the fact that the issue was on the media
agenda first and on the political agenda later. In that respect the assump-
tion of mediatization as a process can be rephrased in terms of contingent
political agenda-setting: time is a variable that moderates the effect of
the media agenda on the political agenda. As time progresses, the impact
increases. Since agenda-setting studies often rely on longitudinal time-series
designs that cover considerable periods in time, this hypothesis can be tested
straightforwardly by including an interaction term between time and issue
attention in the models. If this interaction term is positive and significant,
it signals a confirmation of an increasing agenda-setting power of media.
While this test is rather straightforward and agenda-setting data are suit-
able to conduct it, remarkably enough, very few scholars have incorporated
this idea of (linearly) changing influences in their models. This is mainly a
consequence of the high costs, in terms of resources and time, of gathering
longitudinal data on different agendas.

In a study covering ten years (1993–2000) of agenda-setting in Belgium,
Vliegenthart and Walgrave (2011b) did incorporate this test in their mod-
els and they found a confirmation. Over a time period of eight years, the
reactivity of MPs to media coverage increased. In their study of agenda-
setting patterns in the United Kingdom and the Netherlands, Van Noije and
colleagues (2008) divided their research period (1988–2003 for the United
Kingdom and 1995–2003) into, respectively, three (the UK) and two (the
Netherlands) sub-periods. In the United Kingdom, they found that the
impact of media was stronger in the later periods. In the Netherlands, results
show that the media’s agenda-setting influence was absent in the first period,
but present in the last period. From these findings, we can tentatively con-
clude that agenda-setting studies provide cautious support for the claim of
mediatization scholars that the media’s power over the political process has
indeed increased in the past two decades.

Conclusion and discussion

In recent decades, both mediatization and political agenda-setting have
become central concepts in political communication. Although both deal
with the influence of the media on politics, they have largely developed as
distinct fields. In this chapter we tried to integrate the two traditions, or at
least start a dialog about how political agenda-setting could be integrated in
the more comprehensive theoretical story of the mediatization of politics.
We suggested three aspects that have been used in political agenda-setting
studies that could be useful to adjust or complement mediatization research.
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First, agenda-setting work suggests that the power relationship between
politics and media is reciprocal. The media influence the work of polit-
ical elites but the opposite is the case as well. This nuanced image of
media-politics agenda interactions complements the more one-sided and
crude account offered by mediatization scholars (e.g., Mazzoleni & Schulz,
1999) claiming that politicians cannot but adapt to a powerful media logic
that threatens to reduce their power and autonomy. Empirical research
in political agenda-setting that includes reciprocal design challenges this
claim.

Second, even when political actors take over media issues, they do this
often on their own terms and with clear strategic goals. In a sense, rather
than to a general decline of power of political actors, mediatization probably
leads to a redistribution of power in politics, with some actors profiting and
other paying a higher price. In a more general way, political agenda-setting
studies, through their attention to the dynamics of party competition, may
nuance the distinction between media and party logic that is key in the
mediatization literature. From a mediatization perspective, opposition par-
ties that respond frequently to negative news reflect an adaption to or
adoption of a media logic where conflict and negativity are important. How-
ever, such a pattern of behavior is also undoubtedly inherent to political
competition and party strategies for electoral success. From this perspec-
tive, strong agenda-setting effects or close interactions between media and
politics take place as a result of overlapping logics, rather than one logic
dominating the other.

Third, mediatization as a concept refers to social change over time, in
this case a growing influence of the media on political actors. Most studies,
however, deal with mediatized politics and don’t study actual changes over
time. In political agenda-setting, the temporal aspect is central and there-
fore offers an opportunity to actually test this. To be honest, as only a few
agenda-setting studies have actually employed a longitudinal perspective,
this is rather a suggestion for further research.

We don’t claim that these three factors have been completely ignored by
mediatization scholars so far. We rather argue that they should be placed
more center stage in such a way that mediatization becomes a more nuanced
and empirically testable theory. More in general, the idea of contingency
that has gradually become an integrated part of agenda-setting research has
too often been downplayed in mediatization studies. There are accounts
that develop the notion of contingent mediatization, such as Esser and
Matthes’ (2013, p. 177) distinction between the “power- and publicity-
gaining” and the “policy- and decision-based” aspects of politics, where
the former induces stronger mediatization. This way of reasoning is in line
with the distinction made in political agenda-setting between “symbolic”
and “substantial” agendas. In our view, such perspectives deserve more
research attention, both because they nuance the mediatization thesis and



Peter Van Aelst et al. 215

because they represent interesting opportunities for integration with similar
conceptualizations in political agenda-setting. Furthermore, moving in the
direction of a more empirically testable theory does not mean that the all-
inclusive concept of mediatization should be reduced to a few simplistic
stimulus–response hypotheses. For instance, the anticipatory behavior of
politicians towards media coverage cannot easily be captured in a classical
design that focuses on political and media agendas. At the moment political
agenda-setting studies probably underestimate media influence as politicians
incorporate beforehand how journalists will cover (or ignore) their actions.
Still, we believe scholars of both traditions should try to come up with more
innovative and advanced research designs that can tackle the media reflexiv-
ity of political actors. If this and other empirical and theoretical challenges
are ignored, then mediatization and political agenda-setting will probably
further develop as distinct fields that hardly speak with each other.

Finally, if both strands of literature could be integrated more, not only
mediatization, but also political agenda-setting can profit. The big advan-
tage of agenda-setting is its clear and undisputed focus on issue salience.
However, this is also its weakness. Political agenda-setting studies talk about
media influence on issue priorities, but have little or no idea how this impact
relates to other types of media influence. Mediatization can be a useful
concept with which to place the agenda-setting impact of the media in
perspective.

Notes

1. “Agenda-setting” is preferred over “agenda-building” because it allows political
media effect studies to connect with the large political agenda-setting research tra-
dition in political science. Berkowitz (1992) tried to differentiate between agenda-
setting and agenda-building as two related but different processes. We rather treat
these terms as synonyms (see also McCombs, 2004, p. 143). The reason to prefer
“political” agenda-setting over “policy” agenda-setting is mainly because the lat-
ter term is more narrow and focuses primarily on what governments say and do,
while the first term is much broader and for instance also includes the agendas of
ordinary MPs or political parties.

2. The idea that the policy process is a well-structured chronological process is highly
contested by public policy scholars. Among others, Cobb and Elder (1981) claim
that the classical idea of a policy process should be replaced by a more dynamic
and flexible model (see also Kingdon, 1984).

3. Esser and Pfetsch (2004, p. 388) add that in the last phase of the policy process the
role of the media becomes more important again.
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A Paradigm in the Making: Lessons
for the Future of Mediatization
Research
Frank Esser and Jesper Strömbäck

As stated in the Introduction, the twofold purpose of this book is first to
bring together state-of-the-art chapters on the mediatization of politics,
thereby assessing what we know and providing a framework for further
research; and second to move research on the mediatization of politics for-
ward towards a more fully developed theory. For this reason, we invited
leading scholars in this field to comment in their chapters on basic and
more advanced questions and to develop various topics and perspectives.
The scope in content and the depth of analysis of their contributions under-
score the many different ways in which mediatization research can augment
the literature of political communication and how stimulating the impulses
are that it evokes.

This is not the place for summarizing the respective contents of each
individual chapter one more time. Instead, we will investigate the way in
which each individual chapter contributes to a superordinate theoretical
framework. For this, we take up the organizing structure of the introduc-
tory chapter. In Chapter 1, we gave a brief overview of the current state of
research. By using a very similar organizational structure, we highlight in
this concluding chapter what our authors say about the core components
of the mediatization paradigm. We are interested in tying the individual
components together and detecting superordinate, pertinent connections
that could serve as bigger theoretical building blocks for the consolidation
and further development of the mediatization paradigm. The purpose of this
closing chapter is thus to create a synthesizing whole that is more than the
sum of its parts. We do not intend to end a process by presenting a defini-
tive conclusion but rather to bring together and organize the splintering
contributions to mediatization literature and make them again accessible to
the research community for further discussion and development. Clearly,
the mediatization of politics is still a concept under construction. But we
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believe that the revelations presented here will enrich further theoretical and
empirical work and pave the way towards a more fully developed theory.

Understanding mediatization and social change

With respect to the effects of mediatization on social change, our authors
in essence hold two positions. Mazzoleni stands for its strong influence.
He argues that the developmental stage to “mediatized society” has been
reached because all spheres of society have been “penetrated so deeply”
by aspects of media communication or mass self-communication “that it
is impossible to imagine individuals and social groups existing outside the
dense web of media influences” (Mazzoleni, in this volume). In the area
of politics in particular, no actor in the public sphere can risk ignoring
the media and its operating logic – “mediatized discourse has become the
accepted way for politics to address the citizenry”.

A more relativized position is that of Marcinkowski and Steiner. They argue
that mediatization is not to be understood as “the” dominant meta-process
of social change. They suggest that “it is wrong to understand mediatiza-
tion as a ‘meta-process,’ in the sense of being the most important one,
as the dominant or somehow superordinate process of social change, one
which leads inevitably to a social formation dominated by mass media”
(Marcinkowki & Steiner, in this volume). Therefore, they believe that to
speak of “media society” would be going too far. It is always only subsystems
that can be mediatized within society and not society as a whole. In addi-
tion, mediatization is only one of many interactive relationships between
social subsystems. There are other powerful interactive relationships that
occur at the same time, and their effects are denoted as, for instance, politi-
cization (of the education system), legalization (of the political system) or
economization (of the healthcare system). They also do not cancel each
other out in the sense of a zero-sum game but overlap each other. Overall,
according to Marcinkowski and Steiner (in this volume), it holds true that
“mediatization does not stand alone and should thus not be understood as
an all-encompassing primary phenomenon”.

Blumler (in this volume), too, warns of inflating the mediatization
paradigm. Even within the field of political communication, mediatization
receives increasing competition. Blumler mentions for instance the increas-
ing importance of rationalization, single-issue orientation, user-generated
content, popularization and ideologization of political communication.

Understanding implications for democracy

No matter how one conceptualizes the transformational process, it is an
undisputed fact that it is taking place and that politics are affected by it.
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Marcinkowki and Steiner (in this volume) describe it as the multiplication of
new channels, diversification of media types, acceleration of news cycles and
above all the growing autonomy and assertiveness of how the news-media-
covered politics pressurize political parties to adopt a “professionalized
advocacy-model of political communication” that relies heavily on news
management and attempts to “dominate political journalism” (Blumler, in
this volume). Journalists have responded to these attempts to constrain
their reporting options with a further emphasis on the “journalistic voice”
as opposed to the “political voice” in their stories, which have led to
counter-measures and, over time, spiraled into the struggle for communica-
tion control that has become so characteristic of highly mediatized election
campaigns (see D’Angelo, Büchel & Esser, in this volume).

From the beginning, as Schulz (in this volume) notes, mediatization
research took a rather “dismal view” of the effects on politics. The gloomy
diagnosis, according to Mazzoleni (in this volume), is that mediatization
has primarily led to “spectacularization”, “personalization”, “fragmenta-
tion” and “simplification” of the culture of political discourse. In particular,
he stresses that mediatization of politics has helped create a widespread
populism. Evidence for this, so Mazzoleni claims, is “that many leaders of
established government parties do not recoil from striking sensitive popu-
lar chords and use populist slogans [ . . . ] to please and coax their traditional
electorates”. Under the conditions of a “media-saturated audience democ-
racy”, not only politicians but the media as well have become susceptible
to populist strategies. The media find especially worth mentioning “what
ordinary people find interesting, engaging, relevant, and accessible”. In the
political realm, more pressure is felt to address voters “in a more popular
idiom and to court popular support more assiduously” (Mazzoleni, in this
volume). Both trends occur at the expense of hard news and substantial pol-
icy debate. Populist movements and their often flamboyant leaders make
effective use of “means of communication, of both the mass and social
kinds”, and they successfully tap “into the media’s hunger for entertain-
ing events, person-centered stories, caustic language, and [ . . . ] controversial
performances” (Mazzoleni, in this volume). Giving a great many examples,
Mazzoleni shows how media populism is spreading in Western democracies.
It can be observed as “unintentional complicity” of commercial media logic
and political populism, or as willful “ideological partnership” of partisan
media-outlets and populist movements. In both varieties, media populism is
however a brainchild of the mediatization of politics.

As Blumler (in this volume) notes, what is still missing beyond such
case-by-case observations is a systematic, comprehensive explication of the
highly charged relationship between mediatization and democracy. Because
the media are crucial for making politicians responsive to public concerns
and for holding them accountable for their actions, they are expected to
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fulfill certain normative expectations in serving the democratic system (such
as providing transparent and reliable information, enlightened analysis,
critical scrutiny and pluralist public-affairs coverage that also mobilizes par-
ticipation; for more see Schulz’s chapter in this volume). Often, however, the
media seem to enjoy themselves in a different role – one that seeks “impact”,
triggers emotional responses of “outrage” and indulges in “confrontation”
and “heating up” the atmosphere – all undermining the information value
of news coverage. For citizens, this means a lack of access to substantive,
undistorted and diverse information as well as a lack of opportunity to delib-
erate public issues; this poses serious challenges to a vibrant public sphere
and thus, democratic life. A failing media market may also impair a citizen’s
capabilities to evaluate the inclusiveness and fairness of the policy-making
process and properly evaluate political outcomes for their service to the
public good (Esser, 2013).

In addition to these points, Blumler (in this volume) mentions further
challenges for democracy. Under the condition of increased mediatization,
political actors who possess many resources could much more easily man-
age to be heard whereas those with few resources could get drowned out
(communication imbalances). Also, political decisions could increasingly
be oriented towards short-term news cycles (“how well will it play in the
media?”) instead of making them subject to long-term, sustainable consid-
erations (“what is good for the country?”). Reducing media discourses to the
mainstream viewpoints of the big parties could limit citizens’ ability to real-
ize the full scope of possible actions (politics as cut-and-dried show-fights).
The presumed compulsion to convey politics in the most attractive way
could also diminish the willingness of citizens (and journalists!) to engage in
in-depth discussions of substantial political issues. And Habermas’ argument
that open debates are of central importance to the advancement of knowl-
edge could eventually be carried to absurd extremes if the media presented
every political discourse as a “feud” or “crisis” (conflict-stylization).

However, it is a valid question whether these fears of mediatization’s neg-
ative impact are in fact directed towards conditions of political communica-
tion that, in this sense, no longer exist. Both Blumler and Schulz emphasize
in their contributions to this book the potentially positive democratizing
effect of the Internet, which is becoming ever more influential. In the new
media age, politicians have access to new communication channels to make
administrative work more efficient, governing more effective and the polit-
ical decision process increasingly participatory. Both established authorities
and new challengers can reach their publicity goals more easily; in particu-
lar, weakly organized groups and ordinary people find lower access barriers
to the public sphere on the Internet. Even the news media profit from that
development: they have new ways to collect and disseminate information,
and this in turn makes it easier for them to fulfill their democratic tasks (cre-
ating transparency, exposing misuse). In addition, as Schulz notes (in this
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volume), the position of the citizen is also strengthened: “Citizens are no
longer confined to being passive consumers of standard political journalism,
of statements by party and government officials but can react to official
sources and voice alternative positions in various new media spaces.”

However, as Blumler (in this volume) correctly notes, the all-decisive
question is whether or not the “new” forms of communication will occur
“mainly outside or inside” the mediatization paradigm. There are plausible
reasons for thinking “inside”: Schulz (in this volume) points out that many –
if not all – online news providers continue to follow the logic of traditional
media. Shehata and Strömbäck (in this volume) emphasize that citizens turn
primarily to those political information sources that are online offshoots of
traditional news organizations. And Blumler (in this volume) stresses that
“most politicians will continue to act according to the mediatization ratio-
nale”. The same is true, he says, for all others who are concerned about their
public image.

This gives a lot of credence to the unbroken prevalence of the medi-
atization paradigm. Nevertheless, the challenge continues for researchers
to further the development of the concept and to adapt it to changing
conditions. Special consideration must be given to the political actors who
have new ways of communicating at their disposal. This leads many of our
authors to a differentiated understanding of the mediatization of politics.

Understanding the mediatization of politics

The increase in varieties of ways for political actors to communicate in the
age of the Internet leads a few of our authors to propose a change from a
media-centric to an actor-centric perspective on mediatization research. During
the pre-Internet age, citizens depended a great deal on the services of the
news media. These traditional news organizations can, says Schulz (in this
volume), be easily understood as integrated, uniform institutions in which
similar practices and consistently used news-reporting strategies are applied.
But does that still hold true? A few are skeptical of the idea:

In particular, the premise of an autonomous media institution committed
to homogeneous media logic has become disputable. New digital media
defy the institutional autonomy of mainstream news media. Hence, even
proponents of an institutional approach to the news media have become
critical of the “homogeneity hypothesis”. The new media environment
offers not only a wide variety of alternative information sources but
also new ways of participating in public discourses. Political actors are
becoming less dependent on the classical news media and their media
logic. But this does not necessarily result in diminishing political media
influence.

(Schulz, in this volume)
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For that reason, Schulz favors an actor-centric mediatization perspective that
puts the political actor, not the media, at its core:

The actor-centric perspective implies two propositions: first, political
actors and organizations expect the media to operate in a specific way
and adapt to the opportunities and constraints media usage entails; and
second, political actors and organizations proactively take account of the
media and try to capitalize on media performances for their political
purposes.

(Schulz, in this volume)

Other authors can easily adopt this view. Blumler (in this volume) also
places political actors in the center and defines mediatization as “a pro-
cess whereby politicians (and by extension other opinion advocates) tailor
their message offerings to the perceived news values, newsroom routines,
and journalism cultures prevalent in their societies”. His understanding of
mediatization is consistent with what the introductory chapter denotes as
“self-mediatization” (Strömbäck & Esser, in this volume).

Donges and Jarren (in this volume) also place actors – in their case
political parties and interest groups – in the center of their analysis. They
define mediatization of politics “as a reaction” of political organizations
to “their perception” that media have become an influential factor in
their environment. These “reactions”, which by the way also include ele-
ments of evaluation and choice, are evident empirically in “changes in
organizational structure” (expansion and prioritization of communication
departments) and “changes in behavior” (intensification of communication
output). According to this actor-centric understanding, it is not the media
which cause changes in political organizations but it is the political organi-
zations themselves that decide, on the basis of their own perception, to make
changes. Effects of mediatization are the result of interactional relationships,
not a one-way impact.

Van Aelst, Thesen, Walgrave and Vliegenthart (in this volume) follow this
same path. They find the assumption wrong that “politicians are always
forced to react and adapt”. They propose instead that “politicians react to
the media because they want to, not only because they have to”. Thus, Van
Aelst et al. (in this volume) also follow an actor-centric perspective, as it
is widely used in political science literature with regard to the relationship
between politics and media. They also suggest, as do Donges and Jarren,
conceiving the relationship as an interactional one. Mediatization may force
politicians to carry out “strategic adaptations” but does not lead to a “general
decline of power of political actors” (Van Aelst et al., in this volume). Even
if politicians adopt issues from the media, they do it on their own terms and
in accordance with their own strategic motives. Overall, the actor-centric
mediatization perspective presumes a primarily reflexive understanding of
media impact. In principle, this is not at all new, as Van Aelst et al. (in
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this volume) admit, because in mediatization research it has long been dis-
cussed and theorized as “self-mediatization” and “anticipatory behavior of
political actors” (see Strömbäck & Esser, Chapter 1). Van Aelst et al. advocate
an increased dissemination of this kind of political science literature that
places this perspective even more in the center.

The opposite position, a media-centric mediatization perspective, is not
supported by any of the authors explicitly. But there are chapters in this
book in which writers come close to the concepts of media interventionism
or media interference. De Vreese (in this volume) links journalistic news
framing – for him a key indicator of mediatization – to the media’s discre-
tionary power. Journalistic news frames, he argues, take their starting point
in the “autonomy of journalists” as they focus on what news media organiza-
tions “actively do” to the topics they select and how they adapt and modify
frames coming from political elites. Journalistic news frames, he continues,
“can therefore be considered indicative of mediatization where journalism
has the upper hand in determining not only what is covered but also how it
is covered in the news” (De Vreese, in this volume).

Mazzoleni (in this volume) is also an emphatic proponent of media-
induced effects on politics and of the “supremacy of media logic” over
political logic. He defines mediatization as “the result of media-driven influ-
ences in the political domain”. Even the proliferation of the Internet will
not make him reverse his position. On the contrary, Mazzoleni believes that
the increased interconnection between old and new media will “radicalize
the mediatization of politics”. Under the conditions of “Mediatization 2.0”,
where the logic of traditional media blends with interactive modes of com-
munication, the political system will become “more dependent than ever”
on the media, he argues. He sees the advent of a “new information envi-
ronment” in which political communicators have forever “lost their central
position in favor of a multiplicity of communicators who join the estab-
lished players in the competition for power” (Mazzoleni, in this volume).

In their analysis of highly mediatized election campaigns in the United
States, D’Angelo, Büchel and Esser also do not assume that in the online
age the pressure put on political candidates “to adapt to and internalize
media logic” has decreased. A strong reason for this is that, as Shehata and
Strömbäck (in this volume) argue, the operating methods of the informa-
tion sources relevant for political communication continue to be closely
oriented towards the classical media logic – an aspect that has been grossly
underestimated by other authors. Above all, however, the US case shows
that under certain structural conditions the “reciprocal interdependencies”
between politics and media can “over time tilt toward the media” (D’Angelo
et al., in this volume).

All followers of an actor-centric mediatization perspective can find a
complex theoretical foundation in the contributions by Marcinkowski and
Steiner (in this volume). They deduce from a specifically system-theoretical
perspective that not only the media but politics as well are autonomous,
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independent systems; however, politics is – in order to receive acceptance
and legitimacy for its actions in the public sphere – dependent on the
services of the media. This last point, a functional requirement under
conditions of modern democracy, is assumed to be of central importance.

[It] produces precisely the effects that we denote as the mediatization
of the political sphere: the political system relies on mass-media perfor-
mances and is orientated toward their selection and presentation criteria –
in the sense of a reflexive mediatization – to be able to provide the kind
of issues to which the mass media can easily relate.

(Marcinkowski & Steiner, in this volume)

Marcinkowski and Steiner argue that “the term ‘mediatization’ denotes
not so much the passive submission of other systems to media forces but
the active utilization of media services”. Mediatization also describes the
circumstance when other systems – such as politics – absorb the capabil-
ity of the media to focus public attention on issues in accordance with
their own needs. They suggest differentiating among three types of medi-
atization: simple mediatization, reflexive mediatization and mediatization
consequences.

“Simple” mediatization occurs when politics takes up media topics to dis-
cuss them and process them further. Van Aelst et al. (in this volume) point
out that it is especially the “symbolic issues” that are often successfully
transferred onto the political agenda whereas the political development of
“substantial, policy-based issues” occurs mostly without any influence from
the media.

“Reflexive” mediatization, according to Marcinkowski and Steiner,
denotes everything that, in the political sphere, has to do with public
relations, message control, strategic framing, proactive agenda-setting or
news management. In this regard, Van Aelst et al. (in this volume) speak
of “strategic adaptations” that combine “both the force of the media –
necessitating adaptation – and the strategic motives of politicians”, whereas
Blumler (in this volume) describes it as “self-mediatization” of politicians.
There are several different evaluations of this process. While Marcinkowski
and Steiner as well as Van Aelst et al. emphasize that reflexive mediatiza-
tion helps the political system better fulfill its own goals and functions in
society, Blumler points to a number of dysfunctional implications which
can take the form of an intensive orientation towards the selection and
presentation criteria of the news media. He elaborates on these negative
effects using catch phrases such as “increased complicity”, “a here-today-
gone-tomorrow attitude”, “dramatization” or “ratcheted-up rhetoric”. Some
authors argue that reflexive mediatization goes hand in hand with losses in
autonomy (e.g., D’Angelo et al.), while others do not see it in such a way
(e.g., Marcinkowski & Steiner).
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Marcinkowski and Steiner (in this volume) denote as “mediatization con-
sequences” those structural and procedural changes that arise from interac-
tions of other systems with the media system. Donges and Jarren emphasize
that generally many of these changes of the political system are self-effected
and not forced upon it by the media system. Consequently, they explain the
changes they examined in European political parties (for details, see Donges
and Jarren, in this volume) as internally initiated and not as externally
caused effects.

Understanding the difference between effects and
consequences of mediatization

Schulz (in this volume) advocates understanding the mediatization of pol-
itics as a “pull process” and refers in this regard to the chapter written by
Marcinkowski and Steiner (in this volume). The concept of the pull process
is inferred directly from the assumptions of an actor-centric mediatization
perspective. It rejects the idea that mediatization consequences in politics
are to be understood as causally affected by the media (“externalizing” the
reasons for political changes) and supports the idea that they arise from
the needs of the mediatized system itself (internal reasons for borrowing
media performances to fulfill the political need for public attention and
acceptance). Marcinkowski and Steiner (in this volume) therefore under-
stand mediatization “not in terms of a linear, media-induced influence”.
They argue:

To view it as a development process that is, as it were, “imposed” onto the
political system from the outside is to get it wrong. Mass media cannot
(and do not want to) force anything on politics, not even to media-savvy
self-presentation. It is politics itself that realizes its dependence on media
more than ever and is therefore reprogramming itself to appear more
attractive.

Thus, mediatization of politics has little to do with external effects because
it is only possible in very rare cases to attribute observable consequences to
intentions and objectives of the media. But the assumption of a “causal”
effect would have to presuppose it. For this reason, some authors prefer
to speak of mediatization “consequences” instead of mediatization “effects”
(see Donges & Jarren; Marcinkowski & Steiner).

Many authors in this book (see Van Aelst et al.; Blumler; D’Angelo et al.)
emphasize that mediatization is a reflexive process. The permanent obser-
vation of the media as well as the readiness to carry out political course
adaptations in accordance with these perceptions are a central element of the
“reflexive cycle”, as it has been discussed for many years in the US-American
political communication literature.
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D’Angelo et al. (in this volume) point this out and argue further that,
therefore, “meta-coverage” has a big impact on politics. Metacoverage refers
to news stories with which journalists meta-cover mediatized events by
addressing the role of the media and of political image management in
these events. In the US election campaigns, campaign teams follow the
metacoverage of the media very intently and use it “as a sounding board for
self-mirroring and fine-tuning the effectiveness of their publicity strategies”
(D’Angelo et al., in this volume).

Marcinkowski and Steiner point to additional differentiations of conse-
quences, namely, that they include structural “adaptations” of mass media’s
criteria for the creation of attention as well as structural measures for “pro-
tection” against public attention. While Donges and Jarren (in this volume)
focus mostly on examining the structural adaptations, protection plays a
role in the contributions of D’Angelo et al. (in this volume). The growing
use of strategies by the US candidates designed to bypass the news media
and circumvent journalistic interference – often using “new” media – can
indeed be interpreted as “a sign that an advanced phase of mediatization
is taking place within an election system” (D’Angelo et al., in this volume).
It is another example of a reflexive response to adapt to media logic. Adap-
tations to media logic, as even Marcinkowski and Steiner must admit, can
“in selected political subsections such as government or administration” go
so far that they “have inflationary [ . . . ] consequences that ultimately block
political decision making processes” which – however caused – would be a
substantial effect of mediatization.

Apart from consequences on politics there are also effects on the general
public, which according to De Vreese are an interaction product, too. They
are the outcome of the interplay of frames sponsored by political elites and
those brought about by journalists. In terms of “framing power”, it is obvious
to him that “that there is considerable leeway and autonomy on the side of
journalism when deciding how to frame issues” (De Vreese, in this volume).

Understanding media logic and political logic

The research concerned with mediatization of politics presupposes two sys-
tems that, respectively, fulfill different functions for society. According to
Marcinkowski and Steiner (in this volume), in the case of politics it is “the
production of collectively-binding decisions” and in the case of the media
“the creation of a public space for issues and opinions”.

In order to translate these abstract functions into concrete practices,
systems need to put internal decision-making mechanisms in place that
Marcinkowski and Steiner call “programs” and all others call “logics”. In the
case of mass media, they refer to the selection criteria and presentational
formats used to provide descriptions of society and the world.

What fuels the hegemony of the media is – as Marcinkowski and Steiner
(in this volume) argue – that no other institution can compete with the
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media’s reality constructions in terms of social reach, relevance, binding
character, diversity and timeliness. “The source of media power,” state
Donges and Jarren (in this volume), is the fact “that everyone in society –
including politicians, spokespersons, and consultants – has learned to adjust
and adapt to the different media logics as the ‘normal’ way of perceiving
and interpreting the world.” Another reason for the hegemonial position of
the media is that all other systems in society depend on the scarce resource
“public attention” and are therefore interested in adapting to the media
logic or integrating elements thereof in their own action programs (see
Marcinkowski & Steiner, in this volume). As De Vreese argues, media logic
is also amply demonstrated in the process of journalistic frame-building and
frame-setting in which “journalistic conventions and production processes
translate political events into templates for news stories”. Media logic refers
here to “how journalists and news organizations select, possibly adopt or
contrast these frames, or re-negotiate and re-frame them into a frame fol-
lowing the logics of journalism, the news organization, and the news genre”
(De Vreese, in this volume).

Early mediatization research was based on the assumption that, as Schulz
(in this volume) points out, all the various kinds of media organizations
“are committed to a unique and universal media logic determining the media
users’ – and ultimately society’s – definition of reality”. With good reason,
several authors in this book point once more to necessary (and often long-
implemented) differentiations. Donges and Jarren (in this volume) argue
that the ideas of a “single and homogenous media logic” and of a “clear
dichotomy of media logic versus political logic” can hardly be sustained.
This argument is taken up in many other chapters.

Donges and Jarren (in this volume) substantiate their doubts regarding a
single, homogenous media logic by pointing to the different types of news
media organizations (e.g., public vs. private, quality vs. tabloid). But research
efforts have begun, and the authors do mention this, to take these differenti-
ations into account. As described in the introductory chapter, Esser’s (2013)
concept of a multifaceted media logic, for example, presumes that in the case
of public broadcasters and quality newspapers, the “professional aspects of
media logic” are much more pronounced while in the case of private broad-
casters and popular newspapers, the “commercial aspects of media logic” are
a driving force.

Schulz (in this volume) also doubts the validity of the idea of a single,
homogenous media logic. He argues that the properties of new media such
as “networking, time-shifting, sharing content, co-creating media products,
and mashing-up messages” are “hardly compatible with core assumptions
of the media logic concept”. Schulz’s main argument – namely that “most
new media operate on organizational principles, content production, and
distribution procedures which have little in common with conventional
mass media” – is however questioned by other authors. As mentioned above,
Shehata and Strömbäck (in this volume) argue on the basis of representative
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data that online media relevant for political communication are those that
are still associated with the operating logic of traditional media. Hence they
conclude that “the rising importance of the Internet does not necessarily
herald the demise of mediated politics, nor of the mediatization of politics”
(Shehata & Strömbäck, in this volume).

Let us look at another point from the above comment by Donges and
Jarren, namely, that the “clear dichotomy of media ‘versus’ political logic in
the mediatization literature is misplaced”. Van Aelst et al. (in this volume)
use a very similar argumentation. They stress that political logic is multi-
layered and that it can, under certain circumstances, correspond exactly to
the premises of media logic. Those facets in particular that are dedicated to
party competition and election campaigning are very much compatible with
media logic. Behavior that looks as if it were an adaption to media logic – for
example, that opposition parties react very strongly to negative coverage – is
to be seen as “inherent to political competition and party strategies for elec-
toral success”, and this speaks in favor of assuming “overlapping logics rather
than one logic dominating the other” (Van Aelst et al., in this volume).

D’Angelo et al. (in this volume) argue similarly, but reach different conclu-
sions. Following previous work by Esser (2013), they distinguish three facets
of political logic, and focus their chapter entirely on the one facet they call
“political campaign logic”. They also argue that the election-related politi-
cal campaign logic is highly compatible with media logic. Diverging from
Van Aelst et al., they point out that adjusting to the media logic may “on
the surface” look as if it “strengthened the political campaign logic over the
media logic”. The reality of US presidential elections demonstrates, however,
that it “moved campaign organizations into a more sustained and embrac-
ing dependency on media technologies and media organizations than ever
before” (D’Angelo et al., in this volume).

All these remarks confirm that it is necessary to distinguish carefully
between the different aspects and driving forces of media logic and political
logic because differing rationales for actions exist in various sectors of the
heterogeneous fields of media and politics. We are convinced that, besides
the all-encompassing abstract terms media and political logic, one has to
distinguish between various subordinated facets which will, according to
contextual conditions, sometimes carry more weight and sometimes less.
The introductory chapter gives an example of what such a conceptualiza-
tion of media and political logic may look like (see Strömbäck & Esser, in
this volume).

Understanding the situational character of mediatization

As we also stated in our introductory chapter, “neither political logic nor
news media logic is fixed and consistent across time, countries, or political
or media institutions within countries” (Strömbäck & Esser, in this volume).
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It is therefore necessary to specify the conditions that advance or obstruct
mediatization processes. Marcinkowski and Steiner (in this volume) argue
convincingly that not all political institutions are equally prone to being
mediatized. Those institutions that depend on the active involvement of
citizens and support of the sympathetic public (i.e., are dependent on inclu-
sivity) are affected most strongly by the mediatization impact. The authors
propose the following theorem:

The greater the inclusivity of a social system is, the greater is the need for
attention and acceptance for its issues of communication (its “mediatiza-
tion needs”). Conversely, the more exclusive a system is, the lower is its
receptivity to mediatization.

(Marcinkowski and Steiner, in this volume)

As a prime example for political areas highly susceptible to mediatization,
they mention election campaigns because the political sphere is dependent
on involving as many citizens as possible in the political process. As prime
examples for political areas unsusceptible to mediatization, they name actual
decision-making in backstage negotiation networks or the administrative
implementation of decisions in the bureaucratic apparatus. Whereas the first
example follows a political campaign logic that depends on a close adapta-
tion of media logics, the latter follows a political bargaining and policy-making
logic. The all-decisive situational factor for the mediatization of politics, as
one can deduce from Marcinkowski and Steiner’s chapter, is the “degree of
inclusivity” or “need for publicity”. However, what this also implies is that
studies regarding the mediatization of election campaigns cannot be subject
to generalization for the mediatization of politics as a whole.

D’Angelo et al. are fully aware of that fact when they argue that the
transformational quality of mediatization “is nowhere more evident than in
contemporary election campaigns”. They also emphasize clearly the specific
systemic conditions of the political communication system of the United
States:

Weakened political parties and image campaigns; technological channel
abundance and widespread media use by campaign organizations and
voters; journalistic autonomy fostered by an institutional vacuum; a polit-
ical logic that requires campaigns to use and manage (news) media; a press
corps eager to tell stories about a political logic bound to mediation –
these and other characteristics signal that the commercial imperatives,
production routines, message formats, and narrative interpretations of
mass media organizations have moved to the center of the contemporary
U.S. presidential election, becoming threaded into the operations of polit-
ical campaigns and transforming party-based elections into mediatized
elections.

(D’Angelo et al., in this volume)
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What can be deduced for international research from their case study is that
inclusive, direct-democratic elements (such as primary elections) – or any
other attempts to “democratize” political processes – entail the risk of ele-
vating the mass media into a powerful intermediary position. One could
go even a step further and say that any structural changes aimed at mak-
ing politics more transparent and policy-makers more responsive to public
opinion are likely to trigger a push in mediatization as politicians become
more dependent on the mass media. In the United States, the introduc-
tion of primary elections has helped diminish the power of the parties and
helped create an institutional vacuum that has turned the news media into
a consequential actor in electoral politics.

But even outside the election campaign phases, not all branches of politics
are affected equally by mediatization, as Marcinkowski and Steiner (in this
volume) emphasize. Van Aelst et al. (in this volume) also stress the need
for such necessary differentiations. Oppositional politics have to be seen as
being more susceptible to (and more dependent on) mediatization than is
governmental politics, and the same is true for symbolic issues in compari-
son to substantial ones. After all, the findings of Donges and Jarren (in this
volume) confirm that transformations of European party systems are highly
conditional because “different national contexts, different media structures,
and institutional media arrangements [ . . . ] create different conditions in
which mediatization takes place”.

However, on the side of the media are also situational factors that affect
the degree of mediatization. De Vreese (in this volume) points out that
the media’s discretionary power is heavily influenced by “forces internal
to the newsroom”, such as editorial policies, news values, type of media
organization and its political orientation, as well as role perceptions and job
motivations of the producing journalists.

Understanding dimensions of the mediatization process

The introductory chapter explicates the mediatization of politics as a four-
dimensional concept and process, and the authors of this book address all
four dimensions. The first dimension refers to the degree to which media
constitute the most important source of information about politics and
society. Despite the assumption that modern politics is largely mediated
politics, the review by Shehata and Strömbäck (in this volume) shows that
it is not easy to determine the extent to which individuals rely on mass
media for information about politics and society. While all evidence sug-
gests that mass media are extremely important as a source of information
about politics and society and that politics is indeed mediated, there is no
obvious approach for examining exactly how important the media are as a
source of political information. A systematic review of available empirical
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studies and a critical examination of indicators used shows that different
approaches yield somewhat different albeit not contradictory results, and
that the degree of media dependency might vary across not only individu-
als within or between countries but also depends on the nature of different
issues and the availability of alternative sources of information.

The second dimension refers to the degree to which media have become
independent from other political and social institutions. One of just a few
studies that systematically explore this question comes from Udris and Lucht
(in this volume). Their cross-nationally and cross-temporally comparative
analysis presents empirical evidence that the emancipation of the press has
progressed first and foremost in the liberal system (Great Britain), followed
by the largest democratic-corporatist system (Germany) and the polarized
pluralist system (France). In Austria, the process is still underway and the
political parallelism of the press is still fairly noticeable. Interestingly, the
study finds clear evidence that this growing independence from politics has
coincided with a growing dependence on the market. In all countries exam-
ined, stock exchange-listed media now play a larger role than in the 1960s.
And the authors point to yet another structural transformation in media
systems: at the same time as press systems grow more dependent on the
market, the share of tabloid and free papers offering lower-quality journal-
ism increases also; furthermore, they find in several press markets a growing
division between down-market papers and up-market papers, squeezing
the market share for mid-market papers. Returning to the core of the sec-
ond dimension of mediatization, the study finds that the intensity with
which European media differentiate themselves from politics follows largely
the assumptions of Hallin and Mancini’s (2004) models of media–politics
relationships.

The third dimension refers to the degree to which media content and the
coverage of politics and current affairs is guided by media logic or political
logic. A good illustration of news coverage guided by media logic is D’Angelo
et al.’s (in this volume) study of metacoverage. This is a type of news that
moves to the foreground mediational aspects of campaign events. When
covering highly mediatized political events, journalists often feel prompted
to cover the involvement of the media (e.g., the behaviors of members of
the press corps) and the publicity efforts of campaign organizations to “use”
the media for their own goals (e.g., the strategies to influence or bypass jour-
nalists). As D’Angelo et al. argue, the amount of metacoverage in a country’s
campaign news is a barometer of the level of mediatization in its election
system (topical analysis). In terms of impact, it provides campaign organiza-
tions with a rich set of process-oriented cues (frame analysis) that they use
to adjust to the media logic, doing so in order to help the candidate better
construct and communicate his or her image in particular situations.

A broader approach to the third dimension is taken by De Vreese (in
this volume). He focuses on the autonomy of journalists to actively select
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topics, highlight some aspects while downplaying others and promote their
own frames while modifying those offered by others. Starting from the
assumption that “the more journalistic news frames dominate the news, the
higher the degree of mediatization”, he explicates the role of four frames
for mediatized portrayals of politics and their effect on the public. These
are (i) episodic and human interest framing, (ii) conflict and competitive
framing, (iii) economic consequences framing and (iv) strategy and game
framing.

Finally, the fourth dimension refers to the extent to which political actors
and institutions are guided by media logic or political logic. An example
of operationalizing adaptive responses by political parties vis-à-vis a grow-
ing media environment is provided by Donges and Jarren (in this volume).
Based on an empirical analysis of ten European parties, using 18 indicators
of organizational change, they find broad support for the hypothesized reac-
tions to mediatization albeit depending on contextual conditions. Another
example is the chapter by Van Aelst et al. (in this volume) that examines the
extent to which the issue-priorities of political actors are affected by media
coverage. A close review of relevant empirical studies finds that the media’s
influence on the thematic agenda of politics is “relatively high” in the early
phase of the policy process (stages of problem identification and issue fram-
ing) and when symbolic issues are concerned (that ignite emotions, passions
or controversies). But because the process is highly conditional, it would be
wrong to assume that the media were generally able to “set” the agenda for
politicians. Like many other authors, they also come to the conclusion that
the powerful relationship between politics and media is reciprocal (or inter-
actional). “The media influence the work of political elites, but the opposite
is the case as well” (Van Aelst et al., in this volume).

Cumulative theory-building

The chapters of this book are a significant contribution to theory-building.
They confirm many basics of the mediatization concept, as described in
the introductory chapter (Strömbäck & Esser, Chapter 1), but they also pro-
vide important additions and in-depth discussions. In individual cases, they
point to readjustments that should be explored through further research.

Our contributors agree that the mediatization of politics describes a long-
term process that should be studied with longitudinal designs (see the
chapters by Strömbäck & Esser; Udris & Lucht; Van Aelst et al.). They
also agree that mediatization does not compete with other political com-
munication theories but rather has the potential to integrate different
theoretical strands within one framework. Good illustrations are the chap-
ters by Marcinkowski and Steiner, who link it to systems theory, Donges
and Jarren, who link it to institutionalist and organizational theories, Van
Aelst et al., who link it to political agenda-setting and De Vreese, who links
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it to framing. The fact that the theories just mentioned represent different
levels of analysis illustrates another important feature of the mediatization
concept, namely, that it combines micro-level with meso- and macro-level
processes and phenomena.

At the macro level, the news media have reached their autonomy through
the functional and structural differentiation of news media from other insti-
tutions. This process has so far been mostly studied from an institutionalist
perspective (see Strömbäck & Esser, in this volume) but a systems-theory
approach seems possible, too (see Marcinkowski & Steiner). The growing
significance of the news media occurs, as we have argued in the introduc-
tory chapter, through a process in which elements of media logic become
integrated into other institutions’ operations. What this does to other insti-
tutions at the macro level has been described by some as a “meta-process”
that ultimately leads to a “media society” or “media democracy”. Some of
our authors (for instance, Marcinkowski & Steiner) suggest, however, that
we should be more careful with such grand statements because mediatiza-
tion cannot claim an exclusive position in society and can never affect “the”
society or “the” democracy as a whole but only certain elements of it.

A few of our authors seem to suggest avoiding some oft-cited generaliza-
tions from the early era of mediatization research. For example, Hjarvard’s
definition of mediatization as “a process whereby society to an increasing
degree is submitted to the media and their logic” (as cited in our introductory
chapter) is indeed all-inclusive. Mazzoleni is very similar in defining “medi-
atization of society” as the “extension of the influence of the media into
all spheres of society and social life” (as cited in our introductory chapter).
Of course, one can question the usefulness of such all-encompassing and
unrestricted terminology. Some of our authors also seemingly want to rela-
tivize another famous statement that was made during the beginning stage
of mediatization research. The statement made by Mazzoleni und Schulz
(1999), whereby mediatization describes a process within which politics
has increasingly “lost its autonomy” and “has become dependent in its
central functions on mass media”, is no longer something with which all
the authors of our book can readily agree. Several of them emphasize that
increased orientation towards media logic is not automatically synonymous
with a loss of control or impact experienced by politics.

Based on current research, we ourselves have described mediatiza-
tion of politics in our introductory chapter as “as a long-term process
through which the importance of the media and their spill-over effects on
political processes, institutions, organizations and actors have increased”
(Strömbäck & Esser, Chapter 1). As with previous examples, it is very impor-
tant to specify what this core statement means and embed it into a broader
context. Indeed, we have done this in our introductory chapter. There, we
write that our definition is “not to say that different political or social actors
and institutions have lost all their autonomy and influence” and that the
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“exact nature, extent, and effects of media influence are always contextual
and situational – and an empirical question” (Strömbäck & Esser, Chapter 1).
And we add that “as a consequence, media influence should not be equated
with media effects”. The reasons we give for these restrictions are that
“most media-effect theories largely fail to account for the interactions, inter-
dependencies, and transactions” between media and politics at the meso
and macro levels of analysis. This reciprocal character “makes it difficult to
treat media as an exogenous and independent variable” (Strömbäck & Esser,
Chapter 1 of this volume).

We are tempted to say that many of the additions and modifications
that some of our authors have emphasized in this regard have been
contemplated – if not explicitly expressed – in previous scholarship. On the
other hand, the points made are too important to be ignored. Our
authors have emphasized in clear language the necessary differentiations
and clarifications for such terms as “media influence”, “media autonomy”
and “political autonomy” as well as “interactions” and reflexive “trans-
actions”. In particular, they have introduced farther-reaching theoretical
reasons and empirical evidence than we have been able to find in cur-
rent research. We expressly recommend a sensitive and receptive stance
with regard to these points in further theory-building. A concrete conse-
quence of this could be – following suggestions made by Marcinkowski
and Steiner as well as Schulz – to speak in future mediatization research
of “media pull” instead of “media power”. To emphasize the (often indi-
rect and reciprocal) impact media have on politics, we decided to use the
terms “spill-over effects” or “ripple effects” in a number of places in our
introductory chapter (Strömbäck & Esser, Chapter 1). In contrast to our ear-
lier writings (Strömbäck, 2008; Strömbäck & Esser, 2009), and with respect
to the third and fourth dimensions of mediatization, we now also find it
more appropriate to distinguish between the extent to which media con-
tent (third dimension) and political actors, organizations and institutions
(fourth dimensions) are guided rather than governed by media logic vs. polit-
ical logic (Strömbäck & Esser, Chapter 1). Although we never intended to
say that there are media or political actors, organizations and institutions
that are completely governed by media logic – this marks one of the extreme
endpoints of the continuum in our earlier writings – some have read this as
suggesting more widespread and undifferentiated media influence than we
intended. “Governed” may thus be too strong a word, while “guided” better
expresses how we conceptualize the mediatization of politics along the third
and fourth dimensions.

Our authors wholeheartedly support many of the premises that we have
summarized in our introductory chapter. They agree with the idea that
the process of mediatization consists of “four distinct but highly inte-
grated dimensions”, and they provide ample evidence in their support,
arguably with the exception of the fourth dimension – that political actors,
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organizations and institutions are “mainly guided by media logic”. Impor-
tant to note, though, is that we have always claimed that mediatization is a
matter of degree and an empirical question. Hence, an important empirical
question that remains is the degree to which political actors, organizations
and institutions are guided by media logic.

There is also complete agreement throughout the book with the posi-
tion – as we have phrased it in the introductory chapter – that mediatization
is not “a linear or unidirectional process” nor have political institutions,
organizations and actors “all become media slaves”. There is also complete
agreement that mediatization is “contingent on a host of factors at different
levels of analysis that may vary both within and across countries” and that
the “relationship between media and politics should always be understood
as interactive” (Strömbäck & Esser, Chapter 1). Nevertheless, the in-depth
statements made by our authors in this regard are of significant value for a
better understanding of the entire paradigm and arguably one of the most
important contributions this book makes to theory-building.

A great challenge for future theory-building lies in the increased frag-
mentation of the term “media” with regard to the empirically unanswered
question of whether or not we can continue to conceive of the multitude
of platforms providing news contents as an institution. Another question
closely connected with this is to what extent a new conceptualization of
“news media logic” under the influence of “new” communication platforms
is required. Based in no small part on the collection of chapters in this
book, it is our opinion that the definitions and differentiations of media
logic (and political logic) that we have suggested in the introductory chapter
are still justified and compatible with all of the relativizations and additions
of our authors. We will not repeat our conceptualizations of political logic
and media logic here. But we will say that they account for the fact that
political logic varies across institutions and countries (as pointed out by
Marcinkowski & Steiner, and Donges & Jarren) as well as for the fact that the
various facets of political logic change depending on how closely an institu-
tion is involved in the battle for votes, offices or public support (as pointed
out by Marcinkowski & Steiner, and D’Angelo et al.). Our conceptualization
of media logic can explain the often found evidence (see Van Aelst et al.;
D’Angelo et al.) that the front-stage part of political processes (called “pol-
itics”) is mediatized more easily than the backstage part (called “policy”).
It also accounts for often noticed differences (see Donges & Jarren; Schulz)
in news organizations with regard to their commercial orientation (quality
vs. tabloid) or their technological basis (offline vs. online). Nonetheless, and
especially with regard to the last aspect, we are very eager to see what new
facets of media logic will be suggested in future mediatization research to
account for the specific modus operandi of online news media.

Another great challenge for future theory-building and research is to con-
tinue efforts at operationalizing mediatization along all four dimensions
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to allow systematic, empirical research on the mediatization of politics.
We believe this is crucially important, because otherwise mediatization risks
becoming “a matter of belief rather than a proper theory that can be tested,
refined, and perhaps even refuted” (Strömbäck & Esser, Chapter 1). A key
part of this is to continue efforts at exploring how mediatization could
integrate other theories on the politics–media relationship and even bor-
row empirical indicators from those theories. The chapters by De Vreese
on journalistic news framing, Van Aelst et al. on political agenda-setting
and D’Angelo et al. on metacoverage, to take three examples from this vol-
ume, all convincingly show the potential of mediatization as an integrative
theoretical framework and how fruitful such efforts can be.

While our authors do not suggest precise definitions for political logic
and media logic, they have pointed to their situational character, which
we regard as another significant contribution this book makes to theory-
building. We have already stated in the introductory chapter that “those
political institutions and actors dependent on public support must commu-
nicate through news media”. With regard to the identification of contextual
conditions, under which mediatization of politics takes place most strongly,
D’Angelo et al., Van Aelst et al. and especially Marcinkowski and Steiner have
delivered impressive contributions.

In conclusion, we can state that the combined contributions in this book
add greatly to the establishment and contextualization of the theory of
mediatization that we have outlined in the introductory chapter. We have
enjoyed working on this volume and have learned a great deal from the
collaboration with our authors. We are convinced that this volume will not
only contribute to a deeper understanding of mediatization but also foster
further research into the mediatization of politics.
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