
http://www.cambridge.org/9780521828314


P1: KaF/kab P2: JzL
Aggregation-FM.xml CY425/Esser 0521828317 June 10, 2004 0:13

ii

This page intentionally left blank



P1: KaF/kab P2: JzL
Aggregation-FM.xml CY425/Esser 0521828317 June 10, 2004 0:13

Comparing Political Communication

Theories, Cases, and Challenges

This volume assesses the state of the art of comparative political com-
munication research and considers potential ways in which it could and
should develop. While cross-national studies were long neglected, twenty
experts from Europe and the United States offer a unique and compre-
hensive discussion of the theories, cases, and challenges of comparative
research in political communication. The first part discusses the fun-
damental themes, concepts, and methods essential in order to analyze
the effects of modernization and globalization of political communica-
tion. The second part offers a broad range of case studies that illustrate
the enormous potential of cross-national approaches in many relevant
fields of political communication. The third part paves the way for future
research by describing the most promising concepts and pressing chal-
lenges of comparative political communication. This book is intended
to introduce new students to a crucial, dynamic field as well as to deepen
advanced students’ knowledge of its principles and perspectives.

Frank Esser is Assistant Professor of Mass Communication at the Univer-
sity of Missouri, Columbia. He was assistant professor at the University of
Mainz, Germany, and visiting professor at the University of Oklahoma.
His research centers around cross-national studies of journalism and
political communication and has appeared in the European Journal of
Communications, American Behavioral Scientist, and Press/Politics.

Barbara Pfetsch is Professor of Communication and Media Policy at
the University of Hohenheim, Germany. She was a Fellow at the John
F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University and at the
Center for German and European Studies at Georgetown University.
Her research interests focus on comparative analyses of political com-
munication and the mediated public sphere.
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Italy. He has published several books, including Videopolitica (1985),
Come Vincere le Elezioni (1989), Guardando il Telegiornale (1991), and
Il Giornalismo e le Sue Regole (1992). Many of his works appeared in
international journals such as Theory and Society, European Journal of
Communication, and Journal of Communication. His research concerns
primarily political communication and comparative analysis of mass me-
dia systems. He recently published, with Dan Hallin, Comparing Media
Systems: Three Models of Media and Politics (2004).

Pippa Norris is the McGuire Lecturer in Comparative Politics at the
John F. Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University. A politi-
cal scientist, her research compares election and public opinion, political
communications, and gender politics. She has published more than thirty
books, including A Virtuous Circle (2000), Digital Divide (2001), Demo-
cratic Phoenix (2002), Rising Tide (2003), Electoral Engineering (2004),
and Sacred and Secular (2004) for Cambridge University Press.

Thomas E. Patterson is Bradlee Professor of Government and the Press
in the John F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University. He
previously taught for many years at Syracuse University, where he took a
position after completing his Ph.D. at the University of Minnesota. His
recent book The Vanishing Voter, published in 2002, is based on a study of
the decline of citizen participation in U.S. elections. Earlier books include
Out of Order, which was recipient of the American Political Science As-
sociation’s Graber Award for the best book in political communication,
and The Unseeing Eye, which was selected by the American Association
for Public Opinion Research as one of the fifty most influential books of
the past half century in the field of public opinion.

Barbara Pfetsch is Professor of Communication and Media Policy at
the University of Hohenheim, Germany. She previously held a position
as senior researcher at the Science Center Berlin for Social Research
(WZB) and taught at the Free University of Berlin and the University of
Mannheim. She was a Fellow at the J. F. Kennedy School of Government

xiv



P1: KaF/kab P2: JzL
Aggregation-FM.xml CY425/Esser 0521828317 June 10, 2004 0:13

Contributors

at Harvard University, Cambridge, and at the Center for German and
European Studies at Georgetown University, Washington, D.C. Her re-
search interests center on comparative analyses of political communica-
tion and on media and the public sphere. She published several books
including Politische Kommunikationskultur (2003) and numerous arti-
cles and book chapters including “Political Communication Culture in
the United States and Germany” (in vol. 6 (1), 2001, of Press/Politics) and
“Government News Management” (in The Politics of News: The News of
Politics, edited by D. Graber et al., 1998).
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O N E

Comparing Political Communication

Reorientations in a Changing World

Barbara Pfetsch and Frank Esser

This volume intends to assess the state of the art of comparative research
in political communication and to make reference to potential ways in
which political communication could and should develop. When Jay
Blumler and Michael Gurevitch urged political communication to adapt
to the perspective of international comparison more than 25 years ago
they were able to refer to only a few studies (Blumler and Gurevitch
1975). At the time, the neglect of comparative work in communication
research was even more blatant as this approach had been well established
in neighboring social sciences such as political science. However, scholars
in comparative politics were never really interested in the mass media
and political communication. In communication science on the other
hand, political communication has always been a central subject; though
it was believed for a long time that it would suffice to describe singular
phenomena in the realm of national politics or to subscribe to historical
studies. Thus, until the early 1990s communication research lacked an
international orientation comparable to that of political science (Kaase
1998; Schoenbach 1998).

From today’s point of view it is surprising how long it took for
the comparative approach to be acknowledged as a necessary and use-
ful strategy and tool of communication research. Doris Graber (1993,
305) rightly points out that political communication cannot be suit-
ably studied without comparative research “as its form varies between
cultures, which makes it necessary and instructive to analyze it from
different cultural perspectives.” Comparative research in political com-
munication deserves more attention because it enables us to inspect our
own findings critically by using the examination of others, and only
by doing so enables us to reach conclusions with an extensive claim to
validity.

3
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Against this background, it is all the more remarkable that we lack a
comprehensive publication in the English-speaking world that brings to
the fore and discusses the questions and concepts as well as the appli-
cations and problems of comparative political communication research.
Such a publication1 has become all the more important as we can mean-
while document a rapid development of relevant research. During the
1990s, various productive networks of researchers working across na-
tional borders were formed that were responsible for a series of promi-
nent and fruitful projects. Moreover, the process of European integra-
tion gives the activities on this side of the Atlantic further impetus. Any
doubts pertaining to the benefits and the prospect of the comparative ap-
proach have been abandoned. Hence, Michael Gurevitch and Jay Blumler
(Chapter 14, this volume) note: “Far from being neglected, comparative
political research has almost become fashionable.” With this in mind,
the challenge now is to revisit and systematize the manifold studies into a
comprehensive “state-of-the-art” report, which is a suitable document of
the advances of comparative research in this subfield of communication
science.

Going beyond the sociology of communication science as an aca-
demic discipline, this volume also allows for the deeper insight that
political communication processes in themselves are by no means to be
understood as delimited phenomena. In the twenty-first century we are
confronted with developments in the realm of politics and mass com-
munications that rule out the conception of political communication as
a phenomenon that could be defined within singular national, cultural,
or linguistic boundaries. In fact, the challenge today is to face the devel-
opments and consequences arising from the modernization and global-
ization of political processes. This is not least necessary because we now
know that the structures and processes of media development and com-
munications do systematically impact the development of democracy,
the legitimization of political power, and the participation in politics
(Chapter 6, this volume).

However, studies on the relationship between political communica-
tion and the quality of democracy across different countries (Gunther
and Mughan 2000; Thomass and Tzankoff 2001) reveal that the role
of political communication is by no means consistent. It is far more
dependent on whether established “old” democracies or so-called new

1 A German edition of this volume was published by Westdeutscher Verlag, Wiesbaden,
2003, under the title Politische Kommunikation im internationalen Vergleich –
Grundlagen, Anwendungen, Perspektiven.
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democracies are being considered. While there is evidence that the me-
dia in transition countries support the adoption of democratic norms
and play a marked constructive role in political consolidation (Schmitt-
Beck and Voltmer 2001), their contribution to the democratic process
in contemporary Western systems is no more than ambivalent. Thus,
the interrelations and consequences of political communication clearly
vary according to the duration and the traditions of the development
of democracy, whereby the problems and deficits of modernized po-
litical communication mainly occur in the Western mass democracies.
As a consequence, the contributions to this volume – with the excep-
tion of the study by Norris (Chapter 6, this volume), which takes a
global perspective – concentrate on the “old,” established democracies
in Western Europe and the United States.

In view of the significance of communication processes for the de-
velopment of democracy many mainstream researchers dwelled on the
United States as the country in which the modernization of politi-
cal communication seemed furthest advanced and most apparent. The
American “media democracy” appeared for a long time to be the role
model for the development of political communication in all Western
democracies (Blumler and Gurevitch 1995, 77). With the creation of
the term Americanization the essential paradigm had been set that gen-
erated a great deal of dynamics in international research. A boom in
comparative political communication studies was the outcome follow-
ing the criticism of the parochial perspective of many U.S.-centered
projects, which tended to neglect institutional arrangements as well as
cultural and structural contexts of political communication. Since the
1990s, European and American scholars have been asking themselves
whether the American model of media democracy is indeed appropriate
for describing generalizable patterns of developments of modern po-
litical communication in today’s Western democracies (Gurevitch and
Blumler 1990; Swanson 1992; Negrine and Papathanassopoulos 1996;
Swanson and Mancini 1996). The fundamental transformation of the
media systems of the Western world, which was caused by the changes
in information technology and communication infrastructure and by
the global media economy and diffusion of news, also belongs to the
driving forces behind comparative research. A clear sign of the global-
ization of media is the growth and concentration of internationally active
media conglomerates. This development has had significant repercus-
sions for national media systems. In almost all European countries there
has been a reorientation of media policy with respect to deregulation

5
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and the opening up of media markets. In the case of the United States
there has been a further wave of commercialization over the past decade
(Underwood 1998; Bogart 2000). While the long-term consequences are
still not foreseeable, it was already clear at the beginning of the transfor-
mation process that political communication would not go unaffected
by the technical development and the increase in competition and com-
mercialization. In view of the development of global communication
systems and processes, which no longer stop at national borders, it is
obvious that research also cannot be limited to examining particulari-
ties that concern one country only. The onus now was on discovering
transnational trends, similarities, and deviations from general patterns
that only become apparent when a broad – comparative – perspective
is taken.

The growth of comparative research has led to a cornucopia of studies.
In this situation it is appropriate and necessary to establish paradigmatic
paths in the knowledge jungle and to bundle results in order to be able
to develop new perspectives. This is the starting point of this volume. In
the appraisal of the current research, we follow an outline of three main
sections, discussing the fundamentals, applications, and perspectives of
comparative political communication research. The first part will access
comparative political communication by expounding the basic themes,
the problems, and overall developments and by providing an overview
of the spectrum of comparative studies. Furthermore, an introduction
would be incomplete if it did not address the problems of compara-
tive research designs and its methodological foundations. The essays in
the second part of the volume highlight concrete examples of compar-
ative studies in specific subareas of political communication. The focus
here is on comparative investigations into the structures, processes, ac-
tors, contents, and effects of political communication. These contribu-
tions are not just concerned with presenting tangible projects and their
results but also with discussing the specific added value of the compar-
ative approach. This added value takes the form on the one hand of a
substantial increase in insight regarding the respective research ques-
tions and on the other of experience gained regarding the implementa-
tion of comparative designs. The contributions in the third part of the
volume look to the future and discuss the theoretical and methodolog-
ical prospects of the comparative approach. The final chapter provides
a synthesis of the common theoretical and methodological issues of the
studies presented and attempts to integrate the manifold approaches,
questions, and concepts.
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INTERNATIONAL COMPARISON AS A RESEARCH STRATEGY

AND METHODOLOGY

The acknowledgment of the relevance of communication in political
processes is of course not synonymous with the successful implementa-
tion of comparative studies. A widening of the perspective thus implies
research designs in which a variety of exogenous influencing factors that
are difficult to control must be considered. As a matter of principle,
various methodological conditions are to be set when a comparative
perspective is taken.

Comparative research lives up to the rule that “every observation is
without significance if it is not compared with other observations.” It can
be said, arguing theoretically from the point of view of epistemology, that
we form our ideas through comparisons. We know that apples are not
pears because we have compared them with each other. An object only
develops an identity of its own if it is compared with others” (Aarebrot
and Bakka 1997, 49). This means that we observe at least two populations
when making comparisons. In the field of political communication we
usually compare political systems that can be comprehended as nation
states, regional entities, political subsystems, or parts of subsystems (e.g.,
local areas of communication or elite or media cultures). Comparative
political communication research is also always a cultural comparison.
Even though many studies that compare across countries are based on the
assumption that culture and nation overlap, this must not disguise the
fact that both parameters are not necessarily congruent. It is often the case
that contradictory and discrepant processes and phenomena of politi-
cal communication appear within one single political system taking the
form of a nation state, as is shown by comparing journalistic cultures, for
instance, in Francophone and Anglo-American Canada (Pritchard and
Sauvageau 1997) or by comparing media effects in Western and Eastern
Germany (Chapter 13, this volume). Cultures constitute communities
of values in the broadest sense. In comparative political communication
research, therefore, it is possible to study specific subcultures and their
value structures such as the political communication cultures emerg-
ing between journalists and political spokespeople in different political
systems (Chapter 15, this volume) or the local communication cultures
within their specific media environments across countries (Chapter 7,
this volume).

Although the nation-state is by no means the only reference frame for
comparative studies, we adhere to the term comparative in this volume
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to signify the comparison across national political systems or societies.
We are deliberately not using the terms interculturally comparative or
intersystemically comparative. The pragmatic reason for this conven-
tion is that of all conceivable reference frames national political systems
are the most clear-cut (Kohn 1989; Chapter 17, this volume). If the
terms interculturally or intersystemically were used we would have to
define in every case what is meant by culture or system. Because the
overwhelming majority of studies in this volume is concerned with
comparisons between countries it seems justified to speak of compara-
tive research. As we understand it in this volume, comparative political
communication research refers to comparison between a minimum of
two political systems or cultures (or their subelements) with respect
to at least one object of investigation relevant to communication stud-
ies. Furthermore, correlations with explanatory variables are considered
on the microanalytical actors’ level; the meso-analytical organizational
and institutional level; and on the macroanalytical system or cultural
level.

Moreover, we assume that the specific structures, norms, and val-
ues in political systems shape the political communication roles and
behaviors. Therefore, comparative research is often designed in such a
way that the countries studied are selected with regard to the contextual
conditions of the object of research (Chapter 17, this volume). Thus,
the crucial questions to be answered are 1) What always applies regard-
less of the contextual influences? 2) How does the object of investigation
“behave” under the influence of different contextual conditions? Michael
Gurevitch and Jay Blumler (Chapter 14, this volume) rightly stress that
comparative research “should be designed to realize ‘double value.’ That
is, it should aim to shed light not only on the particular phenomena
being studied but also on the different systems in which they are being
examined. In other words, more mature comparative research will be
‘system sensitive.’” The way in which the context shapes the object of
investigation and, conversely, any repercussions on the system resulting
from the object of investigation, is of central importance in comparative
political communication.

Since the early days of comparative studies, enormous progress has
been made with respect to the refinement of research designs. In the
meantime, the more demanding studies are built on the logic of “quasi-
experimental methods.” Researchers select their cases or countries in
such a way that they correspond with the differing characteristics of the
independent, explanatory variables (e.g., suffrage in countries with the
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majority vote system versus countries with proportional representation)
in different system contexts. The groups in field experiments comparing
different countries are then compared to see to which degree the systems
differ with respect to the dependent variables (e.g., personalization of
election campaign reporting). Such quasi-experimental research designs
certainly forbid a strongly causal attribution of explanatory factors for the
determined variance of the dependent variable. However, “soft control”
of the variance can be achieved by describing systematically the insti-
tutional and cultural contexts, and thereby fulfill the requirements “to
think structurally, to conceptualize in macro terms, to stretch vertically
across levels and horizontally across systems” (Blumler et al. 1992, 8).
Against the background of these specifications the understanding of the
comparative approach underlying this volume can be complemented
in the following way: Comparative political communication research
refers to a particular strategy to gain insight that allows for general con-
clusions, the scope of which cover more than one system and more than
one cultural context, and that explains differences (or similarities) be-
tween objects of investigation within the contextual conditions of the
surrounding systems or cultures.

The comparative research strategy in political communication is not
only associated with chances but also risks. The fundamental problem
of comparative research in the social sciences lies, as Werner Wirth and
Steffen Kolb (Chapter 5, this volume) point out, with the establishing of
functional equivalence. The authors show in their chapter that the pit-
falls of comparability appear on many levels so that researchers have to
make a series of far-ranging strategic decisions when conceiving studies.
Among these, the selection of countries and the determining of a quasi-
experimental design seem to be among the easier ones. The authors
rightly refer to the two strategies that are discussed as “most similar”
and “most different systems design” in the literature (Przeworski and
Teune 1970). Studies that are based on a “most similar design” make it
possible to study the cultural differences in most similar systems. Studies
that are based on a “most different design” unearth the similarities in the
systems that differ the most. It is more difficult, on the other hand, to
determine functionally equivalent constructs, indicators, and methods
in such a way that it doesn’t amount to contortions and the interpre-
tation of measurement artifacts as differences. The chapter by Wirth
and Kolb makes us sensitive to the fact that comparative research rests
on many prerequisite and implicit conditions. Moreover, the quality of
comparative studies regarding their potential to empirically determine
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and explain interrelationships all the more depends on whether the re-
search is systematically guided by theory.

The range of themes and research questions associated with com-
parative political communication research is – as Hans Kleinsteuber
(Chapter 4, this volume) points out – enormously broad and diverse. In
this respect, comparative research goes well beyond determining simi-
larities and differences between different objects studied. Kleinsteuber
stresses that comparative designs fit to analyze complex interrelation-
ships and thereby shed light on processes of diffusion, dependence,
temporality, or performance. With respect to political communication,
Kleinsteuber’s overview reminds us that comparative studies are by no
means limited to the prominent subject of election campaign communi-
cation, as one may believe from glancing through the literature. In fact,
comparisons across countries have been applied in many fields of com-
munication studies and media policy. Moreover, concerning the analysis
of media systems we are on the way to understanding international pro-
cesses of modernization and transformation as well as processes and
effects of media regulatory policy. However, Kleinsteuber also empha-
sizes that some political developments, that is the problem of multilevel
governance as observed, for instance, with the expanding competences
following European Union integration policy, represent a serious chal-
lenge for comparative research.

THE QUESTIONS AND THEMES OF COMPARATIVE

POLITICAL COMMUNICATION RESEARCH IN THIS STUDY

The demand for comparative research in political communication is
consequential because it requires abstracting from the implicit premises
and the national idiosyncrasies in both politics and media communica-
tions in the search for generalizable communication patterns and their
consequences. Considering the substantial driving forces of comparative
research two comprehensive themes stand out. On the one hand, fears
concerning the homogenization of media, media contents, and polit-
ical communication processes as a result of technological, social, and
political change led to the debate of concepts of convergence such as
Americanization, globalization, and modernization. On the other hand,
the suspicion that the media would dominate the modern political pub-
licity process with the implication of dysfunctional effects on modern
democracies provoked an exhaustive preoccupation with the structures,
actors, media contents, and effects of political communication.
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Metathemes of Comparative Political Communication
Research: Americanization, Globalization,
and Modernization

The idea of a convergence of media systems and of a homogeniza-
tion of media contents has established itself at a relatively early stage as
a process of “Americanization” in the literature. As Daniel Hallin and
Paolo Mancini (Chapter 2, this volume) write, “in terms of the kinds of
media structures and practices that are emerging and the direction of
change in the relation of media to other social institutions, it is reason-
able to say that homogenization is to a significant degree a convergence
of world media toward forms that first evolved in the United States.”
Americanization accordingly comprises a targeted, uni-linear diffusion
of political communication practices from the United States to other
countries. Central parameters of behavioral logic converge with those
of the corresponding actors in the United States, irrespective of institu-
tional restrictions. The source of innovation is without doubt the United
States, the adoption pattern is an imitation of communication practices
that are prevalent there. This view, however, remains for the most part
superficial, as it refers only to symptoms and practical patterns of polit-
ical communication, whereas the institutions of the political system or
the organizations and roles of media and political actors are neglected.

Daniel Hallin and Paolo Mancini therefore suggest that the changes
in political communication are assigned to the broader and more com-
plex concept of “globalization.” This perception implies a reciprocal,
free, even conflicting exchange of values, norms, and practices between
cultures. The far-reaching integration of modern means of communi-
cation facilitates that actors in one country orient themselves to the
practices of other countries – including those of the United States –
and adopt their strategies. In so doing, however, there is no hierarchical
subordinance/superiority, as implied by the term Americanization. The
perspective of globalization points to mutual interaction or transaction
processes of communication stemming from various sources. Many of
the structures and behavior patterns that characterize an increasingly
homogenous global communication system were in fact first of all ob-
served in the United States. “Where European countries have borrowed
American innovations, they have done so for reasons rooted in their own
economic and political processes, often modifying them in significant
ways” (Chapter 2, this volume).

A decisive shift in perspective regarding the changes in political com-
munication was to attribute these to endogenous causes in the respective
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countries instead of considering them as consequences of exogenous
influences. Approaches that follow the notion of “modernization” or
“secularization” (Chapter 2, this volume), refer to changes in political
communication as a consequence of a prolonged, universal structural
change in politics, society, and media systems, which is generally ap-
parent in modern Western democracies. The developments of political
communication thus mark the consequences of a fundamental transfor-
mation in society, which has changed the three integral coordinates of
the communication system – political actors, media, and the public. With
respect to the public, processes of individualization have led to a dilu-
tion of traditional patterns of identity formation. The result of this was a
loosening of ties with political parties and increasingly volatile elections.
In the case of the media this amounted to secularization and commer-
cialization. In accordance with the modernization thesis the structural
changes of political actors, media, and the public are attributable to the
long-term processes of increasing functional differentiation of modern
societies. More or less all modern democracies see themselves confronted
with this structural transformation and react to it with specific national
adaptation strategies. Some elements of this process can be seen more
clearly in the particularly advanced media-centered democracy of the
United States than elsewhere.

The contribution of David Swanson (Chapter 3, this volume) takes up
the discussion on the developments and the consequences of modernized
political communication systems and confronts us with “new realities.”
The most recent political developments in the United States as well as in
Islamic countries make us realize that political communication systems
and their effects are profoundly dynamic. It is not only the European
systems that are in flux but also the American system, the one that has
long been seen as a fairly stable role model. This dynamic complicates the
generalization and universal validity of developments, which we observe
in political communication. For instance, in the United States there has
for a long time been consensus that the increase in political cynicism
and the decline of trust in government signify long-term trends that are
associated with the functions and political contents of television. The
“new” political realities since the terror attacks of September 11, 2001
put a question mark over the previous “wisdom” in the field of political
communication. David Swanson (Chapter 3, this volume) judges the
sizable increase in Americans’ trust in government as an indication that
the hitherto evident correlations between media contents and political
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attitudes only apply in times of national consensus and not at all in times
of crisis.

The Modern Political Publicity Process in an
International Comparison

The second major theme of comparative communication research
refers to the emergence of the modern political publicity process (Blumler
and Gurevitch 1995, 84). It is the common denominator of many studies
that tackle with the cross-national developments of political communi-
cation. Irrespective of whether one sees the cause in exogenous factors
of cultural diffusion or in endogenous factors of the transformation of
modern Western democracies, the thesis is that the mass media are an
independent force for the transformation of political communication.
Against the background of this presumption, a series of comparative
studies on the structures and processes, the actors and contents, and the
effects of political communication have emerged and are introduced in
the second part of this volume.

STRUCTURES OF POLITICAL COMMUNICATION. Using classical approaches
in democratic theory, Pippa Norris (Chapter 6, this volume) argues that
democratization processes are conditional on the activities of the mass
media. Media systems must indeed meet a series of fundamental condi-
tions so that they can have a positive effect on democratic development:
media freedom and freedom of information, availability of uncensored
information, public control of the rulers as well as unhindered articu-
lation of different political standpoints can only be carried into effect if
the media are accessible and independent. Pippa Norris examines this
hypothesis by testing the correlations between different structural con-
ditions of media systems and indicators of good governance and hu-
man development in 135 countries across the world. The analyses sub-
stantiate that the normatively postulated positive relationship between
democratic government and human development and media systems is
manifest only in countries, that meet both conditions of an independent
free press and open pluralistic access for all citizens.

The standards expected from national media systems also apply, as
Sabine Lang (Chapter 7, this volume) ascertains, to communications
on the local level. Independent and pluralistic media are a particularly
important precondition for the complex and multilayered communi-
cation processes in the local public sphere. Sabine Lang discusses the
structures and developments of local media and emphasizes in terms of
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transnational developments that the democratic potential of local press,
radio, and television are compromised above all by economic compe-
tition and horizontal and vertical concentration processes. This causes
a change in the culture of local journalism as well as in local media
contents, which is not necessarily beneficial to a pluralistic local pub-
lic sphere. In view of this disillusioning conclusion, Sabine Lang argues
that local communication must not be limited to the local mass media.
Rather, the public sphere at a local level is decisively shaped through
the contacts and communications of groups in civil society, which in
particular make use of the new electronic media for forming networks.

PROCESSES OF POLITICAL COMMUNICATION: POLITICAL MOBILIZATION AND

ELECTION CAMPAIGNS. Even though free and independent media have to
be considered as necessary structural conditions of the modern demo-
cratic process, the logic and the mechanisms of media communications
in the Western democracies lead to “‘the growing intrusiveness of media’
in politics, resulting in a perception, shared by many influence-seeking
political actors, of the greater centrality of the mass media to the conduct
of political conflict and its outcomes. This has propelled emergence of
a ‘modern publicity process,’ defined as involving ‘a competitive strug-
gle to influence and control popular perceptions of key political events
and issues through the mass media’” (Seymour-Ure 1987; Blumler and
Gurevitch 1995, 84). One of the merits of comparative research is that it
presents concepts and findings that describe this modern political pub-
licity process in a cross-national perspective.

Hanspeter Kriesi (Chapter 8, this volume) characterizes the mani-
festation of this process as “audience democracy.” Essentially, political
actors, media, and outsiders mobilize public opinion so as to assert their
positions in the political decision making. The mass media act as the mo-
tor and means of the mobilization of public opinion. Hanspeter Kriesi
discusses which political publicity strategies are successful under which
conditions, thereby promoting a model that differentiates between top-
down strategies, media strategies, and bottom-up strategies of political
actors. Different conditions regarding events, actor constellations, and
speaker attributes are connected with each strategy, so that audience
democracy appears to be a complex set of interrelations, which, on the
one hand, is shaped by situational political constellations and on the
other by the structural contexts of the political system and of the media
system. Hanspeter Kriesi presents a classification of the system contexts
and argues that politically top-down strategies ought, above all, to be
successful in majority-vote democratic systems.
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The most frequent and most conventional form of mobilization of
public opinion in modern Western democracies is the election cam-
paign. During this phase, the modern political publicity process comes
to a climax in an almost paradigmatic way. Against this background,
it is no wonder that comparative research in the field of election cam-
paign communications is at a very advanced stage. Christina Holtz-Bacha
(Chapter 9, this volume) discusses the professionalization of election
campaign communications as an answer to the challenges of societal
change and the development of the media and asks for evidence that
speaks for a convergent development. In her summary of the current
research, Christina Holtz-Bacha draws a rather sobering conclusion: On
the one hand, the search for transnational developments of election cam-
paign communications in Europe has hardly led to results that can be
generalized. Instead, the respective European projects can be cited as
prime examples of the theoretical, methodological, and practical diffi-
culties of comparative research. On the other hand, the studies that were
inspired by the Americanization-thesis show that the developments in
the United States must be considered as the exceptional case in election
campaign communications. Christina Holtz-Bacha thus shares the view
held by Dan Hallin and Paolo Mancini (Chapter 2, this volume), that we
are confronted with processes of modernization in election campaign
communications that are highly dependent on the political cultures of
the respective democracies.

ACTORS OF POLITICAL COMMUNICATION. The design of the modern po-
litical publicity process, as we can describe it in a comparative way, is
not least the result of adaptation processes owing to a sustained trans-
formation of the media environment. Comparative studies can make
a significant contribution here to describing and explaining how these
adaptations are pursued by political actors and journalists.

An important element of the change in the communication environ-
ment of political actors is the global expansion of network communi-
cations. The Internet brings with it a series of hopes with respect to the
opening up of new avenues for democratization, the focus of which is
the discussion of “electronic democracy.” This notion suggests that the
increasing potentials of network communication in modern societies
promote political participation and direct relations between citizens and
political actors. While the initial studies celebrated the “brave new world
of a direct internet democracy” (Küchler 2000, 325), the conclusions in
the meantime have become rather sobering. More recent research deals
with the implementation of network communication in participatory
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designs and asks how Internet communication influences political rep-
resentation within the given structures of political institutions. Against
this background, Thomas Zittel (Chapter 10, this volume) poses the
question whether electronic democracy needs to be understood as an
American concept that only enables democracy to be transformed in
association with the specific contextual conditions of the American sys-
tem of government. Thomas Zittel refers in his study to the actor’s level
of analysis and investigates the extent to which the Internet is used by
parliamentarians in the United States, Germany, and Sweden as a de-
centralized and interactive means of communication with citizens. His
findings point out that technically induced electronic democracy needs
to be considered as an American exception. In European party democ-
racies, however, the electronic communication of parliamentarians is
secondary to the communication activities between party elites. Thomas
Zittel gives the institutional contexts of the political process as the reason
for the differences in the use of electronic network communication.

Just as the constitutional conditions of the political process influ-
ence the behavior of political actors so do the structural conditions of
the media system with respect to the behavior of journalists. Wolfgang
Donsbach and Thomas Patterson (Chapter 11, this volume) argue in their
chapter that the specific conditions of the environment of journalism –
aspects relating to occupational socialization, professional norms, and
forms of editorial control – shape the behavior of media actors. Wolfgang
Donsbach and Thomas Patterson compare the similarities and differ-
ences in the professional behavior of journalists in Western European
countries and the United States on the basis of data from the comparative
“Media and Democracy” project. Their findings suggest that the essen-
tial differences with respect to political attitudes and the understanding
of professional and political roles are rooted in different media cultures
between the United States and Western Europe. The authors assert in
particular that there are significantly more similarities than differences
across Western European news systems. Finally, the study refers to the
existence of an international consensus with respect to the fundamental
duties of journalists.

POLITICAL MEDIA CONTENTS AND THEIR EFFECTS. Journalists create a me-
dia reality, which, especially in the format of television news, has become
a prominent subject of political communication research. National stud-
ies concentrate above all (perhaps against the background of the video
malaise hypothesis or agenda-setting research) on the effects of television
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news on public perception of issues and political orientations. In con-
trast, comparative studies attempt to gain insight into international news
flows and, in the truest sense of the word, images and pictures of the
world. One of the driving forces behind this research was, not least, the
debate in the 1970s about American cultural imperialism, which was
associated with the fear that the voices of the Third World were being
systematically overruled by the media of the First World (Chapters 2 and
16, this volume).

Patrick Rössler (Chapter 12, this volume) submits a comparative study
of television news. Against the background of an appraisal of the relevant
concepts in television news research, he investigates the news geography
of television news across different countries. Even though the findings
highlight a news geography that focuses on the politically dominant news
centers and actors, the data reveal considerable variations and no conver-
gent patterns in international news coverage. Even within the countries
studied, the share of concurring reporting is incredibly low. This means
that comparative communication research has so far hardly managed to
supply empirical evidence for a balanced transnational development in
political television news. Against this background, Patrick Rössler rightly
calls for further studies and in particular for sustainable theoretical con-
cepts, which help to explain the divergent worldviews in television news.

In some countries the features of political news are directly implicated
with the “loss of credibility of politicians and ultimately political apathy”
(Blumler and Coleman 2001, 4). David Swanson (Chapter 3, this volume)
discusses a series of studies, mainly from the United States, that connect
the contents of political news with growing cynicism of citizens toward
politicians and politics (Patterson 1993, 1996; Capella and Jamieson
1996, 1997). However, with respect to media effects in election campaigns
comparative research can, in the meantime, show differentiated findings
that point to an American exception. Rüdiger Schmitt-Beck (Chapter 13,
this volume) shows in his study that media effects on voting decisions
are in no way to be taken for granted nor do they become apparent in
all countries in the same way. In the Western European systems, where
significant proportions of the electorate still identify with a particular
political party, personal communication has a stronger influence on in-
dividual voting decision than does the mass media. If, therefore, strong
associations between media contents and political orientations are dis-
covered in the United States, this is not least related to preexisting ori-
entations determined by political culture.
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PROSPECTS OF INTERNATIONAL COMPARATIVE COMMUNICATION RESEARCH.

The contributions in this volume show that a variety of aspects of the
modern political publicity process have been explored based on scenar-
ios of Americanization, modernization, and globalization. In so doing
it hardly comes as a surprise that the established Western democracies
exhibit very different modernization phenomena in the field of politi-
cal communication. The conclusion of the research carried out to date
also shows that the prospects of comparative political communication re-
search must not lie in the further accumulation of studies on a multitude
of objects of comparison. Instead, Gurevitch and Blumler (Chapter 14,
this volume) call for an assertive intellectual strategy, which is aimed at
developing a general conceptual framework for future research.

A possible starting point for such a prospect is the conclusion that the
various phenomena in political communication can only be explained
and interpreted in a meaningful way once they are linked with the respec-
tive relevant contexts. If this consideration is consistently taken further,
political communication in comparative perspective must be conceived
as a system that has a structural and a cultural dimension. The structure
of political communication implies the institutional and cultural con-
texts of the political system and the media system on the macro- and
mesolevels. The cultural dimension refers to the observation of actors
and denotes the interaction processes of political actors and media actors
as well as their preconditions, results, and effects. If political communi-
cation processes are conceptualized as interplay of actor’s behavior and
structural contexts then the comparative approach offers considerable
potential for insight. Comparing in that case means varying the struc-
tural and contextual conditions in terms of quasi-experimental designs
and enquiring as to how the orientations and behavior of the actors are
laid out in relation to these contexts.

This view is not new to research in political science. It is the view of
political culture, which Michael Gurevitch and Jay Blumler (Chapter 14,
this volume) suggest as a future trajectory of comparative political
communication: “Just as comparative communication research can be
regarded as a subset of the comparative study of culture, comparative
political communication research should be seen as the examination
of political cultures and their impact on political communication in
different societies.” The main objective of Michael Gurevitch and Jay
Blumler is to identify key dimensions, which are applied in various soci-
eties to regulate political communication. The desiderata lie, therefore, in
the relationships between political culture and political communication,
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which include the construction and encoding of political messages, their
reception by the public, and the changeable relationships between polit-
ical culture and the culture of journalism, between citizens and political
elites and between media and political institutions.

The perspective of this research agenda is consistently taken further
in the chapter by Barbara Pfetsch (Chapter 15, this volume). The con-
cept of political communication culture takes center stage here, and en-
ables comparative analysis of the orientations, which forms the basis of
the relationship between political spokespeople and journalists. Barbara
Pfetsch argues that in modern Western societies a specific environment of
interaction has emerged between political spokespeople and journalists
where media and politics overlap that determines the patterns and the
results of political communication. The respective type of political com-
munication culture depends on the macrostructural constellations of the
political system and the media system. Four different forms of political
communication cultures are theoretically outlined and put to discus-
sion. Comparative analyses can contribute to clarifying the question of
whether the types of political communication culture that are presented
are empirically sustainable and under what postulated macroanalytical
conditions they occur. The connection of the structural contexts in the
realm of the political system and the media system with the emergence
of particular types of political communication culture is demonstrated
using the cases of the United States, Germany, Switzerland, and Italy.

Robert L. Stevenson (Chapter 16, this volume) puts the argument of
the particular significance of culture on a broader basis. He perceives
cultures as communities of values promoting a feeling of togetherness
that bestows identity, which often, but by no means always, coincide with
national boarders. Robert L. Stevenson identifies culture as a key variable
of comparative communication studies and complains that too little at-
tention has been paid to it so far, although he says that expressions such
as intercultural or trans-cultural are used by everybody. He encourages a
stronger emphasis on cultures instead of nations when conducting com-
parative work, and for factual differences between cultures to be acknowl-
edged as well as for them to be systematically considered as descriptive
variables. Stevenson provides evidence that the differences discovered in
international research can best be described with reference to different
(cultural) circles. His social science–based viewpoint leads him, how-
ever, to reject cultural studies and other culturally critical approaches
because these do not use any strict comparative methodology based on
quasi-experimental designs. Furthermore, these approaches would not
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actually test their initial hypothesis against an alternative hypothesis but
instead one-sidedly search for evidence for their substantiation. For these
reasons, Stevenson encourages cultural comparisons that follow a social
sciences–based empirical perspective.

In the final chapter of this study the most important problems and
approaches of comparative research are balanced and integrated. We
(Chapter 17, this volume) present a synthesis that systematically links
the crucial questions relating to comparative designs, theory formation,
and methods and discuss the future challenges of the subdiscipline. Using
the prospect of comparative political communication research suggested
at the beginning, we present a theoretical macroconcept that can con-
stitute a framework spanning disciplines and nations for the questions
presented in this volume. This macroconcept of a political (communi-
cation) system links the structural and cultural components of politi-
cal communication as called for by Michael Gurevitch and Jay Blumler
(Chapter 14, this volume) as well as Barbara Pfetsch (Chapter 15, this
volume). It might be considered as a starting point for future empirical
or theoretical studies. We argue that a mandatory methodology is nec-
essary in order to fully exhaust the specific potential of the comparative
research. As called for by the authors of this volume, high methodolog-
ical standards must be applied to sustainable comparative studies. Our
chapter discusses and expounds the problems of this intellectual exercise
from the exposure of a research question, concept specifications, and
operationalizations to the central decisions with respect to the research
design. Thus, we take up opportunities for the interweaving of theories,
methods, and the national contexts of comparative studies and develop a
framework, within which middle-range theories can be contextualized,
generalized, or constructed.

In conclusion, we discuss the problems of the new challenges of com-
parative research. In the light of globalization in politics and media as
well as against the background of the discussion on the emergence of
world systems, we ask whether comparative research – as discussed in
this volume – is still appropriate at all for understanding these develop-
ments. This problem is not trivial as transnationalization threatens to
undermine the fundamental principle of comparative research, which
assumes independent systems that can be delimited. We suggest that
the challenges are met by complementing existing research designs and
taking new theoretical aspects and variables into consideration. In view
of the processes of globalization and integration it appears necessary
with respect to theory building and hypotheses to integrate aspects of
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international communication and to draw on additional external data
sources when developing future research designs.

If comparative political communication research reacts to the chal-
lenges of globalization by “modernizing” its theories and study designs,
then it is well equipped for another markedly pronounced dynamic
development: Comparative research might not just be conceived as a
self-contained subdiscipline of communication science, but instead as
an indispensable cornerstone of the analysis of (post)modern society.
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L’actualité June 1: 46–7.
Przeworski, Adam, and Henry Teune. 1970. The Logic of Comparative Social Inquiry.

Malabar, FL: Krieger.
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Americanization, Globalization,

and Secularization

Understanding the Convergence of Media Systems

and Political Communication

Daniel C. Hallin and Paolo Mancini

A powerful trend is clearly underway in the direction of greater sim-
ilarity in the way the public sphere is structured across the world. In
their products, in their professional practices and cultures, in their sys-
tems of relationships with other political and social institutions, media
systems across the world are becoming increasingly alike. Political sys-
tems, meanwhile, are becoming increasingly similar in the patterns of
communication they incorporate.

We will explore this trend toward global homogenization of media
systems and the public sphere, focusing particularly on the relations be-
tween media and political systems, and on the industrialized, capitalist
democracies of Western Europe and North America. We will organize
our discussion of how to account for this trend around two pairs of con-
trasting perspectives. Much of the literature on homogenization sees it in
terms of Americanization or globalization: that is, in terms of forces ex-
ternal to the national social and political systems in which media systems
previously were rooted. Other explanations focus on changes internal to
these national systems. An important distinction can also be made be-
tween mediacentric perspectives, for which changes in media systems are
autonomous developments that then influence political and social sys-
tems, and those that see social and political changes as causally prior to
media system change.

AMERICANIZATION AND GLOBALIZATION

The phenomenon of homogenization in world media systems was first
emphasized as a scholarly issue in the cultural imperialism literature of
the 1960s and 1970s. Cultural imperialism theory was obviously a theory
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of external influence (e.g., Schiller 1969, 1976; Boyd-Barret 1977). It saw
homogenization as a result of cultural domination. The global expan-
sion of mass media industries based in advanced capitalist countries
and particularly in the United States resulted in the destruction of local
cultures and their replacement by a single, standardized set of cultural
forms tied to consumer capitalism and American political hegemony.
Europe occupied an ambiguous middle position in this literature. Euro-
pean media were seen as part of the dominant Western cultural influence
on developing countries; at the same time, the early cultural imperi-
alism literature also raised the issue of U.S. influence over European
culture.

The idea that media system change can be understood as a process
of Americanization is still very much alive, and there is obviously much
truth to it. American programming still dominates many media markets,
in some industries – film for example – perhaps as much now as ever
before. And at a deeper level, in terms of the kinds of media struc-
tures and practices that are emerging and the direction of change in
the relation of media to other social institutions, it is reasonable to say
that homogenization is to a significant degree a convergence of world
media toward forms that first evolved in the United States. The United
States was once almost alone among industrialized countries in its system
of commercial broadcasting; now commercial broadcasting is becoming
the norm. The model of information-oriented, politically neutral pro-
fessionalism that has prevailed in the United States and to a somewhat
lesser degree in Britain increasingly dominates the news media world-
wide. The personalized, media-centered forms of election campaigning,
using techniques similar to consumer-product marketing, which again
were pioneered in the United States, similarly are becoming more and
more common in European politics (Butler and Ranney 1992; Swanson
and Mancini 1996).

It is clear too that direct cultural diffusion from the United States
has played a role in these changes. American concepts of journalistic
professionalism and press freedom based in privately owned media, for
example, were actively spread by the government-sponsored “free press
crusade” of the early cold war period (Blanchard 1986), and reinforced
in later years by a variety of cultural influences, ranging from profes-
sional education and academic research in U.S. universities and private
research institutes (Tunstall 1977; Mancini 2000) to internationally cir-
culated media such as the Herald-Tribune and CNN and products of
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popular culture such as the film All the President’s Men.1 American cam-
paign consultants are active in Europe (Plasser 2000), as are American
firms that advise television companies on the production of commer-
cially successful news broadcasts. One important recent illustration of
American influence is the transformation of the Labor party in Britain
under Tony Blair, which involved a shift in the party’s structure toward
one more suitable for a media-based campaign, drawing on Clinton’s
earlier experience (Butler and Kavanagh 1997; Jones 1997).

Recent scholarship has tended to subsume the kinds of influences
originally identified by cultural imperialism theory under the broader
and more complex concept of globalization. From this point of view,
attention is focused not on a single country to blame for exporting
and imposing a single social imagery, but rather on a complex set of
interactions and interdependencies among different countries and their
systems of communications (Tomlinson 1991; Thompson 1995). The
concept of globalization is clearly more adequate in that it makes it
possible to integrate the analysis of external sources of influence with the
internal processes of social change that, as we shall see, are clearly essential
to understanding change in European media and public sphere. It is
certainly possible to affirm that many of the structures and routines that
dominate an increasingly homogeneous global communication system
were tried and tested in the United States. Their diffusion around the
world cannot, however, be attributed to the action of a single agent.
It has not been a unilateral process: where European countries have
borrowed American innovations, they have done so for reasons rooted
in their own economic and political processes, often modifying them
in significant ways (Negrine and Papathanassopoulos 1996; Farrell and
Webb 2000).

Two important elements of globalization clearly rooted within
Europe – though also influenced by developments in worldwide po-
litical economy – should be noted here. One is European integration.
With the Television without Frontiers Directive of 1989, the European
Union (EU) embarked deliberately on an attempt to create a common
broadcasting market, an objective that required harmonization of regula-
tory regimes across the continent. This and other elements of European

1 Rieffel (1984) for example, notes the influence of the Herald-Tribune on French jour-
nalists (114), and recounts that L’Express changed its format in 1964 “à l’imitation de
périodiques américaines” (33).
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law have undercut the earlier multiplicity of communication policies
and patterns of relationship between the media and national political
systems. Closely related is a strong trend toward internationalization of
media ownership. The search for ever greater amounts of capital to invest
in new technologies and to compete in liberalized international markets
has produced a strong trend toward the development of multinational
media corporations (Herman and McChesney 1997). In order to achieve
economies of scale and scope and to take advantage of market integration,
such corporations tend to internationalize both products and production
and distribution processes, contributing further to the homogenization
of strategies and professional practices. The extranational circulation of
professionals, the integration of company management within the same
group and the universal circulation of the same products can only weaken
those national characteristics that, at least in part, had made economic
and entrepreneurial systems of individual countries different from each
other.

MODERNIZATION AND SECULARIZATION

The term modernization has often been proposed as an alternative to
Americanization in an effort to stress that changes in political commu-
nication in Europe are not created purely by exogenous forces, but are
rooted in a process of social change endogenous to European society.
The term modernization is problematic. It carries an evolutionist conno-
tation, for one thing, an implicit assumption that change is to be seen as
“progress,” necessary and unilinear. It also lumps together many dimen-
sions of change – technological, cultural, political, and economic – that
need to be distinguished analytically if we are to be clear about the forces
at work, even if we conclude in the end that these different dimensions
are interrelated.

One important component of the modernization perspective is the
idea that the importance of group solidarity and the centrality of orga-
nized social groups is giving way to greater individualism. The European
political order, according to this view, was at one time organized around
social institutions – political parties, trade unions, and churches, among
others – rooted in ideological commitments and group loyalties related
to broad social divisions, especially those of social class and religion. The
ties of individuals to these groups were central both to their identity and
to their material well-being, and the institutions connected with these
groups were central to the organization of the public sphere. If political
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communication is being transformed, this cannot be understood with-
out reference to the collapse of this old political order, and its displace-
ment by a more fragmented and individualistic society. Another term
that might help to capture the nature of the change is secularization. Just
as the Church is no longer able to control the socialization or behavior
of populations now attracted to values and institutions that transcend
the field of faith, so parties, trade unions, and other institutions that
structured the political order Lipset and Rokkan (1967) once described
as essentially “frozen” now are not able to hegemonize the course of a
citizen’s community life.

The “depillarization” of Dutch society is perhaps the classic exam-
ple of this change. So-called pillarization indicated the subdivision of
Dutch society into several religious and political subcommunities. The
socialization of Dutch citizens was carried out within these communi-
ties, and they structured both political life and the mass media. “These
pillars have their own institutions: schools, universities, political parties,
hospitals, sport clubs and other associations. It goes without saying that
these various pillars also wanted to have their own daily newspapers and
periodicals (Nieuwenhuis 1992, 197).” “Each member of each minority
could operate within the walls of his or her own confessional pillar, which
had its own schools, social facilities, unions, political organizations and
institutions (McQuail 1993, 76).” By the 1970s, “the average Dutch citi-
zen had become primarily an individual consumer rather than a follower
of a particular religious or political sector” (Nieuwenhuis 1992, 207).

Italian society has gone through a similar change, although at a lower
level of institutionalization. For years political subcultures had highly
developed institutions of socialization, including education, communi-
cation, and entertainment. In the Italian case, this mainly applied to the
Communist and Catholic subcultures (Bagnasco 1977; Marletti 1999).
The first was built on the basis of political and ideological membership,
the second on political and religious membership. Both had ramified
structures that organized the participation of citizens in community life,
often in a clientelist or semiclientelist fashion. The two subcultures had
their own organizations for entertainment and sports and were con-
nected with educational structures; many of their structures served as
vehicles of communication. Over the years, these subcultures progres-
sively weakened, surrendering most of their functions to other institu-
tions, including the mass media.

European societies differed in the extent to which different social
groups developed their own organizations, as well as in the exact form
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of the social cleavages and their institutional expressions. This was one
reason political and media systems differed across the continent. At the
same time, most were characterized in one way or another by a rooting
of the party and media systems in organized social groups, and this set
them apart from the more individualistic, market-oriented American
political and media system.

The “secularization” of European society has been accompanied by a
transformation of political life, which has been extensively documented
by political scientists. This transformation involves the decline of the
mass party, ideologically identified and rooted in distinct social groups,
and its replacement by the “catch-all” or “electoral-professional party,”
oriented not primarily toward the representation of a group or ideol-
ogy but toward the conquest of electoral market share. This is some-
times interpreted as a “decline of party,” though some analysts dispute
this interpretation, arguing that professional electoral parties are actu-
ally more effective than earlier mass parties at conquering and wield-
ing political power. It does seem to be correct, however, that the stable
psychological and sociological bonds that once existed between parties
and citizens have been weakened in this transformation. Party mem-
bership has declined (as have church and trade union membership). So
has party loyalty, measured either by identification with political par-
ties or by partisan consistency in electoral behavior, at least in many
cases (in the U.S. case, actually, partisan consistency in voting and polit-
ical attitudes declined from the 1950s to 1970s, and then subsequently
strengthened [Jacobson 2001]). Voting turnout has declined in many
countries. “When partisanship was closely tied to class and religion, the
conjoint of social and political identifications provided a very strong
incentive for party identifiers to turn out. These linkages, however, have
withered in recent years . . .” (Dalton and Wattenberg 2000, 66). The
grassroots political organizations that once tied parties to citizens have
atrophied, while professional staffs concerned with media and market-
ing have grown. Individual leaders have become increasingly important
to the appeal of parties, while ideology and group loyalties have be-
come less so. The shift in Italy from the mass politics of the Commu-
nist and Christian Democratic parties to Silvio Berlusconi’s Forza Italia,
a party created essentially as a vehicle for marketing a single political
leader, is a particularly striking symbol of this change, but a similar
trend toward “presidentialization” can be seen, in differing degrees, in
other cases as well – with Blair in Britain, for example, or Schröder in
Germany.
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A number of social processes, many of them interrelated, have been
identified as possible causes of this transformation of political life. In
the sphere of economics, the manufacturing industries in which tradi-
tional working-class organizations were rooted have declined, displaced
by the growing service sector. Perhaps most fundamentally, European
economies have expanded, and it seems likely that increased affluence
and the growth of the consumer society resulted in an increasing empha-
sis on individual economic success rather than political defense of group
interests. A contrasting, though not necessarily incompatible interpre-
tation of the effect of economic growth is Inglehart’s (1977) argument
that affluence and the stabilization of liberal democracy led to the rise of
postmaterialist values. This change in political culture is seen as under-
cutting the ideological divisions on which the old party system was based
and making individuals increasingly unwilling to defer to the leadership
of traditional organizations. It may in turn be related to the rise of new
social movements raising issues that cut across traditional party lines.

These same factors cited by Inglehart – affluence and the consolidation
of parliamentary democracy within the context of a capitalist economy –
may also be responsible for a marked decline in ideological polarization.
There is considerable evidence that the ideological differences between
political parties have decreased (Mair 1997, 133). This is probably con-
nected with the acceptance of the broad outlines of the welfare state by
conservative parties and of capitalism and liberal democracy by the par-
ties of the left; an important symbol of this shift would be the “historic
compromise” that incorporated the Communist Party into the division
of political power in Italy in the 1970s. The literature on “plural” societies
such as the Netherlands, where the various subcultures had separate in-
stitutions at the grassroots level, often notes that the leaderships of these
communities became accustomed to cooperation and compromise at
the level of national state institutions.

Some accounts of change in European political systems also point to
increased education, which might result in voters seeking information
independently rather than relying on the leadership of political parties.
In some accounts this is connected with a shift from voting based on
party and group loyalty to issue-based voting. Some also mention that
patronage systems have declined, in part because of economic integra-
tion and the pressures it puts on government budgets, undercutting the
ability of parties to provide material incentives to their active supporters
(Kitschelt 2000). Finally, the rise of new demographic groups as a result
of immigration may have weakened the old order, both because the new
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populations are not integrated into traditional group-based structures
and because tensions over immigration lead to the defection of tradi-
tional adherents.

Whatever the exact connections among these forces, and whatever the
exact weights of their importance, these processes of change have taken
place to a significant degree in all of Western Europe. To a substantial
degree, they probably account for the shift toward catch-all political
parties marketing themselves to individual voters without strong ties to
collective organizations. In this sense, they probably account to a large
extent for the Americanization of European political communication.

THE ROLE OF THE MEDIA

It is clear that the mass media play an important role in this process of
political change; indeed, the increasing centrality of the mass media to
the process of political communication is central to the very definition
of Americanization or modernization in most discussions of political
change. Does media system change play an independent causal role in
this process? Or is it simply one effect of the processes of social change
previously noted? Most accounts of political change in Europe list media
system change as a significant and independent factor:

. . . [N]ew technologies and . . . changes in the mass media . . . have
enabled party leaders to appeal directly to voters and thereby un-
dermined the need for organizational networks . . . (Mair 1997, 39).

Increasingly . . . media have taken over [information and oversight
functions] because they are considered unbiased providers of in-
formation and because electronic media have created more conve-
nient and pervasive delivery systems. . . . The growing availability
of political information through the media has reduced the costs
of making informed decisions (Flanagan and Dalton 1990, 240–2).

The mass media are assuming many of the information functions
that political parties once controlled. Instead of learning about an
election at a campaign rally or from party canvassers, the mass
media have become the primary source of campaign information.
Furthermore, the political parties have apparently changed their be-
havior in response to the expansion of mass media. There has been a
tendency for political parties to decrease their investments in neigh-
borhood canvassing, rallies, and other direct contact activities, and
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devote more attention to campaigning through the media (Dalton
and Wattenberg 2000, 11–12).

The growth of electronic media, especially television, has tended
to diminish the role of the party. The electronic media also make it
easier to communicate events and issues through personalities . . .

(Dalton et al. 2000, 55).

In most cases, however, media system change is not analyzed with the
same rigor as other variables, either conceptually or empirically, and
we are left with many ambiguities about what exactly has changed in
media systems and how those changes are related to the wider historical
process.

“EXPANSION OF THE MEDIA”

In what sense has the media system “expanded”? Certainly, it has not
done so in a unilinear manner: there are various countertrends during
the late twentieth century, the most significant of which is probably the
reduction in the number of newspapers that characterizes most coun-
tries, resulting in a disappearance of newspaper competition in many
markets. Nevertheless, it is accurate in many ways to say that there has
been an expansion of media in the post–World War II period. There
are fewer newspapers but they are bigger enterprises, with more pages;
the number of journalists has increased; and, most dramatically, new
forms of media have evolved. The most important form of media ex-
pansion is clearly the growth of electronic media. It is very plausible that
the unprecedented reach of electronic media, and their ability to carry
messages to the entire population simultaneously, across social and po-
litical divisions, changed political communication in important ways,
encouraging political parties and other organizations to abandon earlier
forms of communication in favor of centralized use of mass media as
well as to target audiences outside their original social bases. (Other new
information technologies may also have encouraged the shift toward
more professionalized and individualized patterns of political commu-
nication, including the development of polling, direct mail marketing,
and eventually the Internet.) It is also very likely that the increased reach
of electronic media, combined with the increased assertiveness of jour-
nalists and with commercialization – both of which will be discussed
in the following text – have made the media an increasingly central so-
cial institution, to a significant extent displacing churches, parties, trade

33



P1: kic/kaa/Ivo P2: KaF
0521828317agg.xml CY425/Esser 0521828317 May 22, 2004 10:57

Daniel C. Hallin and Paolo Mancini

unions, and other traditional organizations of “civil society” as the cen-
tral means by which individuals are connected to the wider social and
political world.

One specific version of the argument that expansion of the media
leads to political change is the hypothesis that a “growing availability of
political information through the media” makes individual citizens less
dependent on party and group leadership. This hypothesis involves par-
ticularly tricky issues, and only limited empirical evidence is available.
That more political information is available in the abstract is certainly
true. But how much political information is actually taken in by the
“average” citizen is an extremely complex issue. On the one hand, it is
certainly plausible that the rise of electronic media increased the flow
of political information, both through their wide reach and their rel-
atively accessible forms of presentation. This may have been especially
important in Southern Europe where newspaper circulation is limited.
On the other hand, many have argued that the commercialization of
media – which we will take up in detail in the following text – creates
a powerful countertrend, pushing political content out of the media.
Empirical evidence on this point is fragmentary and inconclusive.2 It
may be that the flow of political information did increase up to a point –
perhaps in the 1980s – and since has diminished; it may also be that
the downward tendency is just beginning. A strong emphasis on public
affairs content was clearly one of the distinctive characteristics of Euro-
pean public service broadcasting. Its most important manifestation was
the placement of substantial news broadcasts in the heart of prime time,
often simultaneously on all available channels. Commercialization and
the multiplication of channels is clearly eroding this emphasis – though
political content does migrate into new, more entertainment-oriented
forms (talk shows and the like) – with uncertain consequences for the
net flow of political ideas and information.

TELEVISION AND SECULARIZATION

To understand the impact of electronic media, of course, we need to look
beyond their mere existence to their social organization. The electronic
media were organized originally in Europe under political authority.

2 Some of the – conflicting – evidence on commercialization of broadcasting is sum-
marized in Brants and Siune 1988. Information – again conflicting – on changing
political content in the British press can be found in McLachlan and Golding (2000)
and Rooney (2000).
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The exact form of governance of broadcasting varied considerably from
one system to another, but certainly in many systems political parties
had considerable influence on broadcasting systems, as did, in certain
cases, what German media law (which gives them a particularly impor-
tant place) refers to as “socially relevant groups.” One might, therefore,
have expected electronic media to reinforce rather than to undercut the
traditional role of political parties and organized social groups.

One account of the impact of television is provided by Wigbold (1979),
focusing on the particularly interesting Dutch case. Broadcasting was or-
ganized in the Netherlands following the pillarized model that applied to
the press, education, and other cultural institutions. Each of the different
communities of Dutch society had a separate broadcasting organization,
just as they had traditionally had separate schools and newspapers. One
might have thought that by extending their reach to a powerful new
medium, the pillars would have become even more entrenched in Dutch
society. Nevertheless, depillarization clearly did coincide historically with
the rise of television. And Wigbold makes the argument that Dutch tele-
vision “destroyed its own foundations, rooted as they were in the society
[it] helped to change” (230).

His argument has three parts. First, he argues that despite the exis-
tence of separate broadcasting organizations, television broke down the
separateness of the pillars:

Television was bound to have a tremendous influence in a coun-
try where not only the doors of the living room were closed to
strangers but also the doors of schoolrooms, union meetings, youth
hostels, football grounds and dancing schools. . . . It confronted the
masses with views, ideas and opinions from which they had been
isolated. . . . [T]here was no way out, no hiding place, except by
the difficult expedient of switching the set off. Television viewers
could not even switch to a second channel, because there wasn’t
one. . . . Catholics discovered that Socialists were not the dangerous
atheists they had been warned about, Liberals had to conclude that
orthodox Protestants were not the bigots they were supposed to
be (201).

Second, he argues that television journalists shifted substantially in the
early 1960s toward a more independent and critical attitude toward the
leaders of established institutions, toward whom they had previously
deferred.
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Third, a new broadcasting organization (Televisie Radio Omroep
Stichting [TROS]) was founded at the end of the 1960s that was the
broadcasting equivalent of the catch-all party: originating from a pirate
broadcaster, it provided light entertainment and “was the very negation
of the broadcasting system based . . . on giving broadcast time to groups
that had something to say” (225).

The Dutch case is unique in many ways, of course. Still, it seems
likely that each of these factors had close parallels across most of Europe:
the role of television as a common ground, the development of criti-
cal journalism, not only in television but in the media generally, and
commercialization.

TELEVISION AS A COMMON GROUND

Across Europe, broadcasting was organized under political authority,
and often incorporated principles of proportional representation drawn
from the political world. Nevertheless, it is quite plausible that it served
as a social and political common ground and had some role in weakening
separate ideological subcultures. It was highly centralized, with one to
three channels (of television and of radio) in most of the post–World
War II period. Most programming was aimed at the entire public, regard-
less of group boundaries. The production of news was generally bound by
the principle of political neutrality, which separated broadcast journal-
ism from the traditions of partisan commentary that often characterized
the print press (in the Dutch case, while the pillarized broadcasting orga-
nizations produced public affairs broadcasts, news, similar to sports, was
produced by the umbrella organization Nederlandse Omroep Stichting
[NOS]). Television entertainment, meanwhile, provided a common set
of cultural references, whose impact on political culture would be very
difficult to document, but certainly might have been quite significant.

THE JOURNALIST AS “CRITICAL EXPERT”

In both Western Europe and the United States, there was a significant
shift in the 1960s and 1970s from a form of journalism that was relatively
deferential toward established elites and institutions, toward a relatively
more active, independent form of journalism that Padioleau (1985), in a
comparative study of Le Monde and The Washington Post, termed “critical
expertise.” This shift took place both in electronic and print media. In

36



P1: kic/kaa/Ivo P2: KaF
0521828317agg.xml CY425/Esser 0521828317 May 22, 2004 10:57

Americanization, Globalization, and Secularization

the case of Swedish television, for example, Djerff-Pierre (2000) writes:

The journalist culture of 1965–1985 embraced a new ideal of news
journalism, that of critical scrutiny. The dominant approach was
now oriented toward exerting influence, both vis-à-vis institutions
and the public at large. . . . [J]ournalists sought to bridge informa-
tion gaps in society and to equip their audiences for active citi-
zenship and democratic participation. . . . Journalists also had the
ambition to scrutinize the actions of policy makers and to influence
both public debate on social and political issues and the policies
made by public institutions (254).

This shift varied in form and extent, but seems to have been quite gen-
eralized across national boundaries. It involved the creation of a jour-
nalistic discourse that was distinct from the discourse of parties and
politicians, and also a conception of the journalist as representative of a
generalized public opinion that cuts across the lines of political parties
and social groups. Critical professional journalists, as Neveu (2002, 31)
puts it, “. . . spot blunders in strategy, mistakes in governing, from an
in-depth knowledge of issues. They question politicians in the name of
public opinion and its requests – identified ‘objectively’ by the polls – or
in the name of suprapolitical values such as morality, modernity or the
European spirit.”

Why did this change take place? Surely it was to a significant extent
rooted in the broader social and political changes previously discussed.
If, for example, affluence, political stability, and increasing educational
levels led to a general cultural shift toward postmaterialist values of par-
ticipation and free expression, the rise of critical expertise in journalism
might be seen as one effect of this deeper social change. If catch-all par-
ties were already being formed in the 1950s – Kirchheimer noted their
rise in 1966 – the discourse of a general public opinion made up of in-
dividualized voters committed to “suprapolitical” values, which would
be crucial to the perspective of critical professionalism in journalism,
may predate the latter. Even if the rise of critical professionalism in the
media was in part an effect or reflection of other social forces, however, it
seems likely that at some point it began to accelerate and amplify them.
It is also possible that a number of factors internal to the media system
contributed to the shift in the political role of journalism. These include:

(1) Increased educational levels of journalists, leading to more so-
phisticated forms of analysis, in part by the incorporation into
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journalism of critical perspectives from the social sciences and
humanities;

(2) Increased size of news organizations, leading to greater specializa-
tion and greater resources for news gathering and news processing;

(3) Internal development of the growing professional community
of journalism, which increasingly develops its own standards of
practice; and

(4) Development of new technologies of information processing that
increase the power of journalists as information producers. This
includes, of course, the visual techniques of television, as well as
many developments in printing and in information technology.
One interesting example would be polling: Neveu (2002) argues
that opinion polling gave journalists increased authority to ques-
tion public officials, whose claims to represent the public they can
now independently assess.

COMMERCIALIZATION

The most powerful force for homogenization and globalization within
the media system, we believe, is commercialization. Commercialization
has transformed both print and electronic media in Europe, though the
change is especially dramatic in the latter case. In the case of print media,
the post–World War II period is characterized by a gradual decline of
the party press and general separation of newspapers from their earlier
rooting in the world of politics. As party papers have declined, com-
mercial newspapers have grown in strength; these newspapers, similar
to their American counterparts, tend to be catch-all papers, defining
themselves as politically neutral (though generally liberal and centrist in
ideological orientation) and committed to an informational model of
journalism. As Curran (1991) and Chalaby (1996) have pointed out, the
style of neutral professionalism allows commercial media to maximize
their audience, and commercialization clearly tends to favor this style.
It is an interesting question as to what extent the shift from party to
commercial newspapers reflects the social and political secularization
previously discussed and to what extent it results from forces internal to
the media system. Did the party press decline because readers were less
committed politically, or was it destroyed by competition from the ex-
panding electronic media and commercial press – the commercial press
being fed by the expanding consumer society and consequent growth of
advertising expenditure? No doubt both processes were at work.
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The most dramatic change, however, has clearly been the commer-
cialization of European broadcasting. There is no doubt that starting
with the end of World War II a process of progressive weakening of
the relatively separate national cultures had already commenced, faced
with the growing global flow of messages, products, and institutional
forms, mainly coming from the United States. An important restraint to
this flow, however, and one that also had consequences for other means
of communication, was the prevalence of the public service broadcast-
ing across Europe. Public service broadcasting was regulated by norms
and values firmly rooted in the distinct cultural and political paradigms
that prevailed in the different nation states of Europe. “Sustaining and
renewing the society’s characteristic cultural capital and cement” was in-
deed one of the central missions of public service broadcasting (Blumler
1992, 11). In important ways the public service system limited the social
and political impact of television, creating continuity between television
culture and the established culture of the wider society.

Regarding Italy, Bettetini (1985) used the expression “pedagogizing
palimpsest” (palinsesto pedagogizzante) to describe how the primary ob-
jective of television programming was education and propagation, cre-
ating, among other things, a strong link between television language
and the language of traditional literature. Therefore, the great television
events of that period were mostly television transpositions of the most
important works of Italian and foreign literature, preserving continuity
with existing traditions. Another equally important example is that of
France where the extremely strong “prescriptive” nature of the public
television service tended in a similar way to favor the defense of na-
tional identity. French cultural and political traditions were in perfect
harmony with the ideal of the “grandeur” of General de Gaulle that per-
meated French society – and no less French broadcasting – of those years
(Vedel and Bourdon 1993). In a similar way, each system strongly tied
television to established political institutions.

Commercialization is now dramatically undercutting this system, dis-
rupting the connection between broadcasting and national systems, sub-
mitting electronic media to globalizing forces similar to those that prevail
in other industries, and spreading cultural forms and professional prac-
tices, including those of electronic journalism, that developed originally
in the United States, though they now evolve in an increasingly global
way. Many of the characteristics commonly attributed to television in
discussions of the transformation of political communication – person-
alization, for example, and the tendency to focus on the experience and
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perspective of the “common citizen” (Neveu 1999) – are characteristics
of commercial media, more than of television as a technology, and were
developed only to a limited extent under the public service system (Hallin
and Mancini 1984).

The commercial “deluge,” as many discussions have characterized it,
did not come to Europe in full force until the 1980s, and this certainly
suggests that we should be careful about exaggerating the social impact
of commercial television. Secularization was well underway before com-
mercial television fully emerged. As the case of TROS in the Netherlands
suggests, however, commercial forces were beginning to make themselves
felt in a variety of ways before the 1980s: through import of American
programs and imitation of American practices, through advertising in
some European systems, through pirate and transborder broadcasting,
including the important case of the périfériques in France, and with
the breakdown of the public service monopoly in Italy at the end of
the 1970s. It is certainly plausible that if Europe was becoming more
of an individualist, consumer society in the 1960s, television and ra-
dio did play some role, despite the limits imposed by the public service
system.

CONCLUSION

One way to synthesize the many influences discussed in this chapter
would be to say that it is driven at the deepest level by the growth of a
secularized market society. This is the core of what is generally referred
to as modernization, and the deeper meaning of Americanization. It is a
global process, and certainly does involve diffusion of cultural and social
practices from one country to another, and specifically from America to
Europe. At the same time it is clearly rooted in forces internal to Europe –
including a deliberate effort to make Europe a “common market” inte-
grated with the world economy – and internal to each individual nation
state. The mass media play an important role in this process, and one of
its principal effects is to shift social and political power to a significant
extent from the “aggregating” institutions of an earlier era – political par-
ties, churches, trade unions, and other “peak organizations” – toward
the mass media. It involves a shift, in Mazzoleni’s (1987) terms, from
“political logic” in the process of communication to “media logic,” the
latter being a complex phenomenon shaped by technical requirements of
the media, the evolution of journalistic professionalism and commercial
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imperatives. At the same time, deeper social forces are clearly at work,
and the changing role of the media can only be understood in the context
of a broader process of social change.

The global expansion of the market society has clearly diminished the
differences between nationally distinct systems of media and political
communication. It is hard to say how far this process of convergence
might go. It could lead to complete homogenization, to the point that
national differences, including differences between the United States and
Europe essentially vanish. It also may be that convergence will stop short
of complete homogenization. There are, certainly, structural and cultural
differences between the United States and Europe that may prove to be of
continued relevance. These include parliamentarism and proportional
representation in European political systems, the tradition of the welfare
state, and differences in traditions on media regulation, which mean, for
example, that many European countries still ban paid political adver-
tising in electronic media – not a small difference from the American
media environment.

The implications of these changes for democracy and the public sphere
are as complex as the process of change. We cannot explore them fully
here. One hint at their complexity can be illustrated by a return to the
Dutch example, in which the old regime was undermined, in Wigbold’s
view, simultaneously by the rise of critical professionalism – by an inten-
sified questioning of established authority that was part of the process of
secularization and connected to the rise of new social movements – and
by “Trossification,” that is, by a flight into the privatism of the consumer
society, that was in some sense the other face of the same process of social
change. The public sphere thus became more open in certain ways – less
bound by the limits imposed by the established political subcommu-
nities and their leaderships – and in other ways less so, as commercial
imperatives have imposed new constraints.
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T H R E E

Transnational Trends in Political Communication

Conventional Views and New Realities

David L. Swanson

Political communication systems are dynamic, constantly evolving, never
settled. Just when we think we understand how it all works, things change.
Sometimes the changes seem to be evolutionary, steps along a path that
leads to a destination we can foresee. At other times, the familiar path
turns in new and unexpected directions.

Quite recently, the transnational trends in political communication
that have been observed in many countries over the preceding decade
have taken some unexpected turns. In some ways, these new turns chal-
lenge the conventional wisdom that emerged from many comparative
studies. In other ways, the new turns confirm the conventional wisdom.
We cannot yet know where the new turns will lead, but we do know that
our settled views must be revisited. It is ever thus in the study of political
communication. The game is always afoot.

This chapter describes some of the conventional wisdom concerning
transnational trends in political communication that has emerged from
comparative studies, then identifies recent developments that seem alter-
nately to confirm and challenge the received view. The chapter concludes
by considering what we may learn from the new realities and where the
new paths may lead.

TRANSNATIONAL TRENDS: THE CONVENTIONAL VIEW

The search for transnational trends in political communication through
comparative studies hardly seems old enough to have a history. It was
in 1975 that Blumler and Gurevitch (1975, 165) proposed a compara-
tive framework for studies of political communication, noting that “few
political communication studies have yet been mounted with a com-
parative focus” and that “comparative political communication research
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must be the least advanced topic dealt with in this volume [of approaches
to the study of political communication].” By 1992, they were able to
survey with some satisfaction the accomplishments of a growing num-
ber of comparative studies, even as they still felt it necessary to argue to
researchers that comparative studies were needed and could produce re-
sults that are uniquely interesting and valuable (Blumler and Gurevitch
1992).

Throughout the 1990s, the number of explicitly comparative stud-
ies and nationally focused studies with comparative dimensions grew
steadily (e.g., Semetko et al. 1991; Butler and Ranney 1992; Kaid and
Holtz-Bacha 1995; Maarek 1995; Scammell 1995; LeDuc et al. 1996;
Negrine 1996; Swanson and Mancini 1996b; Åsard and Bennett 1997;
Mayhew 1997; Swanson 1999). There began to emerge from many of
these studies something similar to a conventional fin de siècle view of
transnational trends in political communication. Not all scholars of po-
litical communication accept this view, of course, but many do, and even
the dissenters use the conventional view as a starting point for their own
analyses (e.g., Negrine and Papathanassopoulos 1996).

According to the conventional view, modern political communica-
tion is shaped by some transnational trends that have led to structurally
similar but by no means identical consequences in each country, and es-
pecially in countries that have advanced media systems. The underlying
process is one of adaptation, where national institutions and practices
shape in locally appropriate ways the manner in which transnational
trends become manifest in each country. National studies reveal, among
other things, how the practices of political communication always reflect
particular political cultures, institutions, actors, histories, and circum-
stances. The contribution of comparative studies is to reveal transna-
tional trends and similarities that become evident when we step back
from the uniqueness of political communication in each country in or-
der to take a broader view.

Secular Politics
One of the trends that comparative studies have noted in many democ-

racies is the secularization of politics. Across many of the older democ-
racies and for various reasons that are well documented in both national
and comparative studies, the relationship between voters and political
parties over the last few decades has become less a relationship based
on identity and long-term commitment and more a relationship based
on persuasion in which voters, lacking enduring political convictions,
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are induced to support a particular candidate or party at election time.
It may be helpful to understand this change as a transition from a sa-
cred politics to a secular politics. Politics takes on some elements of the
“sacred” when it is an expression of community, with political leaders
and parties arising as expressions of the particular collective identity and
aspirations of their followers. Traditional political cleavages based on
class or region long found expression in political parties, as did great
mobilizing ideals such as social justice and individual freedom. When
citizens found their identity in collectives and regarded political parties
as vehicles for expressing the collectives’ values, claims, and aspirations,
party campaigns mobilized masses of voters in great crusades.

In the postindustrial era, sweeping social and economic changes have
eroded the traditional bases of support for political parties. In the twenty-
first century, the fault lines that divide voters are more personal than
collective, constantly shifting and intersecting, giving rise to identities
that are unstable, complex, and fragmented. Voters are less likely to
see their identities as contained within and expressed through mem-
bership in a collectivity, and the political parties’ appeals to traditional
economic and social interests and ideals do not resonate with citizens’
new concerns about matters such as lifestyle issues and the environment
that have not been part of the political parties’ traditional portfolios of
issues. In the face of such issues, political institutions may seem less ef-
fective than new power centers that have emerged outside the political
system.

One such power center reflects corporate globalization. The integra-
tion of capital, information, and technology across national borders is
creating international corporate institutions and alliances that wield eco-
nomic, political, and cultural power beyond the control of national in-
stitutions. Public protests directed against meetings of the World Trade
Organization (WTO), for example, make it clear that citizens in many
countries understand the growing strength and apparent autonomy of
these power centers.

A second power center consists of the growing number of nongovern-
mental organizations, both national and international, that offer citizens
vehicles for action on issues they care about and increasingly are given
voice in national and transnational policy forums.

A third power center consists of proliferating single-issue groups,
protest movements, and voluntary associations of all kinds that are
found in the advanced democracies. The United Kingdom, for example,
is described by Alderman (1999, 128) as having become “two nations
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politically: . . . that of [the] two parties which continue to monopolize
power at the parliamentary and governmental level and . . . that of the
single issue groups and protest movements, whose membership has long
since outstripped the active grassroots support the parties can call upon.”
Alderman’s point applies equally well to a number of countries, and es-
pecially to the United States where the political influence of powerful
lobbying groups of all kinds is widely discussed and fully appreciated by
citizens.

The changing political landscape has rendered the old discourse
of politics quaint rather than compelling and engendered a funda-
mental change in how political communication is practiced and re-
ceived by citizens. As Waisbord (1996, 220–1) observed about politics in
Argentina,

The aura of ideological faiths has disappeared and ancient idols
have fallen. Argentine political culture has been secularized. Prag-
matism has diluted the magic of discourses that impregnated party
life and political debates . . . [with] sublime aspirations [for] na-
tional sovereignty, liberty, and social justice. . . . In recent elections,
voters have demanded less celestial and more terrestrial goods: eco-
nomic stability . . . better education, and safer cities. The vanishing
of the charm and romanticism of old rallying cries looms behind
the transformations in electioneering. Formerly strong identities
have become thinner, and ideological convictions that dominated
policymakers have receded in favor of pragmatic solutions. This
cultural transformation has undermined the bases upon which the
old campaigning order was grounded.

Argentina is an especially clear case of the clash between the old politics
of faith and redemption and the new politics of opinion and pragmatism,
but the same sort of change has been noted generally across the older
democracies (see Mayobre 1996; Mazzoleni 1996; Dogan 1997; Giddens
1999; Mazzoleni and Schulz 1999). Everywhere, it seemed, political par-
ties found themselves no longer able to command so fully the loyalties
of their traditional partisans by repeating old political rituals and the
timeworn themes of their traditional political rhetoric. The crisis of po-
litical parties was the growing perception that they were not relevant
to contemporary voters’ interests and concerns. Thus, parties faced the
need to find new bases for appealing to voters in the increasingly volatile
electoral environment.
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Political Marketing
To adapt to their altered circumstances and remain viable, the major

parties in many countries turned to experts in marketing and public
relations, opinion polling, and other techniques to discover how they
could effectively appeal to citizens. In place of or in addition to tradi-
tional campaign practices such as rallies of the party faithful, they relied
on the sophisticated use of the mass media to persuade voters – the
“consumers” of political communication – to support them at election
time, and they offered campaigns that featured the appealing personali-
ties of party leaders (e.g., Franklin 1994; Kavanagh 1995; Maarek 1995,
1997; Scammell 1995, 1999; Blumler et al. 1996; Negrine 1996). Some of
the best studies that revealed these phenomena to be emerging in many
democracies were explicitly comparative (e.g., Butler and Ranney 1992;
Kaid and Holtz-Bacha 1995; Swanson and Mancini 1996b; Holtz-Bacha
1999; Mancini 1999; Mazzoleni and Schulz 1999).

In older democracies, the transition from traditional methods of po-
litical electioneering to media campaigns based on political marketing
was incremental, taking place in steps over a period of years. In newer
democracies such as Spain and Russia, for example, the media-intensive
“modern model of political campaigning” (Swanson and Mancini 1996a,
249–52) was well developed when the transition to democracy began and
was adopted more or less intact as the model for how democratic elec-
tioneering would be done.

However quickly or fully it has been adopted, the modern model of
campaigning has been identified with some important and fundamental
changes in political parties and their relationship to voters. The media-
intensive modern model has brought the professionalization of political
campaigning, as technical experts in using mass media, opinion polling,
and marketing techniques have been brought into political parties –
sometimes as consultants, sometimes as party employees or officials –
and been given voice in party decision making (one difference in how
the modern model has been adopted in different countries concerns the
degree of authority given to the professional experts).

As political campaigning has been professionalized, the content of
campaigns – and the nature of the political parties that are most suc-
cessful – also has changed. The modern model is, above all, a model for
how to win elections. It leads to catch-all political parties and catch-all
political campaigns, in which the parties try to appeal to the broadest
range of political opinions and, thereby, the greatest number of voters.
In consequence, parties driven by the modern model tend to seek broad,
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centrist positions that shift with changes in voters’ opinions in prefer-
ence to defined programs and sustained ideological commitments. At the
core of the modern, catch-all political campaign is, often, the personality
of the party leader, whose appealing qualities are featured to catch the
attention and support of voters.

The modern model of campaigning has also become the modern
model of political communication in governing more generally, as so
many have observed. With political power resting on the transitory opin-
ions of voters whose support must be cultivated continuously through
communication, the culture of image management and perpetual spin
has come to dominate the discourse of political leaders and government
officials. Political marketing has thus become a critical part of what are
considered the primary functions of government.

Political News as Exposé
One of the transnational trends that led to development of the modern

model of political communication is the proliferation of mass media
driven by commercial values. The expansion of privately owned media
to compete with public broadcasters has created in nearly every country
an intensely competitive media environment. There is greater pressure
than ever before on news media to compete for audiences in a market in
which it is increasingly difficult to do so. This competitive pressure has
been identified as one of the causes of particular changes in the content
and character of news, especially news about politics (e.g., Hvitfelt 1994;
McManus 1994; Underwood 1995; Pfetsch 1996).

In general, intensified competition and growing commercialization
of the media sphere are thought to have led to greater infusion of enter-
tainment values into editorial decisions and political reporting, covering
politics “only in the ways and to the extent that it is good business to
do” in order to attract and hold the audience (Swanson 1997, 1269). The
competitive pressures driving construction of political news have been
linked to, among other things, “sound bite” coverage in which politi-
cal actors have little opportunity to express their thoughts in their own
words (e.g., Hallin 1992), and coverage of politics that centers always
on conflict, such as “horse race” news that covers election campaigns
as suspenseful contests more than policy disagreements (e.g., Patterson
1993, 1996; Cappella and Jamieson 1996, 1997).

With mass media becoming the arena in which so much of politics
and government is conducted and presented to the public, news cov-
erage of politics and government has assumed greater importance to
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political actors than ever before. As a result, politicians and officials have
become more sophisticated and effective at manipulating news coverage
by such means as staging events that are guaranteed to satisfy journalists’
commercial need for interesting video pictures, timing statements and
actions to meet news deadlines, staying “on message” to attract cover-
age to well-chosen campaign themes, and the omnipresent “spin” by
which political actors try to shape journalists’ reports to partisan advan-
tage. Not surprisingly, journalists in many countries have sought to resist
politicians’ manipulation and assert their own independence. This grow-
ing adversarialism between journalists and politicians has been noted in
a number of studies (e.g., Blumler and Gurevitch 1995; Bennett 1996;
Fallows 1997; Blumler and Coleman 2001). One consequence of growing
adversarialism is an increasingly negative view of politics and politicians
offered in political news stories, which seek to expose political actors’
statements and actions as public relations ploys and which have become
less documentary and more heavily interpretive, emphasizing the jour-
nalists’ own views (e.g., Patterson 1993, 1996; Barnhurst and Steele 1997;
Blumler and Kavanagh 1999; Mancini 1999).

In a number of important studies, these attributes of political news
have been linked to citizens’ growing cynicism about politics and politi-
cians (e.g., Patterson 1993, 1996; Cappella and Jamieson 1996, 1997).
As Blumler and Coleman observe, “A seemingly unbreakable chain links
the centrality of the media in modern politics with politicians’ adapta-
tions to news imperatives, the emergence of ‘spin politics,’ journalists’
frequent and aggressive disclosure of such politics, politicians’ loss of
credibility, and finally public apathy” (4).

The Conventional View: An Assessment
As the modern model of campaigning became the model of politi-

cal communication – in governing as well as at election time – in more
countries, researchers became more convinced that it is corrosive to the
health of democracy. The forces that drove the emergence of the mod-
ern model – the rise of the postindustrial economy, the decline of the
influence of traditional institutions, the weakening of bonds to class and
region, the expansion of commercial mass media, growing public con-
cern about issues and topics that were not in the political parties’ tradi-
tional portfolios, the growing feeling that centers of economic power and
influence were becoming transnational and beyond the control of any
government, and so on – seemed to be inexorable. The consequences of
the modern political communication model seemed to be public apathy
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and cynicism about politics and government, a style of journalism that
was more entertaining but less informative, and an approach to gov-
erning that was closely bound with public relations. Realistically, the
prospects for reversing the trend were not encouraging. Blumler and
Coleman summarized the British experience in this way: “communica-
tions as presently organized is sucking both the substance and the spirit
out of the politics it projects. This is naturally mistrusted and spurned
by many of the independent-minded and wary electors who form its
intended audience. Yet their chances of enjoying a more nourishing or
engaging supply of messages from a public service broadcasting system
in crisis, or from a press system embroiled in circulation wars must be
rated as no better than slim” (2001, 4).

This brief summary of the conventional view is, of course, an overly
simplified portrait. It stresses the common themes that have emerged
from transnational studies but gives insufficient attention to the com-
plex influences that shape the specific forms those themes take in each
country. Those influences – such as the role played by different electoral
systems, approaches to regulating political communication, different
structures of political competition, different national political cultures –
are discussed at length elsewhere (e.g., Swanson and Mancini 1996a).
It is to these influences we must look to explain the particular forms
that modern political communication takes in each country, and the
rich variety of practices we see – where sophisticated media campaigns
sometimes exist side by side with traditional customs and at other times
overwhelm traditional communications altogether. Overly simplified as
it is, however, this summary of the traditional view serves well enough
to set the stage for understanding how the “new realities” discussed in
the following text raise such questions about whether the forces that
shaped political communication in so many countries in the 1980s and
1990s really are inexorable, and whether the conventional view grants
too much power and autonomy to political communication.

TRANSNATIONAL TRENDS: SOME NEW REALITIES

Two recent developments give reason to question some of researchers’
settled views about the evolving models of political communication and
their inevitable consequences. One development concerns whether pub-
lic cynicism about politicians and government is in fact the inescapable
result of modern political communication. A second development con-
cerns whether the coalescence of transnational broadcast journalism
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necessarily undermines local viewpoints and political cultures, and thus
leads to acceptance everywhere of a recognizable modern model of polit-
ical communication. These developments and their implications for how
we understand political communication are discussed in the following
text.

Seasons of Trust, Seasons of Cynicism
As noted, some common forces have been discovered to be acting on

media institutions and systems in most nations. These forces include in-
tensified competition for audiences in an arena in which more television
viewers, especially, have ready access to more choices than ever before,
including in many countries choices of broadcasts that originate in other
countries or are offered by transnational services. The need to compete
for audiences has been cited as leading both private and public broad-
casters to adopt approaches to journalism that are more commercial, in-
fusing news decisions and the content of news stories with entertainment
values to a greater extent than before. In this way, broadcast journalists
endeavor to increase the audiences for their newscasts to include more
viewers who lack an abiding interest in public affairs and current events
but may be attracted to stories that are entertaining in their own right.
This development has been documented extensively in television news
coverage of politics and government in many countries (e.g., Franklin
1997; Mazzoleni and Schulz 1999; Neveu 1999).

At the same time, other broad forces have been thought to be shaping
institutions of politics and government in many countries. As we have
seen, these forces have been thought to undermine citizens’ traditional
loyalties and sense of identification with political parties. In turn, po-
litical parties have turned to marketing approaches to win the support
of voters at election time and to maintain the approval of citizens when
the parties are in government. One element of the marketing approach
is use of strategies to manipulate journalists to give to politicians the fre-
quent and favorable coverage that is thought to be essential to political
success. As politicians’ efforts to orchestrate news coverage have become
more sophisticated and successful, journalists have struggled to assert
their independence in a style of political news that is more adversarial
and disdainful of politicians. The result has been a trend in numer-
ous countries toward political journalism that is less concerned with
reporting politicians’ actions and statements but more concerned with
exposing the political motives behind what politicians do and say. In this
way, many believe, news about politicians has become more negative
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in its tone, more skeptical of leaders’ motives, and more centered on
the journalists as independent actors and adversaries of politicians (e.g.,
Semetko et al. 1991; Franklin 1994; Bennett 1996; Steele and Barnhurst
1996; Barnhurst and Steele 1997; Fallows 1997; Patterson 2000).

These trends produce a style of political journalism that portrays pol-
itics and politicians in terms that are most unflattering, as actors who
are concerned primarily with their own power and influence and whose
words cannot be taken at face value. It is not surprising that such jour-
nalism has been cited as a cause of growing public cynicism and mistrust
of political actors and institutions. High levels of cyncism about politics
have been noted in all the Western democracies, accompanied by doubts
about the political system’s effectiveness, responsiveness, and especially,
relevance. Some of the blame for voters’ mistrust has been placed on
these transnational trends in political journalism (e.g., Patterson 1993,
1996; Cappella and Jamieson 1996, 1997).

Cynicism has been documented extensively in the United States. In
a 2000 national survey in the United States, 87 percent of respondents
agreed that “most politicians are willing to say whatever it takes to get
elected,” and 71 percent agreed that “politics in America is pretty dis-
gusting” (Patterson 2002). Such cynicism has been rising for a number
of years. Around 1960, about 75 percent of the American public believed
that they could trust “the people in Washington to do what is right”
always or most of the time, but only 25 percent held this belief by 1995.
Cappella has noted that “Although these changes in trust in governmen-
tal institutions are not uniform over time, they do exhibit a consistent
pattern of declining trust, and that decline applies to every agency at
every level of government” (2002, 231).

As disenchantment with democratic politics and institutions, along
with low rates of citizen participation in traditional forms of politi-
cal expression, were noted in both older, established democracies as
well as some of the new democracies (e.g., Dogan 1997; Giddens 1999;
Norris 1999), it came to seem that growing skepticism about traditional
political institutions was an unavoidable consequence of the modern
model of political communication. The marketing strategies used by
catch-all political parties and the negative news coverage of politics, to-
gether, appeared to lead inexorably to erosion of the public’s confidence
in government. Thus, a key question facing those who were concerned
about the health and future of democracy concerned how to reverse the
steadily growing cynicism that publics everywhere felt toward democratic
politics.

54



P1: kic
0521828317c03.xml CY425/Esser 0521828317 June 2, 2004 23:23

Transnational Trends in Political Communication

In the United States, the seeming irreversibility of public cynicism
was called into question in the aftermath of the September 11, 2001
terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in New York City and the
Pentagon in Washington, DC. Within a matter of days, the American
public evinced a striking reversal of its attitudes toward politics and
government. Confidence in government, in governmental leaders, and
especially in the military rose dramatically. A study among university
students conducted by Harvard University’s Institute of Politics in mid-
October, 2001 – historically members of the cohort of young voters
who feel most alienated from traditional politics – found that 75 percent
trusted the military to do the right thing, 69 percent trusted the president,
and 62 percent trusted the Congress. Fully 77 percent said that politics
is relevant to their lives, compared to 68 percent who gave the same
response a year earlier. And 60 percent trusted the federal government
to do the right thing all or most of the time, compared to only 36 percent
who trusted the federal government in the 2000 survey.

Elevated levels of trust and confidence in government may reflect only
a momentary response to a national crisis. We are not yet far enough
removed from the September 11 attacks to know whether the long-term
trend toward rising cynicism will be affected. And, the example of the
short-term U.S. response to terrorist attacks does not make a compelling
case for a more general proposition about whether or not high levels of
cynicism are irreversible. Speaking to the more general question, Karol
Jakubowicz observed during Poland’s transition to democracy that “the
media’s influence on election results is in inverse proportion to the gravity
of issues facing the voters, the stakes involved for them personally in the
election” (1996, 135).

The issue raised by these developments is this: Perhaps it is the case
that, in times of broad national consensus over goals and aspirations,
when there are no internal or external crises, the marketing strategies
that mass parties use to attempt to create political interest and the dis-
dainful practices by which journalists cover these strategies fuel public
cynicism and skepticism. These are also times during which most mem-
bers of the public have little interest in politics and follow the actions
of government and leaders with only casual interest except when those
actions affect individual citizens directly. But maybe things change when
a genuine crisis presents itself, or when the national consensus breaks
down and real, substantive disagreements polarize the public. At such
times, perhaps the trends in political communication that have seemed
irreversible do indeed reverse themselves, at least for a time. Put another
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way, perhaps the trends we have been observing reflect the fact that, in
the countries most studied, a broad national consensus has been in place
for a number of years, so our conventional view of seemingly permanent
transnational trends is, in fact, a snapshot of what happens during times
of broad consensus but not at other times.

This question challenges us to step back from the conventional wisdom
and look again, across a broader horizon, to see if there are limitations
to the conventional view that have not so far been acknowledged. Is it
possible that we have overestimated the autonomy of political commu-
nication and underestimated the importance of the social, economic,
and political context in which citizens receive and understand messages
about politics?

The Effect of Globalized Television News Practices
The conventional view rightly stresses the many ways in which politi-

cal journalism shapes political communication. In country after country,
many of the same themes and practices have come to dominate politi-
cal journalism. Although there remain important national differences,
of course, the similarities are striking. With ample evidence that mod-
ern political communication is, in part, a reaction to modern political
journalism, it is easy to imagine that the spread of the modern model
of political communication is fueled particularly by the convergence of
political journalism on a common set of professional practices.

“Globalization” in news is more than just the newest phase in a pro-
cess that began with development of the news wire services. Rather, the
proliferation of formal and informal links binding national, regional,
and international news broadcasters is thought by many to have created
a new phenomenon. Increasingly, television news services around the
world have become interconnected within a global system. The prolifer-
ation of communication satellites, expansion of international news video
services, organization of regional television news exchanges, and growth
of international satellite-delivered news services are key elements of this
global system. The system not only provides alternative news sources
through transnational satellite services but also penetrates national sys-
tems as coverage of events beyond national borders is routinely acquired
from interconnected regional and global production and distribution
systems.

An impressive number of studies have documented similarities in
the practices of television news around the world (e.g., Cohen et al.
1990; Straubhaar et al. 1992; Cohen et al. 1996). In most cases, the
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similarities have been attributed to Western practices coming to serve as
a professional model for the rest of the world (Nasser 1983; Straubhaar
et al. 1992). As a result, scholars have speculated about a “transnational
news-value culture” (Cohen et al. 1990, 44) in which, regardless of their
location, television journalists share a common professional culture, one
that reflects a Western view of what counts as news and how it should be
reported (Swanson and Smith 1993).

Recently, this settled view of the Western-oriented, transnational
news-value culture has been questioned by the success of the Al-Jazeera
Satellite Channel, a television news broadcaster based in Qatar. Al-
Jazeera received worldwide attention as a result of its extensive and
sometimes exclusive coverage of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the
Afghan war, especially when it was the only broadcaster allowed to re-
main in Afghanistan during the early stages of the war and was also
the only broadcaster to receive and televise videotapes of Osama bin
Laden. Al-Jazeera was established in 1996 with a subsidy from the emir
of Qatar, who planned for it to be “an independent and nonpartisan
satellite TV network free from government scrutiny, control, and ma-
nipulation” (El-Nawawy and Iskandar 2002, 33). Al-Jazeera receives a
large annual subsidy from the emir (although it hopes to become self-
supporting soon through growing advertising revenue) and has a staff of
350 journalists and fifty foreign correspondents working in thirty-one
countries around the world. The core of this staff consists of journal-
ists who were hired when the BBC Arabic TV Service was closed in
1996, so that Al-Jazeera began with an editorial staff that was thoroughly
trained in the Western news tradition but also, unlike Western media,
was deeply knowledgeable about Arab politics (El-Nawawy and Iskandar
2002).

Al-Jazeera broadcasts in Arabic twenty-four hours a day with a mix
of Western-style news programs, political talk, and call-in shows. Its ed-
itorial independence sets it apart sharply from other Arab broadcasters,
who work mostly in government-controlled media and are constrained
to support the views of their national governments and not to give voice
to opposition spokespersons. In contrast, the journalistic models em-
ployed on Al-Jazeera are distinctly Western. Hosts of Al-Jazeera’s talk
shows invite guests of opposing views to challenge each other and re-
spond to telephone callers, a distinct rarity in Arab broadcasting. Its pop-
ular program, “The Opposite Direction,” is modeled directly on CNN’s
Crossfire. “Secularists debate fundamentalists, Israelis debate Palestini-
ans, Iraqis debate Kuwaitis” (El-Nawawy and Iskander 2002, 51). Guests
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have included Tony Blair, Ehud Barak, Shimon Peres, Condoleeza Rice,
and Donald Rumsfeld.

Al-Jazeera’s Western-style approach to news and political discussion
programs is controversial in the Arab world, particularly with Arab gov-
ernments, where the tradition of spirited debate is a private affair not
conducted in public media. Charges of bias have been made frequently
against Al-Jazeera, often from opposing sides of the same issue. Recently,
the Australian Broadcasting Corporation quoted Israeli Foreign Minister
Shimon Peres complaining that Al-Jazeera incites hatred against Israel
(Australian Broadcasting Corporation 2002), while only a month ear-
lier the government of Bahrain banned the broadcaster from covering
Bahrain’s elections because Al-Jazeera is pro-Israel and “penetrated by
Zionists” (BBC News 2002). A former spokesperson for the President
of Egypt said on the U.S. television program, 60 Minutes, in late 2001:
“They are undermining us. They are undermining Egypt, undermining
Saudi Arabia, undermining all the Arab countries. They are separating
the Arab world. It’s no good” (60 Minutes 2001).

In a region of the world where media are government controlled
and do not give voice to opposition and criticism, Al-Jazeera’s Western-
style news has won a large following. Largely because of its editorial
independence, the broadcaster has attracted an audience estimated at
thirty-five million viewers in many countries and has come to be regarded
by many as the CNN of the Arab world. Whereas Arab audiences once
turned to sources such as the BBC and VOA for credible reporting, now
many Arabs turn to Al-Jazeera. El-Nawawy and Iskander claim that “in
some respects, many feel the network ended the Western monopoly of
global dissemination of information” (2002, 197).

Al-Jazeera raises several issues concerning the conventional view of
political communication. One issue concerns whether, as has been al-
leged, the spread of transnational broadcasting necessarily undermines
local cultures and viewpoints, particularly in non-Western countries.
Al-Jazeera seems to be a clear counterexample to that general trend. It
presents a vigorous clash of opposing views on a wide range of issues but
framed within the Arab perspective. To be sure, some traditional views
are challenged in ways that Arab viewers may find shocking. But the Arab
perspective is reinforced, not undermined. The success of Al-Jazeera and
the political importance is has come to enjoy despite its relatively small
scale and audience suggest that international television news broadcast-
ing in the future may not be the monolithic force driving worldwide
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adoption of the modern model of political communication that it has
been claimed to be.

At the same time, the experience of Al-Jazeera suggests that the prac-
tices of Western-style journalism – editorial independence, freedom from
close government supervision and censorship, and the like – create cred-
ibility for newscasters everywhere. Al-Jazeera has built credibility with
the Arab audience just by adhering to these practices. And in the Arab
world, as elsewhere, adherence to these practices allows the media to
assume the role of a political actor, wielding considerable influence in
shaping public debate and perceptions. Such power, in turn, leads politi-
cians to seek to influence the content of Al-Jazeera, as a host of Arab
and Western governments have attempted to do both overtly by offer-
ing their officials for interviews and covertly by trying to exert pressure
through governmental and other channels. It seems that the spread of
transnational broadcasting with Western journalistic news values need
not undermine local viewpoints and cultures, but it does produce the
same attempts to manipulate the content of news that have been seen in
the United States and Europe.

CONCLUSION

The comparative study of political communication is an essential supple-
ment to the nationally focused studies on which most of our knowledge
of the subject has been built. They have brought to light transnational
trends that otherwise would be difficult to notice, and these trends have
greatly advanced our appreciation of how the relationship between polit-
ical institutions and media institutions shapes political communication
everywhere.

The recent developments concerning the temporality of political cyn-
icism and the success of an influential non-Western television news ser-
vice employing Western journalistic models may point to some new di-
rections for comparative research. Diachronic comparative studies that
compare developments across time can reveal whether, as in the case of
cycles of political cynicism, what seem to be irreversible trends are in
fact inexorable or merely prolonged periods at the apogee or perigee of a
repeating cycle. Synchronic comparative studies of expanded scope that
range beyond American, European, and more generally Western devel-
opments can reveal whether what appear to be universal phenomena are
in fact more limited in their scope.
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As Livingstone recently observed, “It seems that without deliberate
strategies for comparison, it is difficult to recognize how taken-for-
granted aspects of everyday life may be distinctive while features con-
sidered nationally significant may in fact be shared with other coun-
tries. Thus comparative research aims to enhance understanding by
improving an understanding of one’s own country, gaining knowledge of
other countries and, perhaps most valuable, examining how common,
or transnational, processes operate in specific conditions in different
national contexts” (2001, 1).
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Comparing Mass Communication Systems

Media Formats, Media Contents, and Media Processes

Hans J. Kleinsteuber

For a long time comparative media research led nothing more than a
shadowy existence in international communication. This corresponded
to a generally low interest in activities in other parts of the world. If
at all, it was above all American developments that were included in
the analysis. However, even descriptions of the United States remained
rather superficial – this country often served the purpose of being ei-
ther a dream or a nightmare vision, that is, a projection of one’s own
thoughts, while at the same time its existing contradictions remained
unperceived. In a globalizing world, cross-national developments have
more immediate and weighty results at home: Satellites allow an insight
into programs from other continents, the Internet provides access to in-
formation from every corner of the world. More directly than ever before,
we are confronted with other cultures and their media products. The in-
comprehensible must be understood and translated into the language
of our particular experience. Comparative research is deeply involved
in trying to gain an understanding of a politically and culturally frag-
mented world, which, of course, also shares common features. Both the
common features and the differences are at the core of every comparative
approach.

THE BASICS OF COMPARISON AND THE GENERATION

OF COMPARATIVE THEORY

Comparison can be seen as a universal category of human behavior in
everyday life (“comparing prices”) just as in the structured, methodolog-
ical procedures of science (e.g., legal and linguistic comparative studies).
Because people have been thinking about themselves and others, the fa-
miliar and the “foreign,” cross-national comparisons have been made.
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From the first reporter who returned with tidings of foreign lands and
foreign peoples, impressions of things that are apparently completely
different have been emphasized, thus often reconstructing the world
with an exotic touch. Herodot, the Greek, returned from his long voy-
ages and “reported” back on what he had noticed out there and thought
worth reporting. The first essays that comprise a scientifically founded
comparison date back to antiquity: Aristotle sent his students out to de-
scribe Greece’s state systems. In his comparative evaluations he found
the “good” constitution of great interest. He was already working with
terms such as democracy and oligarchy, which could thus be regarded as
a result of the creation of comparable types.

The comparison, as an instrument of systematic research, was first
developed by the British philosopher John Stuart Mill (1806–73), who,
as could be expected, was also a utilitarian. He described two basically
different but at the same time complementary procedures. He designed
a “method of agreement,” which states the question about similarities,
separating it clearly from the “method of difference” (Mill 1872, 648–
50). Up to the present day, these are still the central aspects of every
comparison that leads to two central consequences:

� The objects to be compared must be neither identical nor completely
lacking common features.

� Every comparison has to ask the two-sided question as to the similar-
ities and differences. A focus on only one of these two components
is incomplete and can therefore lay no claim to science.

In most western languages, the term comparison is derived from the Latin
word comparatio (which actually means with same), which nowadays
is used for describing a neutral method (comparative media systems).
Indeed, a comparison must – from a methodological point of view –
incorporate more than the search for similarity.

The comparative method is closely intertwined with the procedures,
in which abstract and generalizing statements and ultimately theories
can be generated from single observations. When a typology is devel-
oped, groups with different characteristics are created as a result of the
comparison. Groups possessing similar characteristics can form the basis
of a typology, which is concerned with the systematic order of phenom-
ena. Characteristic typologies emphasize, for example, the differences
between independent and state-controlled media structures, or between
public and commercial broadcasting systems. Theories involve a higher
degree of abstraction. They can be seen as a generalization generated
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from the empirical, in which a complex reality is reduced to a limited
number of variables.

The formulation of theories, in which the overall common features are
emphasized – despite differences in detail – nearly always presupposes
the comparison of various single examples. Many of these comparisons
work cross-nationally, which means that countless theories possess a
comparative core. To keep to the preceding example: Theories describe
the relationship between politics and the media in various (e.g., open
or closed) societies. Probably the best-known typology of “global me-
dia philosophies” (Siebert et al. 1956) is based on the evaluation of past
and present experience and identifies the following four types: “author-
itarian,” “libertarian,” “communist,” and “social responsibility.” Other
approaches of the latter years of the east-west divide have formed the
following categories: “market (first world),” “Marxist (second world),”
and “advancing (third world)” (Lambeth 1995).

Generally speaking, it is true that many theoretical concepts have
stemmed from a comparative perspective: for instance “information
society,” “knowledge gap,” or “digital divide.” Also the various (often
ethnographical) views of cultural studies point in this direction. This
approach claims quite appropriately to keep an eye on the diversity of
cultures and to gain access by, for example, ethnographical methods and
sensitive analyses of ethnicity, which all work in a comparative manner
(Hepp 1999).

COMPARISON AS A METHOD

The Units of Analysis
The usual definition of comparative research mostly starts with na-

tional systems, which are then compared with other systems. Thus, cross-
ing national borders becomes a criterion of the definition. Although this
may apply to a large number of the scenarios for comparison, it forces
them into an unnecessary corset in two respects:

� Elements within the national system, such as specific markets, ac-
tors, or products, can also form “units of analysis.” Here it is useful
to divide the field of research into three spatially different variants:
the macro level (e.g., national media), the intermediate level (e.g.,
market shares, organizations), and the micro level (e.g., commu-
nicators). The latter is not of interest here, as the subject matter of
interest is media systems.
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� The units of analysis can occasionally neglect national borders, such
as in comparisons of cross-border regions (e.g., Euro regions), dif-
ferently defined spaces (e.g., Bavaria with Belgium, as they are about
the same size and have similar population numbers), or even a func-
tional equivalent (e.g., the national broadcasting authorities in other
countries with the regional broadcasting authorities of the German
federal states).

In all the examples mentioned so far, the central point of research has been
objects that were physically separated from each other. We are talking
about a “horizontal” form of comparison. It is also usually accepted that a
comparison does not have to be synchronized, that is, not referring to the
same time slot, for instance when the beginnings of television or a certain
phase of transformation is the subject in question there can be a difference
of many years. Here horizontal elements are tied up with “vertical” ones.
It is disputed whether purely vertical comparisons are of any value, in
which, for example, various epochs of the same country are compared.
As this process requires completely different, that is, historical, methods,
it is usually excluded from the context described here (although other
views exist on this subject – see Chapter 14, this volume). The historically
oriented comparison is certainly useful. However, because it goes beyond
the subject to be dealt with here it will have to be left aside.

The comparative method is hard to apply to modern multilevel struc-
tures, as the integral parts and the entirety are increasingly interwoven.
This problem is found, for example, in the case of the European Union
(EU), whose politics (at least up to this point) must be seen above all as an
aggregate of national politics. A comparison of European developments
with those of single countries within the EU harbors the danger of com-
paring something with itself. This is true as far as a comparison between
the media politics of Germany and the EU is concerned. A comparative
analysis of developments in member states, which is followed by a sec-
ond part of comparative evaluation, is methodically clearer in this case.
A considerable part of research on Europe is indeed set up in such a way.

The dividing line between comparative analysis and area studies is
not always easy to define. Many studies do in fact present an extensive
description of large regions of the world or representative systems of
them, while the explicit comparison is either left out completely or is
only mentioned briefly (e.g., Merrill 1995). Therefore, it is important
to differentiate between two levels: It is certainly useful to present the
world in its diversity under the title of a “Comparison of Systems” (e.g., in
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teaching), however the true core of comparative research is defined by the
application of comparative methods. Such studies were in most cases de-
signed for states within the western, industrialized region of the world, or
for a comparison between them and other regions of the world. So far,
predominantly studies with a transatlantic logic have been presented,
comparing America with Europe (or specific European states), or be-
tween or within large geographical regions (Europe – Western/Eastern,
North America with the interesting and unusual case of Canada, Latin
America, Asia, Africa, etc.) (Corner et al. 1997, 4–5).

An important aspect of every comparison is that not only the situation
of different regions is portrayed, but that one’s own system gains new and
clearer contours through the comparison with others. Only through such
comparisons does the broadcasting federalism characterizing Germany
reveal its uniqueness.

Methods of Comparative Research
In principle, all media systems, or research objects concerning politi-

cal communication, can be compared. The first distinction that should
be noted is that the comparative approach also exists within one country
(e.g., a comparison between the political communications of two par-
ties). This kind of approach is not included in this analysis, even if some
of the following methodological hints can also be of use for this kind
of comparison. Furthermore, it is a fact that the primary gathering of
cross-national data requires enormous effort. This is why most com-
parative studies rely on a secondary evaluation of existing material that
has already been produced in the country in question and is evaluated
according to comparative criteria (meta-analyses).

Some of the methods used in comparative contexts are:

� Analysis of Documents and Academic Literature: Constitutions and
legal texts, government reports, and party programs are relatively
easy to compare. In addition, there are scientific studies, written
in the country in question. Nevertheless, mistakes in translation
or transcultural misunderstandings often occur. This highlights the
need of knowing the languages of the country studied in compara-
tive research – if this is at all possible. All comparative studies begin
with an evaluation of the literature of the country to be examined.

� Content Analysis: The systematic comparison of contents (in the
form of texts, pictures, symbols, etc.) is appropriate for the de-
scription of similarities and differences in press coverage (a classical
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study, researching into political symbols used in the prestige press,
proceeds in this way [de Sola Pool 1970]). Here it is particularly im-
portant to be sensitive to differences in language and meaning (e.g.,
the word government in some countries has a broader meaning than
in others; correct translations have to relate to the specific context).
Furthermore, important features may be missing altogether in other
countries. For example, those who want to include the yellow press
in their comparison of contents will find that in some countries it
is nonexistent or leads only a rudimentary existence.

� Evaluation of Statistical Data: In a national context, comprehensive
sets of data are usually provided, containing similar terminology
that gives the impression that a comparison is an easy task. How-
ever, the figures have arisen under completely different conditions
and are only valid in context. An example: Figures on the use of
computers and the Internet are usually based on statistics of the
number of households equipped with these facilities. This makes
sense in industrialized countries where individual use dominates.
However, in other parts of the world, computers are often used col-
lectively (e.g., in Internet cafés). According to study and to point of
view, the number of Internet users in Latin America, for example,
varies by a factor of 3 (2.6 to 6.8 percent for 2001).

� Audience Ratings and Readership Figures: This kind of material is
often available in great quantity, but applies to national systems with
different starting points. In the United States, for example, regional
TV ratings are researched in metropolitan areas; in Germany they
are mostly researched based on the area of the federal states.

� Evaluation of Opinion Polls: Survey results are easy to compare, but
here too, particular conditions should be taken into consideration.
Inquiries into matters that can not be experienced in one’s own
country, can only be of limited value (e.g., to ask about majority
representation in a country that has proportional representation in
election laws).

� Expert Interviews and Participant Observation: The systematic in-
quiry of people in positions of responsibility – for example, in
media or politics, and participant observation in decision-making
processes, in, for example, an editor’s office or a political party’s
campaign team – are often very valid and explicit sources of infor-
mation that are hard to gain access to. Foreigners to a country are
often met with mistrust and experience problems in their research
process.
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� A Combination of Various Methods: Using a combination of proce-
dures, classifications can be developed that lead to value judgments
(in the tradition of Aristotle). This applies, for example, to studies
on the degree of freedom of the press in different countries, based
on the evaluation of various indices on human rights and the state of
the press. The organization Freedom House sorts the regimes of the
world into three categories: free, partly free, and not free (Stevenson
1995).

Generally speaking, the methods of comparative research are relatively
refined and can be found in textbooks, yet this field has remained rela-
tively undeveloped in communication studies (Edelstein 1982). Within
the realms of social science, comparative research is best established in
political science and textbooks on this subject can be recommended (e.g.,
Landman 2000).

With regards to intercultural and transcultural irritations, one is usu-
ally referred to literature on intercultural communication. In any case, it
is necessary to be cautious about the universal plausibility of statements:
All too often unfounded statements are made about another country
that prove to be untenable when examined more closely. There are
countless traps: in a study on communication in politics the author
expressed his surprise over the absence of reports on the sessions of
government commissions in Germany, as opposed to the United States.
The explanation for this, which is not included, is simple: Only in the
United States are such sessions public and therefore open to journalists
(Negrine 1996, 54). In addition, the fundamental database and the com-
parative research often rely on unscientific criteria, such as economic or
political motives, and therefore do not give an accurate picture of the
situation.

Strategies of Comparative Procedures
Comparative studies follow various strategies or patterns that each

lead to different research questions and results. The most frequently
used are presented in the following text:

� Concordance: The similarity of the objects compared is central to
the analysis and common characteristics are primarily sought. For
instance, theoretical perspectives of an emerging information soci-
ety follow this principle, which assumes that societies pass through
similar stages of development (agricultural society → industrial
society → information society). Perspectives of a modernization
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by communication or the universality of human rights assume the
emphasis of concordant research questions.

� Difference: Methodologically the focus is on the identification of
differences. For instance, ideas of a “clash of Civilizations” (Samuel
Huntington) point in this direction when they argue that irrec-
oncilable differences exist between the cultures of the world that
are supposed to have emerged over long periods of time and cause
cultures (to want) to separate from each other.

These two procedures are obviously linked to the research methods de-
scribed previously (originally Mill’s) that focus on the similarity (com-
mon features) or differences. When a study focuses on one of these two
approaches, it should be insured that the other perspective is not left out
as this would endanger the study’s scientific character.

Scientific approaches are always of a procedural nature; step by step
one approaches one’s own questions so that one can finally present an-
swers. Regarding complex hypotheses, the simple contrast of two ele-
ments is often insufficient as scientific findings only come to light through
a series of dynamic processes. In addition, there is the intention behind
the scientific procedure: Is it simply a question of understanding and
explaining the context? Or is it about a practical matter, for instance, to
find out how ideas are passed on or to learn from global experiences?
This leads us in the direction of further comparative approaches. Some
typical approaches will be mentioned at this point:

� Diffusion: New ideas (business concepts, etc.) originate in one coun-
try but, due to their success, penetrate other regions of the world;
they disseminate. For example, the principle of commercial broad-
casting originated in the United States and from there spread to
nearly all regions of the world. In Europe, Great Britain proved to
be the region with the strongest links to the United States (Tunstall
1999). The BBC developed the principle of public service that was
later introduced throughout Europe and the Commonwealth. Dif-
fusion describes processes of the voluntary adoption of ideas and
innovations.

� Dependency: The world does not just consist of horizontal com-
munication with the chance to learn from each other, it also con-
tains massive vertical dependencies. Former colonies were forced
to take over elements of their respective mother country’s me-
dia systems, which they could only develop further after indepen-
dence. In Nigeria, the British left behind the Nigerian Broadcasting
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Corporation, which had been modeled on the BBC. In the previ-
ously Soviet camp, a largely similar understanding of the media as
a “collective agitator and propagandist” had been established. This
led to structurally similar media that were under the direction of
the respective Marxist-Leninist parties.

� Temporality: A fundamental aspect of global modernization is
that processes do not take place simultaneously. The United States
has been a forerunner in many areas of the media in the past
decades (television, cable, computer, Internet, etc.). An analysis of
the developments in this country therefore allows a kind of insight
into one’s own foreseeable media future. In many fields the word
Americanization is used in this context (see the following text), which
can be seen as a scientific concept and be tested. Other regions play
the role of forerunner for other areas, for example in mobile com-
munication this role goes to Northern Europe or Japan. Temporality
means – colloquially speaking – that you don’t always have to go
back to reinvent the wheel.

� Performance: If another country, which is more advanced as far
as certain developments are concerned, is systematically observed
with the intention of preparing for political (or commercial, etc.)
innovations at home, the concept of performance emerges. In
Germany, for example, since the year 2000 legislation on “Freedom
of Information,” which orients itself toward American, British, and
Scandinavian models, is being worked on. This is a sort of global
benchmarking for the best solution (performance). In this respect,
the world appears to be a global political laboratory. The observation
of the world has the purpose of political consultancy and the im-
plementation of the internationally most-promising specifications
and is thus limited to concrete goals.

Portraying the comparison of media systems can only be conducted by
way of examples. The emphasis lies on media systems and political com-
munication in this chapter. A systematic view is the focus here, that is, the
macro and, to an extent, the intermediate levels of the systems are at the
forefront. Individual actors on the micro level, for example journalists,
are dealt with in a different chapter (see Chapter 11, this volume). The
following sections are concerned with some examples of comparative
perspectives in various subdivisions: the theory of communication and
political communication; media systems and media politics; and media
transformation and media technology.
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EXAMPLES OF COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVES

IN AREAS OF COMMUNICATIONS THEORY AND

POLITICAL COMMUNICATION

Theories of Communication
It has already been described how theories can stand at the end

of a process of comparative research. This leads to the question of
whether theories can be compared, in particular concerning trans-
cultural differences. Although they receive little attention from the
Western academic community, new culture-bound schools of thought
do emerge, which, time and again, include a reaction to regional expe-
rience. The relatively well-equipped Latin American science of commu-
nications, for example, has concerned itself with the potential for po-
litical reform in the media for many years (Fox 1997). In Asia, Western
perspectives had been accepted rather uncritically for decades before
attempts were made to combine local traditions in thinking with these
imports. By now, characteristic perspectives on communications the-
ory have been developed in Asia, in which, for example, peculiari-
ties of the Indian language, the symbolic system of I Ching in China,
or impulses of Islam or Taoism have been incorporated (Dissanayake
1993).

This example underscores that theories wander over cultural bound-
aries in the form of ideas and make productive suggestions, thereby
changing and expanding their content. This is illustrated in the famous
approach “Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere” (Habermas
1962; 1989). The study, which dates from 1962 – based, at the time of
its publication, on a comparison between France, the United Kingdom,
and Germany – was not translated into English until over a quarter of
a century later. The German key term Öffentlichkeit was translated into
the artificial term public sphere. This was necessary as there is no equiv-
alent to the word Öffentlichkeit in many languages (which throws some
light on German particularities). Obviously, Öffentlichkeit stems from a
different context than public sphere, illustrated by the fact that this the-
ory has meanwhile often been used to defend the public broadcasting
service, as it is closely related to the term public service (see previous).
In processes involving the transcultural passing on of theories, certain
ideas embedded in these theories are lost and others are newly created.
A comparison of Habermas’s original (1962) with today’s non-German
Habermas adaptations shows how this kind of transcultural diffusion
works (Kleinsteuber 2001b).
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Political Culture and Political Communication
A classical object of comparative research is the analysis of political

culture, meaning studies on informal forms of behavior of the citizen
vis-à-vis the political system and their (historically grown) differences.
The classic work “Civic Culture” compared specially obtained question-
naire results in five countries (the United States, the United Kingdom,
Germany, Italy, and Mexico) for this purpose. Its priorities lay on how
citizens see the state and how they communicate with it. It showed that in
the late 1950s Germany’s citizens were comparatively well-informed yet
not very politically active; in the United States it was the other way around
(Almond and Verba 1963). In more recent studies the whole range of
the variations of political communication is revealed, such as when dif-
ferent authors of a book (Paletz 1996) describe the parallel positions
of the media elite cross-nationally, as well as the greatly differing local
characteristics: for instance how ethnic, tribal, and regional elements
influence Nigeria’s political communication (Olayiwola 1996); how the
effects of terror and political violence shape communication in Peru,
India, or South Africa; or how massively the mass media in South Korea
is still subject to manipulative political pressure (Kim and Lee 1996).

One study approaches the subject in a completely different manner,
by focusing on a comparison of political communication cultures. The
author provides an analysis of the “norms and communication roles that
govern the interaction between political spokespeople and journalists”
(Pfetsch 2001, 47). To gather data, the author carried out semistructured
interviews with journalists and politicans’ spokespeople from the United
States and Germany. The results showed clear differences: American
actors take on a much stronger professional role as journalists who
determine the interaction between the two sides, while in Germany
social norms dominate the situation, such as ethical and appropriate
behavior, openness, or dignity. In the United States the behavior of the
actors is more media-oriented and aims at a strategic orchestration of
communication, while in Germany the strong position of the political
parties (which are protected by the constitution) allows other priorities to
emerge.

Political Advertising, Communication in Election
Campaigns, and the Hypothesis of Americanization

A common subject of comparative analysis is communication in
election campaigns. It seems sensible to study comparable objects in
the countries examined, for example television advertisement spots by
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political parties, which appeared sufficiently similar for their verbal and
nonverbal messages to be evaluated and their contents analyzed. The
result reads as follows: Although the political systems researched (the
United States, France, Italy, and Germany) appear to be relatively differ-
ent (party system, election rights), an amazing similarity was recogniz-
able in the political party broadcasts. The comparison “of the content,
style, and effects of exposure to televised political advertising show some
striking similarities across cultures.” The corresponding results showed,
among others, that the spots concentrated on issues, that messages are
usually positively formulated and emotional arguments are put before
logical ones (Kaid and Holtz-Bacha 1995, 221–2).

Another comparative analysis concentrates on the formulation of
campaign agendas. It compares the roles of parties and the media (tele-
vision and press) in the United Kingdom and the United States. As a
common feature, the release “of an implacably competitive struggle to
control the mass media agenda” is described. The media replies with
their own defense strategy of not permitting the politicians to have a
“free ride.” On the other hand, it notes that differences should be ob-
served, some of which are the strength of party systems, public service
versus commerce in the television networks, the method of courting me-
dia consumers, varying degrees of election campaign professionalization,
and cultural differences, for instance, the public’s esteem of politicians
(Semetko et al. 1991, 175–8). Along with the more obvious compara-
tive content analysis of the campaign media and reporting, primarily
participant observations at newsrooms and at competing parties’ press
conferences were carried out and evaluated. Yet another approach was
used in a cross-country study that compared the influence of interper-
sonal and mass communication on voting decisions in the United States,
the United Kingdom, Spain, and East and West Germany (see Chapter 13,
this volume).

Some of the above-mentioned studies have also addressed the ques-
tion of whether a kind of Americanization might have taken place in the
procedure of election campaigns in western countries. In this context
Americanization means strategies that are successful in the United States
are carefully observed and consequently copied in other countries. While
the studies previously cited emphasize the visible closeness of campaign
strategies, other analyses, which concentrate on political structures and
institutions, come to somewhat different conclusions. Here it is empha-
sized that the context is very different, for example election campaigns
in Germany, as opposed to in the United States, are above all organized
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by the party organization; the candidate is of secondary importance
(Kamps 2000). The term Americanization proves to be primarily used by
the media as a catchword to avoid complicated comparisons. Despite all
the differences in the concrete campaign procedures, similarities are also
observed, especially in visual strategies or the intentional influencing of
reporting.

It is indisputable that European politicians observe U.S. election cam-
paigns closely. A leading politician of the German Liberal Party, Guido
Westerwelle, when questioned as an observer at an American National
Convention in 2000, said: “Don’t copy, just understand.” All in all, the
Americanization hypothesis falls into the temperance and the perfor-
mance categories, because the situation in an “advanced” country is
being examined and evaluated with a concrete aim.

Political Reporting
While media structures clearly differ from a global perspective, media

contents are frequently relatively similar – not least because they often
originate from a limited number of news agencies. This makes a com-
parison easier – even more so when similar kinds of media (e.g., the
“quality” press) or similar subjects (e.g., events of global significance)
are compared. The comparative analysis of contents looks back on a
considerable history: Back in the early fifties, “political symbols” were
sought for in the quality press (de Sola Pool 1970). In this context, the
analyses of world news trends prepared in the 1970s, which reveal a great
amount of one-way movement and are interpreted as “one-way streets,”
are also important: The United States and also Western Europe are major
producers, while regions of the Third World are merely recipients and
have no chance of making their issues heard. They have been the sub-
ject of many lengthy and difficult controversies in the United Nations
Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).

In international cooperation, reporting on the Gulf War has been
studied in depth (Nohrstedt and Ottosen 2000). Based on a pattern of
double framework of comparison, using multiple forms of media (tele-
vision news, tabloids, quality press) and various countries (the United
States, Denmark, Norway, and others), in the final analysis the U.S. re-
porting during the events of the war was found to have been very hege-
monic, while the United Nation’s (UN’s) role was almost negligible.
Among the national media of Europe common features could be dis-
covered, for example that militaristic logic played only a small part, as
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opposed to in the United States. While in Germany the war events were
simultaneously sold with controversial positions as well as propaganda
in favor of military intervention, the coverage in Norway was much more
distanced (Kempf 2000). It is part of the nature of these kind of analyses
that it can only be used for meaningful topics of common interest, as
only then does the material basis needed for comparison exist.

EXEMPLARY COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVES IN THE AREA

OF MEDIA SYSTEMS AND MEDIA POLITICS

Media Systems and Media Politics
A field that has recently become popular is the complete presentation

of media systems. There is a wide range of handbooks in which single sys-
tems are described according to a fixed scheme. In the German-speaking
world, the most reliable source is the Hans-Bredow-Yearbook pub-
lished every other year (Hans-Bredow-Institute 2002). Many, above all
Anglo-American textbooks, either present single national media systems,
which are supposed to be representative of certain world regions (Head
1985), or else analyze the situation in world regions, for example Latin
America, where a considerable level of comparability is assumed (Fox
1997). A different perspective emerges when the author does not come
from the country examined, and his or her angle is more or less detached
from the research object. The British writer Peter J. Humphreys has writ-
ten an overview of the German media system that unmistakably focuses
on the interests of the British observer, for instance on German feder-
alism or the powerful assertiveness of parties in media politics (which
are both unknown in the United Kingdom) (Humphreys 1994, 315–20).
In turn, Germans occupy themselves with the situation abroad, above
all in the United States, in which the question of Americanization is al-
most always involved and transposed into questions such as: “What will
happen to us in the future?” or “What can we copy?” (Bachem 1995;
Kleinsteuber 2001a).

The founding of the EU provided comparative research with far-
reaching impulses. Processes of political integration, in which units that
were previously separate have now gained in similarity, show an elective
affinity to the process of generation of comparative theory previously
outlined. The gathering of data and consequent comparison of condi-
tions within member states constitutes a fixed repertoire of the formu-
lation phase of EU politics. For example, this is what happened in the
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1989 case of the media directive “Television without Borders.” In the
green book with the same title, the commission researched the situation
in every country in the EU in order to make decisions about further
procedure (European Commission 1984).

As another result of intensified European research, cooperation
studies that follow one of the following three patterns have become
widespread:

� The situation in member states is systematically presented, for
example in the handbooks of the Euromedia Research Group in
which national media systems are dealt with according to fixed cri-
teria and figures are provided for orientation (ERG 1997). The sys-
temization provided simplifies the comparison, which, however,
must be performed by the user.

� In a two-step procedure, the national situation is first researched
using case studies, after that trends within Europe are presented. In
studies that originated in Catalonia/Barcelona for example, the fo-
cus is on local/regional television. In their evaluation, it is possible to
identify various types of “decentralized TV.” Then, just to name two
poles, the situation in states with centralized authorities and power
structures (such as Greece and Portugal) falls into the category of
“regional delegated production centers,” while Germany, with its
large proportion of regionally produced broadcasting, comes un-
der the heading “federated television” (de Moragas Spá et al. 1999,
9–12).

� The varying situations in different parts of the EU form the basis
for cross-national studies, in order to locate Europe-wide trends or
contradictions. For example, commercialization and the introduc-
tion of the dual system happened relatively simultaneously in the
EU; the use of cable TV, pay TV, and the Internet, however, is quite
unevenly distributed (McQuail and Siune 1998).

Studies on the European subject matter underline that something ap-
proaching a “European Model” has not developed beyond its rudiments
(Corner et al. 1997, 5). Therefore it seems even more surprising that the
promotion of the process toward European unity for some time used a
media-centered strategy, where deregulation and privatization have al-
ways constituted a part of their repeatedly proclaimed goals. This strategy
with the aim of attaining unity based on common media and telecom-
munications politics was above all attempted in the 1980s and the early
1990s, albeit with little success (Burgelman 1997, 142–5).
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Media Surveillance and Media Regulation
Comparison of media surveillance and regulation presents itself as

a standard area of comparative research. A similar functional necessity,
regarding the tendencies toward liberalization and the opening of the
market exists in all countries: the construction of effective supervision
structures. A comparative study on regulating the media examines li-
censing and regulation in six countries (the United States, the United
Kingdom, Germany, France, Canada, and Australia): national regula-
tion structures and their context are researched according to a partly
unified scheme. In a second step, common features are sought for, ac-
cording to the principle of “method of agreement.” The author stresses
that a change of paradigm can be observed in all of the states examined,
which can be described as “from the trustee model to the market model”
or “from cultural to economic legitimization” (Hoffmann-Riem 1996,
340–1). Attention is paid to differences as well: two groups of countries
are formed. Three countries with a long-standing privately owned me-
dia sector (the United States, Canada, and Australia) are compared with
three countries in the public service tradition (the United Kingdom,
Germany, and France). The two categories differ clearly in their results,
simultaneously describing the difference between developments within
and outside Europe while using area studies. The result is a classical type
formation, taking into account the concepts of agreement and difference.

Questions about regulation become apparent in the case of the In-
ternet as well, albeit in a different way. The Bertelsmann Foundation
has presented a study on this subject, which primarily pleas for self-
regulation (Waltermann and Machill 2000). One part of the study com-
prises an opinion poll of Internet users in three countries (Australia,
Germany, and the United States). It was based on identical questions
so that results could be compared. The results show that, despite “ex-
treme national differences” in the diffusion of Internet use (at least at
the time of the research in mid-1999), respondents gave similar answers.
Particularly control over abuse was seen as an important task in every
country and self-control was favored. State control was, as was to be ex-
pected, especially unpopular in the United States, while in Germany the
ban of extreme right-wing or extreme left-wing opinions was favored
more than anywhere else (Germany: 58 percent, the United States:
28 percent) (Köcher 2000). These kinds of questionnaires with an explic-
itly comparative focus remain somewhat rare as they are very expensive.

It is generally true that the politics of regulation are a good example
of diffusion because of their great international significance – the first
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government institution responsible for communication was founded in
the United States in 1934. Today there is (at least) one in almost every
developed political system. The fact that problems have similar origins
in many countries motivates us to study the experiences of others or
also (e.g., on regulating the Internet) work together on common appli-
cable solutions; temperance and performance accompany international
regulation research.

Public Service and Commercial Broadcasting
Two types of organization are known in the international develop-

ment of broadcasting: the original European public service and the pri-
vate commercial broadcasting, which had its beginnings in the United
States. When they coexist, we speak of a dual system. The complete field
of research is characterized by processes that can be described with com-
parative methods, as the European commercial suppliers applied many
concepts and specialist terminology from the United States (soap opera,
format radio, etc.). The term dual system came into existence in the
United Kingdom. Diffusion, temperance, and performance are related
catchwords.

Public service is a generic concept and is such as a result of compara-
tive processes. It describes systems in which broadcasting is produced in
a kind of public trusteeship. The German Öffentlich-Rechtliche Anstalten
(literally public institutions governed by law) appear to be a subcategory –
in some ways a very special one. The legal construction is only referred
to in Germany and the form of organization, Anstalt (institution), is
unique – and defies any meaningful translation. Public service first be-
came a scientific object in the United Kingdom (the first attempt at a
definition was by the Broadcasting Research Unit in 1985). Comparative
analyses show that the public service should not just be seen as a descrip-
tive concept, it always has a normative element to it in the countries
concerned (e.g., as far as the strengthening of public discourse through
public institutions is concerned) (Raboy 1996).

Dual systems can also be the object of comparative analysis. In a study
of the Bertelsmann Foundation, dual systems came under scrutiny. In
order to attain any comparability at all in this study of six countries (the
United Kingdom, France, Australia, New Zealand, the United States, and
Germany), so-called public interest programs were defined as the starting
point. In the United States public broadcasting was included, although
it only resembles public service in name (there is no public sector in
the United States). In fact, public in the United States means something
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similar to programming in the interest of the general public, which is,
however, above all carried out by private organizations and financing
(Hamm 1998). Studies of this kind underline how difficult it often is to
create terminological unity and conceptional bases of comparison.

EXAMPLES OF COMPARATIVE METHODS IN THE AREAS OF

MEDIA TRANSFORMATION AND MEDIA TECHNOLOGY

Media Transformation
Media systems develop a natural capacity for self-preservation, even

if they find themselves in a state of complete reorganization in certain
phases of their development. The last large region that found itself in such
a process largely simultaneously (and partially still ongoing) is the group
of countries whose systems used to be called real socialism. The Soviet
Union, as a center of power, had forced its dependent states to adopt its
concept of the media by using its dominant status. With the end of com-
munism, media systems set out on the road to transformation, which can
be seen as modernization according to a conscious, planned, catching-
up process. Actually transformation is a comparative theoretical concept,
which came into existence during the analysis of earlier processes of de-
mocratization in Latin America and Southern Europe (Thomass and
Tzankoff 2001). Apart from parallel processes, media transformation
in (Central and) Eastern Europe also clearly differs: Poland now has a
largely westernized system; in Russia, the state and oligarchies have cre-
ated new dependencies (Trautmann 2002). Differently again, the media
in (former) Yugoslavia have become a great source of ethnic defama-
tion and the construction of enemy images with well-known destructive
consequences.

State Systems and Economic Actors
A reduction in importance of individual nation-states in favor of the

world economy, especially the increasingly powerful transnational com-
panies of the media and communications industry, can be observed
internationally. The strategies of the large, globally active media actors
are perfect for comparative analyses: AOL Time Warner for instance was
aiming at convergence and the synergetic combination of old and new
forms of media; Murdoch’s News Corporation was aiming at world-
wide digital pay TV and satellite distribution, and Bertelsmann (the
world’s biggest publishers) at the production of content. For example,
the Bertelsmann Group, actually based in the small German town of

81



P1: Irk-Kic-JzL
0521828317c04.xml CY425/Esser 0521828317 May 22, 2004 11:26

Hans J. Kleinsteuber

Gütersloh, has settled parts of its top management in New York and ob-
tains its highest turnover in the United States. It is a good example of
how a global structure dissolves national boundaries and enterprises are
becoming transnational actors.

In international research, controversial positions are developed on
this point: a rather affirmative view stresses the chances offered by global
media, for instance the capacity to break up the traditional authorities
internationally and promote social change (Demers 1999). The critical
analysis focuses on terms such as transnational corporate capitalism; de-
scribes the destruction of local traditions, primarily in the South through
the North (Hollywoodization); and the activities of the largest media play-
ers, which remain unhindered by democratic control (Sussman and Lent
1991). These theoretical perspectives see, for example, the construction
of global “Electronic Empires” as central and are often linked to polit-
ical economy approaches, a direction of thought that is strong in the
international context, but almost forgotten in Germany (Thussu 1998).

In this context, two aspects are usually dealt with: The question of
how existing communication cultures react to threats from the outside
and develop their own adaptation and countering strategies. Another
direction stresses the necessity to react to tendencies to globalization
with demands for democratization, which corresponds with the general
tendency in the direction of more democracy in the world. “Democ-
ratizing Communication” is thereby used as a concept to oppose the
media-industrial imperative, evaluating the manifold experiences of the
world with comparative methods (Bailie and Winseck 1997).

The Technical Future of Communication
Media and communications technologies always originate in one cor-

ner of the world: telegraphy and the computer in the United States,
broadcasting technologies in Europe. They then spread to the rest of the
world. Technologies represent an aspect of universal similarity as they
tend toward global resemblance in their technical construction, while, in
comparison, cultures seem to have many facets and to be inconsistent.
The former produce conformity, the latter favor difference. In reality the
situation is more complex, because, for instance, the same technologies
can be used in different ways. Technologies developed in the Western
world (such as the Internet) and designed for individual use (in house-
holds) are in other places used much more collectively (e.g., Internet
cafes). Illiterate oral cultures conquer radio technologies in a completely
new way as they discover it as an opportunity for sharing traditional
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stories. It is fascinating to see how differently our familiar technologies
are used in the geographical and cultural periphery (e.g., by Inuits in the
arctic region [Greenland, Canada, Alaska]) (Perrot 1986).

Even within the Western world, the interpretations and metaphors
of new technologies differ considerably. The idea of establishing an In-
formation Superhighway in the form of a national and digital informa-
tion infrastructure, as it was proclaimed in American politics in 1993,
has wandered through many states and has been furnished with com-
pletely different accents. In the United States, the term metaphorically
transported a claim of state regulation of private investors, parallel to
the construction of the real highway that is regimented by the police; the
Canadians were above all careful to add their “Canadian content” to the
infrastructure; and Australians hoped to reduce the geographical dis-
tance between their country and the world markets (Kleinsteuber 1996).
In Europe, the picture of the Autobahn (in German) or Autostrada (in
Italian) for data was above all filled with economic meaning, the chances
offered by e-commerce were praised highly and emphasis was laid on the
creation of new jobs in a Europe expected to grow together in electronic
networks (Kubicek et al. 1997).

CONCLUSION

Apart from the individual aspects of comparative procedure described
here, this field in general has a particular task in the scientific analysis
of the media and communication. It is about – generally speaking –
processing world knowledge, the insight into foreign cultures, discov-
ering different approaches to different subjects and gaining a different
kind of experience of similar objects in distinct cultures. Without excep-
tion, the relationship between the familiar and the foreign lies behind the
comparative analysis. This underlines that sound comparative research
can only be achieved with great multicultural sensitivity. It is a ques-
tion of scientifically corroborating “Border Crossing” (Dallmayr 1999).
Stereotyping therefore is an archenemy of any comparative procedure;
even worse is the construction of prejudices. It is neither true that the
United States is the land of neoliberalism, that the Japanese are copycats,
nor that the Germans are perfectionists. Comparative research attributes
great importance to avoiding stereotyped simplifications and the fabri-
cation of clichés, which often suit political purposes nicely.

An overwhelming trend can be subsumed under the term globaliza-
tion. When this catchword is examined more thoroughly, very different
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forms of reaction to the internationalization of communication in tech-
nology, organization, program, and so forth come to light. It is often
possible to identify confusing developments along with global transcul-
tural communication – often interacting with it, which only reveal their
secret when subjected to comparative research. Without a clear im-
provement and intensification of comparative research the future will
be unmanageable.
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F I V E

Designs and Methods of Comparative Political

Communication Research

Werner Wirth and Steffen Kolb

Some “25 years after ‘Extending the Frontier’” (Gurevitch and Blumler
1990), a sophisticated discussion about designs and methods in compar-
ative communication research has not even begun.1 This delay is rather
astonishing if one takes into account the huge number of publications
on this topic in other social sciences – especially in political science, psy-
chology, and sociology. Surprisingly, most of the literature does not take
into account the research done in neighboring disciplines. Przeworski’s
and Teune’s publication of 1970 is one of the few exceptions: their re-
search approach is known across disciplines, even though there are some
studies that replicate their ideas (Rosengren et al. 1992, 275).

The lack of shared knowledge across disciplines is all the more
suprising if one considers the similarities in making international com-
parisons in the social sciences. In the field of communication re-
search, Gurevitch (1989); Blumler, McLeod, and Rosengren (1992); and
Schmitt-Beck (1998) have published seminal works on this subject. In
political science, Hartmann (1995), van Deth (1998), and Przeworski and
Teune (1970, especially 3–16) have also made important contributions.
In psychology, van de Vijver and Leung (1997; 2000) and the cross-
cultural research methods series (edited by John W. Berry and Walter J.
Lonner since 1975) offer interesting insights. Nowak (1989) and Kohn
(1989a; 1989b) have produced well-known sociological works in this
field.

Obviously, the approaches of the social sciences differ, because they
focus on the problems particular to each discipline. This chapter tries to

1 We will not enter into the discussions on different meanings of the terms interna-
tional, intercultural, cross-national, cross-cultural, multinational, or multicultural com-
parisons, all of which will be used synonymously.
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integrate these different ways of dealing with comparative research prob-
lems and to make them appropriate for use in the field of communication
research.

First, it introduces the general problem of comparability and of the
equivalence of comparisons. It then presents a number of approaches
to international comparisons, based on existing studies. This is followed
by a review of how studies are conceptualized, how cultures are selected,
how data is analyzed, and how results are interpreted. There is then a
detailed discussion about different kinds and levels of equivalence, as well
as cultural bias due to a lack of equivalence. Finally, a five-step guideline
for planning and carrying out intercultural studies is suggested.

COMPARABILITY AND EQUIVALENCE: THE MAIN PROBLEM

OF COMPARATIVE RESEARCH

Comparability and the maintenance of equivalence can be seen as the
major problems of comparative research, as the objects to compare usu-
ally belong to different system contexts (Luhmann 1970; Nowak 1989;
Niedermayer 1997). To make the term equivalence accessible for the so-
cial sciences, it is often “operationalized” as functional equivalence: the
functionality of the research objects within the different system contexts
must be equivalent. On the item level, equivalence occurs whenever the
same subdimensions or issues can be used to explain theoretical con-
structs in every country or culture. If the constructs can be integrated
into theories equivalently, one would assume construct equivalence.

The implications of this concept should not be underestimated. When
comparing political institutions, for example, these must be embedded
equivalently into the higher system level. However, they do not have to
be equal, as the comparison of equal or identical elements would offer
little results other than the equality of these elements (van Deth 1998).
The Anglo-American metaphor of comparing apples and oranges is as
misleading as the common use of the term comparable for describing
two or more similar objects. Apples and oranges are, in fact, quite com-
parable, due to their common functional integration into the “concept”
fruit (Aarebrodt and Bakka 1997).

In brief, neither equivalence nor its absence can ever be presumed.
Equivalence has to be analyzed and tested for on all the different levels
of research, that is, on the level of indicators, constructs, theories, and
for the entire research process.
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THEORETICAL DIVERSITY AND ORIENTATION IN

RELATION TO CONTEXTUAL FACTORS: EIGHT GENERAL

TYPES OF INTERNATIONAL RESEARCH

Theoretical Diversity
Theory should play a major role when looking for a research strat-

egy. One important advantage of international research is the possibility
of integrating a variety of (national) concepts or theories (e.g., Swanson
1992). This can be a fruitful basis for interdisciplinary and “intertheoret-
ical” analyses (Kleiner and Okeke 1991; Swanson 1992; Berg-Schlosser
and Müller-Rommel 1997, 19–22). Swanson (1992) distinguishes be-
tween three principal strategies for dealing with theoretical diversity:

(1) The simplest possibility is called avoidance strategy. Most interna-
tional comparisons are made by teams that come from only one
culture or nation. Usually, their research interests are restricted
to their own (scientific) socialization. Within this mono-cultural
context, broad approaches cannot be applied and intertheoretical
questions cannot be answered (Swanson 1992, 26).

(2) The pretheoretical strategy tries to avoid cultural and theoretical
differences in another way: studies are undertaken without a strict
theoretical framework until results are ready to be interpreted.
The advantage of this strategy lies in the exploration, that is, in
developing new theories. Following the strict principles of criti-
cal rationalism, however, the testing of hypotheses is not possible
(Popper 1994, 198–9). Most of the results remain on a descrip-
tive level and never reach theoretical diversity. The instruments
for pretheoretical studies are necessarily “holistic,” in order to
integrate every theoretical construct conceivable for the interpre-
tation. As a result, these studies can be rather extensive (Swanson
1992, 26).

(3) When a research team develops a metatheoretical approach to
building a framework for the basic theories and research ques-
tions, the data can be analyzed using different theoretical back-
grounds. This metatheoretical strategy allows the extensive use
of all data. It produces, however, quite a variety of very different
results, which are not easily summarized in one report (Swanson
1992, 28–9).

The decision for or against the use of theoretical diversity should always
be based on research aims as well as time and financial costs. Niedermayer
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(1997, 90–1) emphasizes the frictional losses in internationally cooper-
ating research teams: the higher the necessary level of integration, the
higher the cost of establishing consensus. These problems may possibly
be overcome by a culture-specific training of the researchers (Bhawuk
1998).

Context Factors and Theoretical Orientation
Van de Vijver and Leung (1996, 287–9; 1997, 20–6; 2000, 34) propose

another typology of theoretical orientation and the use of context factors.
These authors differentiate between theory-driven and exploratory stud-
ies. In both, however, the researchers can use context factors to improve
the results. For example, in a comparative content analysis of television
news, the context factors “historical development,” “competition on the
television market,” and “media systems characteristics” can be applied
(Ragin 1989; Abell 1990). Combining these two dimensions of theory
and context, van de Vijver and Leung (1997, 20–6) present four types
of studies:

(1) Generalizability studies test nationally developed theories and hy-
potheses on an international level. Such studies can usually be
described as theory oriented without taking alternative explana-
tions into account.

(2) Theory-driven studies are those in which collection of data is
hypothesis driven and the analysis remains open for alterna-
tive explanations, by measuring context factors. These are an-
chored in a theoretical framework that can be overruled if the
hypothesis fails to be verified. Analysis of the context factors
can even lead to theoretical advances, due to the open study
design.

(3) Difference studies: If the researchers focus on the production of
data without any theoretical orientation and without considering
context factors, they will usually be limited to describing (similari-
ties and) differences of the countries involved. Any interpretation
or explanation must remain on a very superficial level and can
only be made post hoc.

(4) External validation studies are those that use context factors with-
out a theoretical framework. The descriptive results are at least
clarified by the presentation of context variables, such as national
statistics.
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Integration of the Two Typologies:
Eight Research Strategies

Rosengren, McLeod, and Blumler (1992, 274–5) recognize two di-
mensions in the typology of Swanson (1992): the degree of theoretical
diversity and theoretical drivenness. According to these authors, a theory-
driven study will test a hypothesis, whereas a study without theoretical
drivenness will be descriptive, open, and/or exploratory. The integration
of both approaches leads to eight research strategies for international
projects presented in Table 5.1 and described in the following text.

(1) Metatheoretical research strategy with context factors: Potentially
every cultural and theoretical background can be used. The re-
searchers form a metatheoretical guideline from different the-
ories that are attached to their cultural backgrounds. Theories
and hypotheses to be tested are deduced from this metatheory.
Integrating context factors into the operationalization and data
analysis process even allows unexpected results to be interpreted
appropriately.

(2) Metatheoretical research strategy without context factors: In con-
trast to the first strategy, the lack of contextual variables makes
this approach strictly deductive in the sense of critical rational-
ism. This strategy facilitates the optimal adaptation of research
questions to the theoretical background. However, questions
that come up during the research process cannot be sufficiently
answered.

(3) Unitheoretical research strategy with context factors: If a single na-
tional theory is tested in an international context, the creation
of a metatheoretical framework through international cooper-
ation is no longer possible. Studies with this strategy are usually
undertaken by a national researcher or research team who take
their own specific theoretical ideas as a starting point. The gen-
eral research aim is to test the applicability of their theory on
other countries, that is, the generalizability of their theory. The
inclusion of context factors assures a minimal level of open-
mindedness.

(4) Unitheoretical research strategy without context factors: The same
procedure as described under point 3, without an open per-
spective on the generalization. The results will state either the
generalizability of the theory or describe the theory as a national
phenomenon.
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(5) Pretheoretical research strategy with context factors: This strat-
egy identifies a rather loose and minor theoretical guideline
due to its focus on descriptive and exploratory research ques-
tions. In general, it is imperative that the focus integrates a huge
number of context factors in order to allow the researchers to
create broad-based results. During data analysis and interpreta-
tion, the inductive approach is a means to theory development
and/or the connection to previously existing theories. While
the advantage of this research strategy is its substantial open-
mindedness, there is a reasonable risk of implicitly sliding into
an atheoretical description (cf. type 7 and 8).

(6) Pretheoretical research strategy without context factors: If the in-
tegration of context factors is abandoned in a pretheoretical
strategy, the openness will be reduced to an absolute minimum.

(7/8) Completely atheoretical research can only lead to trivial conclu-
sions – with or without contextual factors. The results will likely
be limited by the description of empirical similarities and/or
differences between the cultures or nations under examination.

THE RESEARCH DESIGN OF INTERNATIONAL

COMPARISONS

Level- and Structure-Oriented Questions
In conceiving an internationally comparative study, research ques-

tions must be examined in light of the implications they have for
methodology. Van de Vijver and Leung (1996; 1997) distinguish be-
tween two types of questions: structure-oriented questions, which are
mostly interested in the relationship between certain variables, and level-
oriented questions, which focus on the parameter values. If, for example,
a knowledge-gap study analyzes the relationship between the knowledge
gained from television news by high and low socioeconomic status (SES)
in the United Kingdom and the United States, the question is structure
oriented, because the focus is on a national relationship (of knowledge
indices) and the average gain of knowledge is not taken into account.
Usually, structure-oriented data require analyses of correlation or re-
gression. If the main interest of the study is a comparison of the average
gain of knowledge of low SES in the United Kingdom and the United
States, the research question is level oriented, because the knowledge
indices of the two nations are to be compared. In this case, one would
most probably use analyses of variance.
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Structure-oriented questions will generally call for relatively simple
research designs, as the relationship of variables is in question. Level-
oriented questions need more complex designs and a higher level of
equivalence. In addition, they require more data that may have an effect
on the structure or the single values (van de Vijver and Leung 1996,
269–71; 1997, 21–3).

Emic and Etic Strategy of Operationalization
Before the operationalizing of an international comparison, the re-

search team has to analyze construct equivalence to prove comparability.
If an equivalent structure of subdimensions can be found in every coun-
try in question, construct equivalence is well established. Do the different
national contexts really allow for the assumption that, for example, the
“ritual” of watching television news has an equal function in the countries
under examination? To be sure, the researchers have to demonstrate that
the construct (e.g., ritual of television news watching) consists of the
same dimensions, perhaps with different characteristics. Whenever they
fail to do so, the construct cannot be measured equivalently in every
country. It is important to state that the decision of whether or not to
use the same instruments in every country does not have any impact on
the problem of a lack of construct equivalence.

When construct equivalence is missing, the researchers can undertake
their study following an emic approach: The operationalization for the
measurement of the construct(s) is developed nationally, to provide for a
highly adequate, culturally specific national instrument. The idea behind
this procedure is to measure, for example, the ritual of watching television
news correctly, in other words, culture-specifically. The comparison on
the construct level remains possible, even though the instruments vary
culturally, because functional equivalence has been established on the
construct level by the culture-specific measurement. The ritual exists in
every country examined in the study, but it cannot be measured using
the same instrument. In general, this procedure will also be possible if
one or more national instruments already exist and the instruments for
the other countries have to be developed seperately (van de Vijver and
Leung 1996, 271).

As measurement differs from culture to culture, the integration of the
national results can be very difficult. Strictly speaking, this disadvan-
tage of emic studies results in the interpretation of a structure-oriented
outcome with a thorny validation process. Measurements with different
indicators on different scales do lead to data on equivalent constructs.
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By using external reference data from every culture, complex weighting
and standardization procedures can possibly lead to valid equalization
of levels and variance (more detailed in van de Vijver and Leung 1997).
In research practice, emic measuring and data analysis are used to high-
light cultural differences (Hui and Triandis 1985; Greenfield 1996, 306;
Piedmont and Chae 1997, 132–3).

If construct equivalence can be assumed after an in-depth analysis, the
research team should prefer an etic modus operandi. Here, approach-
ing the different cultures with the same instrument2 is valid because
the constructs function equally in every culture. Consequently, an emic
procedure should probably come to similar instruments in every culture
(Hui and Triandis 1985; Helfrich 1993; Piedmont and Chae 1997, 132–4;
van de Vijver and Tanzer 1997, 265–6). Reciprocally, an etic approach
must lead to bias and measurement artifacts, when applied under the
circumstances of missing construct equivalence.

The advantages of emic proceedings are not only the adequate mea-
surement of culture specificity but also the possible inclusion of idio-
graphic elements of each culture. Thus, this approach can be seen as
a compromise of qualitative and quantitative methodologies. The psy-
chologist Greenfield (1996, 307–9) and – in political science – Hartmann
(1995, 25–30) suggest analyzing cultural processes in a holistic way with-
out crushing them into variables; psychometric, quantitative data collec-
tion would only be suitable for similar cultures. As an objection to this
simplification, one should remember the emic approach’s potential to
provide the researchers with comparable data, as previously described.
In contrast, holistic analyses produce culture-specific outcomes that will
not be comparable.

The etic and emic approaches both have advantages and disadvan-
tages, so that the aim must be to determine a fitting compromise between
“purely” etic and “purely” emic procedures for a well-founded research
project (e.g., Triandis et al. 1993; Piedmont and Chae 1997).

Linguistic Adaptation of the Instruments
Difficulties in establishing equivalence are regularly linked to linguis-

tic problems: How can a researcher try to establish functional equiv-
alence without the knowledge of every language of the cultures un-
der examination? Cultural differences between states or countries can

2 The instruments used in an etic study do not have to be absolutely identical, but can
be adapted, culture-specifically.
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be rather small, while cultural or ethnic differences among groups
within some specific states or countries can be substantial. Neverthe-
less, the (methodologically) typical case for a comparison between
countries is a comparison between different cultures and language
areas.

Cooperation among researchers with different cultural research back-
grounds (usually publishing in different languages) poses specific prob-
lems (van Deth 1998). For a linguistic adaptation of the theoretical back-
ground as well as for the instruments, one can discriminate between
“more etic” and “more emic” approaches, too:

(1) Translation-oriented approaches: Most of the translation-based
procedures produce two translated versions of the text: one in
the “foreign” language and one after translation back into the
original language. The latter version can be compared to the orig-
inal version to evaluate the translation. In general, this is repeated
until a complete match of the two versions is obtained (Sperber
et al. 1994, 503; van de Vijver and Tanzer 1997, 267; Erkut et al.
1999, 208–10 – all based on Werner and Campbell 1970). Sperber,
Devellis, and Boehlecke (1994) even introduce bilingual special-
ists to validate the instrument. Lauf and Peter (2001) discuss
these problems with a special focus on reliability of multilingual
codebooks for content analyses.

This method produces eticly formed instruments due to the
focus on “linguistic equivalence,” which can only work as a cri-
terion of evaluation whenever functional equivalence has been
established on every superior level. The constructs have to be
measurable by the same wording in all the countries. Van de
Vijver and Tanzer (1997, 267) call this procedure the application
of an instrument in another language. However, there are “more
emic” orientations based on translation (e.g., Usunier 1999). In
a cultural adaptation, cultural singularities can be included if,
for example, culture-specific connotations are counterbalanced
by a different item-formulation. Purely emic approaches develop
entirely culture-specific instruments. Consequently, these instru-
ments cannot be produced by translation. This alternative, called
assembly (van de Vijver and Tanzer 1997, 267), is seen as a “silver
bullet,” for example, by Greenfield (1996, 311–17), as the process
of communication during the complete phase of data collection
could be culturally adapted. However, the problems concerning
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the comparability of results from emic studies have already been
mentioned.

(2) Committee approach: Van de Vijver and Tanzer (1997, 266–7) rec-
ommend an international interdisciplinary group of experts of
the cultures, languages, and research field in question. This com-
mittee decides whether the instruments are to be formed culture-
specifically or whether a cultural adaptation will be sufficient.

(3) Dual-focus approach: This approach tries to find a compromise
between literal, grammatical, syntactical, and construct equiva-
lence. Native speakers and/or bilinguals should arrange the differ-
ent language versions together with the research team in a complex
five-step procedure (Erkut et al. 1999, 210–15). This seems to be
the ideal, yet labor intensive way to an etic-emic set of instru-
ments that combines the highest levels of literal similarity and
culture-specific adaptation (Erkut et al. 1999, 216; Niedermayer
1997, 93–7).

Sampling of Cultures or Countries
In many international comparisons, the sampling of countries does

not follow any theoretical idea or criterion. Usually, the researchers use
personal preference and accessibility of data to select the countries to
study (Greenfield 1996, 309; similarly Kohn 1989a; Ragin 1989). This
kind of sample avoids many problems, but at the same time it ignores
theoretical advantages or representative sampling. In most cases, these
studies are pre- or atheoretical, because the research interest is not a
theoretical one.

If you want to select the countries or cultures in a systematic and
theory-driven way, Przeworski and Teune (1970, 32–43) suggest two
opposing approaches:

(1) The quasi-experimental most similar systems design tries to stress
cultural differences. To minimize the possible causes for the differ-
ences, one should choose countries that are the “most similar,” so
that the few dissimilarities between these countries are most likely
to be the reason for the different outcomes. For example, the dif-
ferences between political participation in Sweden and Denmark
are surely less numerous and less severe than those between po-
litical participation in Sweden and Japan.

(2) Whenever the hypotheses highlight intercultural similarities, the
authors propose to select the most different systems design. In a kind
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of turned-around quasi-experimental logic, studies following this
design focus on similarities between cultures, even though these
differ in the greatest possible way. One example might be the
search for correspondence in the yellow press in many different
countries.

The most different systems design has often been favored due to the higher
number of possible cases (i.e., “most different” countries) and due to
overly specialized research on single phenomena (similarly van de Vijver
and Leung 1997, 29–30). Hartmann (1995, 31–3) has pointed out that,
for the sake of a higher number of cases, the impact of context variables
has been underestimated. Intercultural comparisons that value their data
profiles higher than history, religion, tradition, and so forth, risk ending
up with trivial results. Berg-Schlosser (1997) suggests a parallel analysis
of the most different systems with the same outcome (MDSO) and the most
similar systems with different outcomes (MSDO) to improve the results.
Ragin (1989) prefers a medium number of cases to combine intensive
and extensive research strategies. The intensive strategy will produce in-
depth knowledge of the research objects, but it is only suitable for a small
number of cases due to the effort involved. For a large number of cases,
the extensive strategy would be preferable, but it remains a superficial
way to analyze cultures. In addition to these approaches, there are sev-
eral criteria for the selection of countries or cultures. For example, the
research objects could be chosen following a theoretically built factor
matrix or following some previously fixed guidelines for decision mak-
ing. In most cases, “modified most similar systems designs” seem to be
“seen as the optimum” (Niedermayer 1997, 97).

Whenever any kind of representativity is needed, random selection
will be advantageous. Random samples of countries, however, are rather
problematic from a statistical point of view, because the number of states
in the world is limited. Thus, a normal distribution for the social factors
under examination, that is, the precondition of random sampling, can-
not be assumed, and some parametric analytic methods may hereby be
rendered inapplicable. Moreover, many statistical methods face problems
when applied under the condition of a low number of cases (Ragin 1989;
Hartmann 1995, 34; Aarebrot and Bakka 1997; Widmaier 1997). These
problems of low numbers of cases are, of course, irrelevant for stud-
ies that are measuring on an individual level, that is, analyzing cultural
groups by survey or experimental research or examining international
media products. Random sampling is applied frequently in psychological
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research, whereas random selections are inapplicable to political com-
parisons of systems. Nevertheless, psychological studies, too, meet severe
problems of cost and availability of data when using random sampling
(van de Vijver and Leung 1997, 28–32).

To summarize, systematic or even theoretically driven sampling
should produce the best results. The researcher is provided with the
opportunity to interpret results causally, especially when following the
quasi-experimental research strategy. In order to optimize this proce-
dure, the researcher could form quasi-experimental factors with more
than two values, overcoming the dichotomy of “most similar” and “most
different.” The basis for the selection of cultures, for example, could be an
independent variable with five possible values. For a quasi-experimental
analysis, at least one country is chosen for each given value (see the
individualism-collectivism studies of Phalet and Claeys 1993, 320–5;
Triandis et al. 1998).

Data Analysis and Interpretation of Results
Given the conceptual and methodological problems of international

research, special care must be taken over data analysis and the inter-
pretation of results. As the implementation of every single variable of
relevance is impossible, the documentation of methods, work process,
and data analysis is even more important than in single-culture studies.
The evaluation of the results must continue in additional studies. An
intensive use of different statistical analyses beyond the general compar-
ison of arithmetic means can lead to further validation of the results
and the interpretation (Abell 1990). Van de Vijver and Leung (1997,
88–130) present a widespread summary of data analysis procedures, in-
cluding structure- and level-oriented approaches, examples of Statistical
Program for the Social Sciences (SPSS) syntax, and references.

Following Przeworski’s and Teune’s research strategies (1970; more
explicitly Berg-Schlosser 1997), results of comparative research can be
classified into differences and similarities between the research objects.
For both types, Kohn (1989b) introduces separate ways of interpretation.
Intercultural similarities seem to be easier to interpret, at first glance.
The difficulties emerge when regarding equivalence on the one hand
(i.e., there may be covert cultural differences within culturally biased
similarities), and the causes of similarities on the other. The causes will
be especially hard to determine in the case of “most different” coun-
tries, as different combinations of different indicators can theoretically

99



P1: JZZ/KAA P2: KaF
0521828317c05.xml CY425/Esser 0521828317 May 22, 2004 11:55

Werner Wirth and Steffen Kolb

produce the same results. Esser (2000, 144) refers to diverse theoretical
backgrounds that will lead either to differences (e.g., action theoreti-
cally based microresearch) or to similarities (e.g., system theoretically
oriented macroapproaches). In general, the starting point of Przeworski
and Teune (1970) seems to be the easier way to come to interesting results
and interpretations, using the quasi-experimental approach for “most
similar systems with different outcome” (Berg-Schlosser 1997, 77). In
addition to the advantages of causal interpretation, the “most similar”
systems are likely to be equivalent from the top level of the construct to
the bottom level of indicators and items. “Controlling” for most of the
variables of possible impact can thus minimize methodological prob-
lems, which makes analysis and interpretation more valid.

To clarify what is meant by careful data analysis and interpretation: the
level of equivalence determines the extent to which data can be compared.
If equivalence is guaranteed, structure-oriented and level-oriented ques-
tions can be answered. If functional equivalence has been established
(e.g., by using an emic strategy), the interpretation of level-oriented
variables and results is impossible, due to the lack of intercultural stan-
dardization of instruments and data. Sometimes it makes sense to think
about the relevance of the differences between the instruments, because
complete equivalence can rarely be obtained. At least on the level of the-
oretical constructs, the research strategy should be an etic one, allowing
for a minimum of comparability. Hui and Triandis (1985, 144) sug-
gest omitting the application of the “functional equivalence” approach
to completely emic measurement due to the loss of comparability. Such
studies should be seen as measurements of two or more constructs rather
than the measurement of one construct (using one adapted instrument).

EQUIVALENCE AND BIAS

Equivalence has to be analyzed and – if necessary – established on at least
three levels: on the levels of the construct, the item, and the method. Fol-
lowing van de Vijver and Leung (1996; 1997) we label these types of
equivalence construct equivalence, item equivalence, and method equiv-
alence. Whenever a test on any of these levels shows negative results,
cultural bias can be assumed. Thus, bias on these three levels can be
described as the opposite of equivalence.

Van de Vijver and Leung define bias as the variance within certain
variables or indicators that can only be caused by culturally unspecific
measurement. For example, a media content analysis could examine
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the amount of foreign affairs coverage in one variable, by measuring the
length of newspaper articles. If, however, newspaper articles in country A
are generally longer than they are in country B, irrespective of their topic,
the result of a sum or mean index of foreign affairs coverage would almost
inevitably lead to the conclusion that the amount of foreign affairs cover-
age in country A is higher than in country B. This outcome would hardly
be surprising and would fail to answer the research question, because the
countries’ average amount of foreign affairs coverage is not related to the
national average length of articles. To get comparable results, that is, to
avoid cultural bias, the results must be standardized or weighted, for ex-
ample, by the mean article length. Analogous to this standardization and
weighting of the article length, Kolb et al. (2001) propose the weighting
of newspaper articles using the estimated amount of recipients, which
may improve inference of “public opinion” from the articles’ contents.
In the following three sections of the chapter, we will illustrate different
sources of bias on the three levels and try to show ways of avoiding the
trap of cultural bias.

Construct Equivalence and Construct Bias
Construct bias (van de Vijver and Tanzer 1997, 264) can be found

whenever the construct of interest is not equivalent in all the cultures
included in the study. To find out whether the construct is equivalent
in every country in question, the researcher will generally require ex-
ternal data and rather complex procedures of culture-specific construct
validation(s). Ideally, this includes analyses of the external structure, that
is, theoretical references to other constructs, as well as an examination
of the latent or internal structure. The internal structure consists of the
relationships between the construct’s subdimensions. It can be tested
using confirmatory factor analyses, multidimensional scaling, or item
analyses (Hui and Triandis 1985, 141–3; Bentler 1990; Pedhazur and
Schmelkin 1991, 60; Byrne and Campbell 1999; Caprara et al. 2000).
Equivalence can be assumed if the construct validation for every culture
has been successful and if the internal and external structures are identi-
cal in every country. As a less complicated but expensive alternative, one
could use triangulation, that is, a combination of different methods or
methodologies to measure the construct in each country (Denzin 1978;
Abell 1990). To reduce cost and complexity, the researchers could under-
take a survey of local experts or conduct focus-group discussions before
embarking on the main part of the study. It is obvious that a very good
knowledge of every country or culture included in the study is absolutely
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indispensable, especially if the research team is nationally based and is
not cooperating with international partners.

It is extremely difficult to prove construct equivalence beyond any
doubt. Construct validation is a difficult task in one country alone, so
that the international perspective only complicates the situation further.
Besides, an identical state of internal and external structures might even
be the result of cultural bias and/or occur at random. The probability
of a random state of “sameness” decreases with the number of countries
included in the study. Moreover, this probability can be calculated sta-
tistically and published in the findings. Most procedures of construct
validation require multidimensional or item-battery measurement, be-
cause the internal structure cannot be tested when measured in just one
variable (van de Vijver and Leung 1996, 273; 1997, 17; van Deth 1998). In
the face of these problems, one might ask whether the effort undertaken
to achieve construct validation is worthwhile. Yet, only the procedures
we have presented will lead to a well-founded decision, irrespective of the
preferred approach to be undertaken for the enquiry, be it etic, emic, or
etic-emic (van de Vijver and Leung 1997, 12–15).

Item Equivalence and Item Bias
Even with a given construct equivalence, bias can still occur on the

item level. The verbalization of items in surveys (and of definitions and
categories in content analyses) can cause bias due to culture-specific con-
notations. Item bias is mostly evoked by bad, in the sense of nonequiva-
lent, translation or by culture-specific questions and categories (van de
Vijver and Leung 1997, 17). Psychological inventories and item batteries
in particular can be tested for item equivalence, using several procedures
derived from the “item response theory” (e.g., Lienert and Raatz 1994;
van de Vijver and Leung 1997, 62–88). Compared to the complex proce-
dures discussed in the case of construct equivalence, the testing for item
bias is rather simple (once construct equivalence has been established):
Persons from different cultures, who take the same positions or ranks
on an imaginary construct scale, must show the same attitude toward
every item that measures the construct. Statistically, the correlation of
the single items with the total (sum) score have to be identical in every
culture, as the test theory generally uses the total score to estimate the
position of any individual on the construct scale. Hui and Triandis (1985,
135) add scalar equivalence to the list. This tests whether the construct
is measured on the same scale. In general, different wordings of ques-
tions or categories have to be well-founded and published in the research
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report. The best way to avoid item bias seems to be pretesting, which can
help to detect bias and control it within the main study (Greenfield 1996;
Niedermayer 1997, 95).

Method Equivalence and Method Bias
When the instruments are ready for application, three other levels of

equivalence must be taken into account: sample equivalence, instrument
equivalence, and administration equivalence. These three levels can be
summed up in the term method equivalence. Van de Vijver and Tanzer
(1997, 264) call a violation of equivalence on this level method bias.

Sample equivalence and sample bias: Sample equivalence refers to an
equivalent selection of subjects, interviewees, or units of analysis (for
content analyses). Identical sampling procedures for every country in
question do not suffice to guarantee equivalence, because different cul-
tures can have different distributions, for example, concerning levels of
education. Thus to avoid sample bias, a culture-specific sampling re-
garding the (main) dependent and independent variables is required
(Niedermayer 1997, 93, 96–7).3 Analogically, when undertaking a press
content analysis, for example, the distribution of different types of news-
papers has to be taken into account. Sample bias can only be detected
and avoided by cultural expertise and the use of external data (van de
Vijver and Tanzer 1997, 264).

Instrument equivalence and instrument bias: Instrument equivalence
can be seen as independent of the specific research project. One has to
examine whether there is equivalence in terms of the people in each cul-
ture who agree to take part in the study, as well as whether participants
are familiar with the instruments (e.g., paper and pencil, telephone, or
online surveys) (van de Vijver and Tanzer 1997, 264; “stimulus equiva-
lence” in Niedermayer 1997). At first sight, content analyses seem to be
rather resistant to instrument bias, however, the risk of bias here lies on
the side of the coders and the codebook. Within an international coding
team, different understanding of the codebook and possibly different
tendencies toward extremes in coding may occur (Lauf and Peter 2001;
more general Wirth 2001). This kind of problem can be found analog-
ically in surveys, where culture-specific attitudes to social desirability,
acquiescence, extremes in answering, and so forth, can cause cultural

3 For different ways of sampling see the overview of Niedermayer (1997, 97–100) or any
basic references for methodology of the social sciences (e.g., Schnell et al. 1999). For
an in-depth presentation of sampling procedures see, for example, Cochran (1972).
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bias (see Hui and Triandis 1989; Cheung and Rensvold 2000; Little 2000
for publications on “response sets”; Bortz and Döring 2002, 215).

Adminstration equivalence and administration bias: Bias on the ad-
ministration level can occur due to culture-specific attitudes of the in-
terviewers that might produce culture-specific answers. Another source
of administration bias could be found in sociodemographic differences
between the various national interviewer teams (van de Vijver and Tanzer
1997, 264).

It is noteworthy that the functional equivalence approach to interna-
tional research overrides the inaccurate belief that identical instruments
automatically measure in an identical or equivalent way. For example,
Greenfield (1996, 330) emphasizes the great potential of using video
recording in process-oriented research on cultural differences without
expounding on the problems caused by the culture-specific reaction of
being recorded. Such a reaction would most probably vary between cul-
tures in the field of participant-observation studies, too. A Caucasian
observer would not be the cause of any bias in Europe, but might
cause a sensation in rural parts of Africa or Asia (Niedermayer 1997,
93–7).

Method bias is especially treacherous, because it will appear as
“cultural differences” in the results when analyses of variance are under-
taken. These differences are bound to run directly into misinterpretation
due to their source of inadequate measurement. Moreover, significant
cultural differences could be lost in a mixture of method bias and “real”
results, so that the entire interpretation would be useless (van de Vijver
and Leung 1997, 15–17).

TESTING FOR AND ESTABLISHING EQUIVALENCE:

A GUIDELINE

As shown previously, equivalence can be seen as the major problem of
comparative research. For data to be adequate and interpretable, the re-
searcher requires the highest possible level of equivalence. A hierarchical
step-by-step procedure can help to test for and establish equivalence on
every level of the research process. The following guideline will describe
the most important steps in the establishment of equivalence.4

4 See van de Vijver and Leung (1997, 42–51) and van Deth (1998, 9) for other guidelines.
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(1) Bring all the elements of the wider description of the research issue
into a hierarchical scheme.
Following Patzelt (1997, 40–5) and Esser (2000, 131), it can be helpful to
locate the research issue in a hierarchical model of social reality. Patzelt
(1997) starts from the level of structure of perception and information
processing. The second level consists of culture-specific knowledge such
as norms, values, and positions. A third level finds the single acting
individual and his or her personality. Having presented several levels,
from small groups to social organizations or institutions and states, the
scheme ends on an international or transnational level. It is obvious that
this sophisticated model is related to the micro-, meso-, and macrologic.
These different levels are subject to change, according to specific research
interests. For every study there must be a specific definition of where the
research issue is located, and of what belongs to which level in general.
After the research issue has been clearly determined, the surrounding
levels can be analyzed, in order to find social phenomena or constructs
strongly related to the research objects. A standard context factor that
should not be ignored is the dimension of history, which can bring valu-
able insight on many levels (Greenfield 1996, and applied in Rosengren
1992).

Example: In a content analysis of soft journalism in different types
of daily press, the culture-specific press systems, press markets, le-
gal aspects of press, and so forth, should be located on the macro
level. The political system, historical development, economic sys-
tem, functions of the press, general legal and ethic framework,
and so forth could be used as context-constructs. On a meso level,
the characteristics of the single newspapers, such as periodicity of
publication, area of circulation, political position, structure of re-
cipients, type of editorial system, and distribution channel could be
of interest. The micro level includes single editions of the papers
and characteristics such as layout, mean length of articles, and so
forth. The focus varies depending upon the research questions.

(2) Define the focus: What is important and what can be treated as less
important context factors?
To be clear, the establishment of total equivalence between different states
or cultures is impossible. One should define the basic and the context
social phenomena or scientific constructs of the scheme in the first step.
Equivalence in the basic part could be given higher priority than that
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in the context constructs. We cannot give any general suggestion as to
where an acceptable limit would be found, because this decision highly
depends on the research question.

(3) Test for construct equivalence.
By now, we have formed a hierarchical scheme of social phenomena
or scientific constructs, with a basic part and a context part. Start-
ing with the basic part, equivalence on the construct level has to be
discussed, tested for, and established. This can be done by pretesting,
focus-group discussions, or at least by analyzing strategies to control
possible sources of bias. For the less important context area, a discussion
of equivalence and a test for plausibility should be sufficient. The cur-
rent theoretical discussion in each country and the empirical “state of
the art” should be taken into account, in order to avoid construct bias in
the optimal way. Possibly some peripheral context constructs can be left
out completely if the expenses for the basic part have already been very
high.

(4) Test for item equivalence.
Whenever the measurement of the construct is to be undertaken et-
icly, the linguistic adaptation of the instrument to each culture must be
tested. Once again, tests for item equivalence can be applied either be-
fore the study (i.e., by pretests or by group discussions with linguists and
communication researchers on culture-specific connotations) or when
analyzing the data (i.e., by calculating the item-total-correlation for ev-
ery item used in an item battery). For content analyses, analogical tests
can be carried out depending on the scale of the variables.

(5) Test for method equivalence.
Usually, external statistical data on the structure of a country’s population
is easily available, so that sample bias can easily be avoided. The structure
of different media systems is not too difficult to analyze, either. Stacked
sampling before gathering the data or weighting procedures afterward
can help to establish equivalence on the sample level.

To test instrument equivalence, additional data on culture-specific
response sets (such as social desirability or acquiescence for surveys and
culture-specific coding for content analyses) are necessary. In the case
of surveys, different response rates, as well as the culture-specific ha-
bituation to different survey modes (i.e., mail, telephone, or personal
interviews, CATI, CAPI, etc.), should be taken into account.

Administration equivalence can be tested but can hardly be estab-
lished. For international studies, the variety of possible scientific and
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commercial cooperation partners is limited. If cultural differences con-
cerning the organization of research are detected in the process, one can
describe these problems in the resulting report. It is nearly impossible to
rectify administration bias.

CONCLUSION

The methodology of cultural comparisons in the social sciences has been
developed by several disciplines at the same time. Astonishingly, the
communication of findings across disciplines has been very limited. But
research into political communication could benefit from these efforts
of the other disciplines, due to its interdisciplinary orientation. The aim
of this chapter has been to compile, systemize, and combine some of the
methodological approaches to international comparative work.

It should be made clear, how difficult it is to establish validity in inter-
national comparisons. Even in unicultural research, establishing validity
can be seen as one of the major problems, but when “extending the fron-
tier” these problems increase significantly. As possible research topics
are integrated into culture-specific social, political, economic, legal, and
media contexts, the research team has to ask whether they can be treated
as equivalent and, consequently, as comparable. Given at least functional
equivalence, a comparison of cultures can be undertaken and will pro-
vide some valid insight. But does this need for equivalence automatically
imply that the researcher has to know every similarity and difference in
advance?

The procedures presented demand considerable effort, but in-depth
analysis shows that there is light at the end of the tunnel. For exam-
ple, peripheral constructs may be omitted when testing for equivalence.
Nevertheless, the research report should include a detailed explanation
why these constructs are more or less irrelevant to the research question.
When the relevance of a construct is merely moderate, some plausibility
checks may suffice, that is, some culture-specific references should be in-
tegrated without undertaking preliminary empirical research. However,
comparative researchers should be very cautious when limiting them-
selves to small numbers of basic factors, so as not to risk excessively
curbing the explanatory power of their study. Instead, the integration of
a set of context factors can notably improve the scientific worthiness of
a study.
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Patzelt, Werner J. 1997. Einführung in die Politikwissenschaft. Grundriß des Faches und
studiumbegleitende Orientierung. Passau, Germany: Richard Rothe.

Pedhazur, Elazar J., and Liora Pedhazur Schmelkin. 1991. Measurement, Design, and
Analysis: An Integrated Approach. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Phalet, Karen, and Willem Claeys. 1993. A Comparative Study of Turkish and Belgian
Youth. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology 24 (3): 366–83.

Piedmont, Ralph L., and Joon-Ho Chae. 1997. Cross-Cultural Generalizability of the
Five-Factor Model of Personality. Development and Validation of the NEO PI-R for
Koreans. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology 28 (2): 131–55.

Popper, Karl R. 1994. Logik der Forschung. Tübingen, Germany: Mohr.
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Global Political Communication

Good Governance, Human Development,

and Mass Communication

Pippa Norris

The growth in electoral democracies presents many potential opportu-
nities for human development. The last quarter of the twentieth cen-
tury witnessed a dramatic expansion in political rights and civil liberties
worldwide. Since the start of the “third wave” of democratization, in
1974, the proportion of states that are electoral democracies has more
than doubled, and the number of democratic governments in the world
has tripled (Diamond 2001).1 Countries as diverse as the Czech Repub-
lic, Mexico, and South Africa have experienced a radical transformation
of their political systems through the establishment of more effective
party competition, free and fair elections, and a more independent and
pluralistic press. Many hoped that these developments would expand
the voice of the disadvantaged and the accountability of governments,
so that policy makers would become more responsive to human needs,
and governments could be removed from power through the ballot box
if citizens became dissatisfied by their performance.

Yet in practice, after the initial surge in the early 1990s, many electoral
democracies in Latin America, Central Europe, and Sub-Saharan Africa
remain fragile and only poorly consolidated, often divided by ethnic
conflict and plagued by a faltering economic performance, with excessive
executive power in the hands of one predominant party and a fragmented
opposition (Linz and Stephan 1996). The central danger, illustrated by
the nations of the Andean region, lies in disillusionment with democracy,
and even occasional reversals (Norris 1999; Pharr and Putnam 2000;
Lagos 2001; Plattner and Diamond 2001). Achieving their full democratic

1 Freedom House estimates that in 2000–1 there were 120 electoral democracies around
the world, and the highest proportion of people (40.7 percent) living under free-
dom since the survey started in 1980. See Freedom Around the World, 2000–2001 at
www.freedomhouse.org.
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potential depends on widening and deepening the institutions of voice
and accountability, which commonly remain deeply flawed. The key issue
examined here is whether there is systematic evidence that channels of
mass communications play a vital role in strengthening good governance
and human development, as liberal theorists have long claimed.

The first section of this chapter theorizes that the mass media will
have a positive impact on democratization and human development if
they function effectively as a watchdog holding the powerful to account
and as a civic forum facilitating a diversity of voices in public debate. Yet
in practice the press is often limited in these roles, and in many authori-
tarian regimes, far from serving the needs of the public, the channels of
communication reinforce state control and the power of established in-
terests. Liberal theories stress the importance of an independent fourth
estate as a check on the abuse of power. The study suggests that this
is necessary but not sufficient; in particular, media systems strengthen
good governance and promote positive development outcomes most
effectively under two conditions: (1) where channels of mass communi-
cations are free and independent of established interests, and in addition
(2) where there is widespread diffusion and public access to these me-
dia. Both independence and access are required. Freedom of the press by
itself is insufficient to guarantee development outcomes if poor people
are excluded from media markets and the information resources pro-
vided by newspapers, radios, television, and now Internet technologies.
Moreover media access is insufficient, if the press is subservient to es-
tablished interests, uncritical of government failures, and unable to hold
the powerful to account for their actions.

The second section of this chapter outlines the comparative method-
ology, adopting the “most different” research strategy, and operational-
izes this typology to classify and compare media systems in 135 nations
around the world. The third section examines the cross-national evidence
for the impact of these patterns. The study confirms that countries with
media systems characterized by widespread mass access and by an in-
dependent free press experience less corruption, greater administrative
efficiency, higher political stability, and more effective rule of law, as well
as better social outcomes such as higher per capita income, greater liter-
acy, lower economic inequality, lower infant mortality rates, and greater
public spending on health.

The conclusion considers the implications of the results and the ad-
vantages of a broad cross-national approach in understanding political
communications.
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THEORIES OF THE ROLE OF MASS COMMUNICATIONS

What is the role of the mass media in strengthening voice and account-
ability in good governance and human development (Shah 1996; Asante
1997; McQuail 2001)? Liberal theorists from Milton through Locke and
Madison to John Stuart Mill have argued that a free and independent
press within each nation can play a vital role in the process of democ-
ratization by contributing toward the right of freedom of expression,
thought, and conscience, strengthening the responsiveness of govern-
ments to all citizens, and providing a pluralist platform of political ex-
pression for a multiplicity of groups (Sen 1999). Recent years have seen
growing recognition that this process is not just valuable in itself, but
that it is also vital to human development. This perspective is exem-
plified by Amartya Sen’s argument that political freedoms are linked
to improved economic development outcomes and good governance in
low-income countries, through their intrinsic value, their instrumental
role in enhancing the voice of poor people, and their impact on gen-
erating informed choices about economic needs (Sen 1999; Besley and
Burgess 2001, 629–40). The guarantee of freedom of expression and in-
formation is regarded as a basic human right in the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights adopted by the United Nations in 1948, the European
Convention on Human Rights, the American Convention on Human
Rights, and the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights. In the
words of the president of the World Bank, James D. Wolfensen, “A free
press is not a luxury. A free press is at the absolute core of equitable
development, because if you cannot enfranchise poor people, if they do
not have a right to expression, if there is no searchlight on corruption
and inequitable practices, you cannot build the public consensus needed
to bring about change” (1999).

In modern societies, the availability of information is critical to the
quality of decision making by citizens and policy makers. In economic
markets, consumers need accurate and reliable information to compare
and evaluate products and services. In political markets, electors need
information to judge the record of government and to select among al-
ternative candidates and parties. If citizens are poorly informed, if they
lack practical knowledge, they may cast ballots that fail to reflect their
real interests (Lupia and McCubbins 1998). Moreover policy makers
need accurate information about citizens, to respond to public con-
cerns, to deliver effective services meeting real human needs, and also,
in democracies, to maximize popular electoral support to be returned to
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office. Information in the political marketplace comes from two primary
sources. Personal interactions commonly include informal face-to-face
political conversations with friends, family, and colleagues; traditional
campaign rallies; community forums; and grassroots meetings. These in-
formation resources remain important, especially for election campaigns
in poorer democracies, and the growth of e-mail and online discussion
groups may revive the importance of personal political communications
(Norris 2000). But these channels have been supplemented in modern
campaigns by the mass media, including the printed press (newspapers
and magazines), electronic broadcasts (radio and television news), and
also more recently the bundle of technologies associated with the In-
ternet (including political Web sites). The rise of the Internet may be a
particularly important development for the process of democratization,
due to its potential for interactive, horizontal linkages breaking down the
traditional boundaries of space and time, and facilitating oppositional
voices, new social movements, and transnational advocacy networks,
despite the highly uneven distribution of these technologies around the
globe (Norris 2001, ch. 1).

Classical liberal theories suggest that the free press serves to strengthen
the process of democratization and human development in their watch-
dog role, where the channels of mass communications function to
promote government transparency and public scrutiny of those in au-
thority, highlighting policy failures, maladministration by public offi-
cials, corruption in the judiciary, and scandals in the corporate sector
(Donohue and Tichenor 1995). Ever since Edmund Burke, the “fourth
estate” has traditionally been regarded as one of the classic checks
and balances in the division of powers (Köcher 1986). Investigative
journalism can open the government’s record to external scrutiny and
critical evaluation, and hold authorities accountable for their actions,
whether public sector institutions, nonprofit organizations, or private
companies.

Equally vital, in their civic forum role, liberal theories argue that the
free press can provide a public sphere, mediating between citizens and
the state, facilitating informed debate about the major issues of the day
(Dahlgren 1995; Dahlgren and Sparks 1995). If the channels of com-
munication reflect the social and cultural diversity within each society,
in a fair and impartial balance, then multiple interests and voices are
heard in public deliberation. This role is particularly important during
political campaigns. Fair access to the airwaves by opposition parties,
candidates, and groups is critical for competitive, free, and fair elections.

118



P1: Irk-Kic-JzL
0521828317agg.xml CY425/Esser 0521828317 May 22, 2004 12:27

Global Political Communication

It is particularly important that state-owned or public television stations
should be open to a plurality of political viewpoints and viewpoints
during campaigns, without favoring the government. This principle has
been recognized in jurisprudence from countries as varied as Ghana, Sri
Lanka, Belize, India, Trinidad and Tobago, and Zambia (Administration
and Cost of Elections [ACE] Project).

What empirical evidence supports the claims made in liberal theories?
Early accounts assumed a fairly simple and straightforward relationship
between the spread of modern forms of mass communications, socio-
economic development, and the process of democratization. Early stud-
ies in the late 1950s and early 1960s by Lerner, Lipset, Pye, and Cutright,
among others, suggested that the diffusion of mass communications
represented one sequential step in the development process. In this per-
spective, urbanization and the spread of literacy led to growing use of
modern technologies such as telephones, newspapers, radios, and televi-
sion, and the diffusion of the mass media laid the basis for an informed
citizenry able to participate in democratic life (Lerner 1958; Lipset 1959;
Pye 1963; McCrone and Cnudde 1967). Based on simple correlation anal-
ysis, showing a strong connection between the spread of communica-
tions and political development, Daniel Lerner theorized: “The capacity
to read, at first acquired by relatively few people, equips them to perform
the varied tasks required in the modernizing society. Not until the third
stage, when the elaborate technology of industrial development is fairly
well advanced, does a society begin to produce newspapers, radio net-
works, and motion pictures on a massive scale. This, in turn, accelerates
the spread of literacy. Out of this interaction develop those institutions
of participation (e.g., voting) which we find in all advanced modern
societies” (Lerner 1958, 60). Yet in the late 1960s and early 1970s the
assumption that the modernization process involved a series of sequen-
tial steps gradually fell out of fashion. Factors contributing to a more
skeptical view of the promises of modernization included (1) the com-
plexities of human development evident in different parts of the world,
(2) major setbacks for democracy with the “second reverse wave” expe-
rienced in Latin America, Sub-Saharan Africa, and Asia, and (3) growing
recognition that control of newspapers and television broadcasting could
be used effectively to prop up authoritarian regimes and reinforce the
power of multinational corporations, as much as to advance human
rights and provide a voice for the disadvantaged (Hur 1984, 365–78;
Sreberny-Mohammadi et al. 1984; Stevenson and Shaw 1984; Mowlana
1985; Preston et al. 1989; Huntington 1993).
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Limits on the Free Press
Despite liberal ideals, in practice channels of communication can and

often do fail to strengther democracy, for many reasons. Limitations
on the role of the press include explicit attempts at government propa-
ganda; official censorship; legal restrictions on freedom of expression
and publication – like stringent libel laws and official secrecy acts; par-
tisan bias in campaign coverage; oligopolies in commercial ownership;
and more subtle unfairness in the balance of interests and those whose
voices are commonly heard in the public sphere (Sussman 2001). There
are multiple examples.

� State control of information, particularly through state regulation
and ownership of radio and television broadcasting, can reinforce
ideological hegemony for autocratic regimes, and this may have
negative consequences for social development (Djankov et al. 2001).
In Malaysia and Singapore, for example, regimes have used the press
to stifle internal dissent and forced journalists employed by the
international press to modify or suppress news stories unflattering
to the regime (Rodan 1998, 125–54).

� Governments in Myanmar, Sri Lanka, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia,
among others, commonly place serious restrictions on press free-
dom through official regulations, legal restrictions, and censorship
(e.g., Index on Censorship; The World Press Freedom Council; In-
ternational Press Institute; Inglehart 1998). This practice remains
more difficult in cyberspace, but nevertheless state-controlled mo-
nopolies exert control over access and content through providing
the only Internet service in some nations (Sussman 2000; Kalathil
and Boas 2001).

� During elections progovernment bias on television and radio has
failed to provide a level playing field for all parties in many countries,
exemplified by recent campaigns in Russia, Belarus, Ukraine, and
Mozambique (e.g., OSCE 2000).

� Statistics collected by media freedom organizations show that each
year dozens of media professionals are killed or injured in the course
of their work. In many parts of the world, journalists face the daily
threat of personal danger from wars, internal conflict, coups, ter-
rorism, and vendettas (e.g., International Federation of Journalists).
In Colombia, Sierra Leone, Liberia, Zimbabwe, and Egypt there are
many cases of journalists, broadcasters, and editors experiencing
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intimidation, harassment, and imprisonment by the police and
military.

� Some express concern about concentration of ownership in the
hands of major multinational corporations with multimedia em-
pires around the globe. Well-known examples include AOL Time
Warner and the Walt Disney Corporation in the United States; News
International in Australia; Bertelsmann in Germany; Thomson in
Canada; and Fininvest in Italy (Tunstall and Palmer 1991; Sanchez-
Tabanero 1993). It is feared that media mergers may have concen-
trated excessive control in the hands of a few multinational corpo-
rations, which remain unaccountable to the public, reducing media
pluralism (Bogart 1995; Bagdikian 1997; Picard 1988; McChesney
1999).

Therefore in practice, far from strengthening the voice of marginal-
ized and disadvantaged groups, and bolstering government account-
ability to citizens, the mass media may instead serve to reinforce the
control of powerful interests and governing authorities. The long-term
dangers of these practices are that electoral democracies experience in-
effective governance and growing disillusionment with representative
institutions, hindering the process of democratization and human de-
velopment, while communication channels strengthen the control of
governing parties and established elites in nondemocratic states.

COMPARING MEDIA SYSTEMS

This study seeks to understand the role of media systems in development
by comparing many countries around the globe. As discussed elsewhere
in this volume, much existing research on political communications is
based upon studies of the United States, as well as paired cross-national
comparisons, for example between Britain and Germany. But there are
major problems in attempts to generalize from one or two countries to
map out broader relationships. As Lipset has long stressed, the United
States, in particular, is so “exceptional” in its political system that it is
atypical of many other nations (Lipset 1990; Lipset 1996). The indi-
vidualistic values and particular constitutional structures created at the
founding of the United States sets a specific cultural milieu. Particular
circumstances, particular historical legacies, and particular institutional
structures may well structure the American media system. For example,
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the predominance of the commercial broadcasting channels mean that
tendencies in American network news may well prove different to me-
dia systems where public service broadcasting has a long tradition. The
United States is also distinctive from equivalent established democra-
cies in Europe for many other reasons, such as the marathon length
and sheer frequency of American elections, the role of private funding
in campaigns, the importance of entrepreneurial candidates over par-
ties, the lack of a significant national newspaper sector, the complexity
and fragmentation of the policy-making process, and the culture and
traditions of journalism.

Another body of research, exemplified by the Euromedia group, has
compared political communications within established West European
democracies, while others have compared media systems in affluent
postindustrial states (e.g., Østergaard 1992; Norris 2000). Yet it is not
clear how far we can generalize more widely from these particular con-
texts to middle- and low-income countries around the globe. West
European media systems that gradually evolved in the mid-nineteenth
and early twentieth century, following the long-term process of indus-
trialization, are unlikely to be similar to those found in Latin American,
African, Middle Eastern, or Central European states. Where distinctive
historical experiences stamp their cultural mark on different global re-
gions, they may continue to influence patterns of political coverage today,
in a path-dependent pattern. Another common approach is that many
edited collections consist primarily of country-by-country case studies,
from established and consolidating democracies, within a loose theoret-
ical framework. This is a step in the right direction, for example when
comparing changes in campaign communications, but nevertheless it
still remains difficult to develop and test more systematic comparisons
from separate studies of particular nations (e.g., Swanson and Mancini
1996; Gunter and Mughan 2000). Unlike some other fields of compar-
ative politics, such as the study of parties, electoral systems, and voting
behavior, or constitutions, political communications lacks strong and
well-established conceptual typologies. The best known classification of
media systems, Siebert, Peterson, and Schramm’s Four Theories of the
Press, developed at the height of the Cold War era, is now so dated as to
provide little contemporary value (Siebert 1984). As a result of all these
problems, older comparative politics textbooks commonly relegated the
mass media to a minor player as an agent of political socialization, or a
channel of interest group demands, at most, rather than as an institution
and political actor in its own right (e.g., Almond and Powell 1992).
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Given these considerations, this study follows the well-known con-
ceptualization of Prezeworski and Teune in adopting the “most different
systems” research design, seeking to maximize contrasts among societies
worldwide to distinguish systematic clusters of characteristics associated
with different dimensions of the mass media (Przeworski and Teune
1970). The comparison includes some of the most affluent countries in
the world such as Sweden, Germany, and the United States; those charac-
terized by middle-level human development; and transitional economies
typified by nations such as Taiwan, Brazil, and South Africa, as well
as poorer rural societies, such as India and China. Some states under
comparison are governed by authoritarian regimes while others have
experienced a rapid consolidation of democracy within the last decade.
Today the Czech Republic, Latvia, and Argentina are ranked as equally
“free” as West European nations with a long tradition of democracy,
such as Belgium, France, and the Netherlands (Freedom House 2000).
Clearly there are some important trade-offs involved in this approach,
notably the loss of the richness and depth that can come from case-study
comparison of a few similar countries within relatively homogeneous
regions. A broader canvass increases the complexity of comparing so-
cieties that vary widely in terms of cultural legacies, political systems,
and democratic traditions. There are major limitations in understand-
ing the processes at work behind any patterns we establish at one point in
time. Ideally, temporal as well as cross-national comparisons should be
integrated. Aggregate data collected for other purposes, such as the circu-
lation of newspapers or the distribution of television sets, provides only
approximate proxy indicators for the matters we wish to investigate, such
as actual readership or viewership patterns. The series of Eurobarome-
ter surveys provide thirty years of trends in media use within Europaen
Union (EU) member states, but we are only starting to get equivalent
measures in reliable cross-national surveys elsewhere, and media items
are still not standard even in the International Social Survey Programme
and national election studies. In short, our hands are tied. Despite these
well-known limitations, the strategy of attempting a global comparison,
where data is available, has multiple advantages for sharpening our con-
ceptual frameworks, broadening our understanding, and establishing
reliable cross-national generalizations.

Liberal theories have long stressed the importance of an independent
journalism as a check on the abuse of power. The study theorizes that this
is necessary but not sufficient, in particular media systems strengthen
good governance and promote positive development outcomes most
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Figure 6.1 Typology of Media Systems. Note: Measures of media access and
press freedom. See technical appendix for details.

effectively under two conditions: In societies where channels of mass
communications are free and independent of established interests; and
in addition where there is widespread public access to these media. The
reason is that freedom of the press by itself is insufficient to guarantee
positive development outcomes if disadvantaged groups and marginal-
ized communities are excluded from the information resources provided
by the mass media. For example, the potential impact of the Internet
on democracy and social progress will continue to be limited if there
is no closure of the digital divide, and if online political resources, as
well as access to basic information about jobs, educational opportuni-
ties, news, and social networks, are unavailable to many poorer pop-
ulations in large swathes of Sub-Saharan Africa, South-East Asia, and
Latin America (Norris 2001). Yet access to communications is insuf-
ficient by itself, if the printed press remain subservient to established
interests, if television news fails to report government policy failures, if
radio broadcasters are unable to hold the powerful to account for their
actions, and if there are relatively few Web sites reflecting the concerns
of local groups and minority languages in poorer societies. For commu-
nication channels to function effectively in accordance with the hopes of
liberal theory we can theorize that access and independence are required
(see Figure 6.1).

Levels of access influence the scope and reach of mediated chan-
nels of communication, how widely politicians can reach the public
through the press, as well as how far citizens can use these channels to
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learn about public affairs. The wider the level of access to news from
daily papers, radio, television, and the Internet then, ceteris paribus, the
greater the potential for media impact. Access to the mass communica-
tions most commonly includes the printed press (newspapers and maga-
zines), the traditional electronic broadcast media (radio and television),
and the new technologies associated with the Internet (including e-mail
and the World Wide Web). Media access can be measured by World De-
velopment Indicators monitoring the circulation of daily newspapers,
and the distribution of radio receivers and television sets per 1,000 pop-
ulation in 135 nations, the proportion of the population online popu-
lation and the weighted distribution of Internet hosts (see Table 6.A1).2

These indicators of media diffusion are strongly interrelated (all corre-
lations are strong and significant: R = 0.55 and above Sig.01), although
there are some societies that rely more heavily than average upon the
printed press, such as South Korea, Norway, Romania, and Israel, while
other countries are more reliant upon television in patterns of media
use, such as the United States, Portugal, and El Salvador (see Appendix
Figure 6.1). Given the strong correlations, access to all mass media were
combined into a single scale and standardized to 100-points, including
the per capita circulation of daily newspapers, the availability of radio
receivers and television sets, and the proportion of the population that
used the Internet and the distribution of Internet hosts. As the scale was
heavily skewed toward richer nations, using a logged scale normalized
the distribution.

Press freedom can be expected to influence whether the impact of the
news media promotes pluralistic voice and government accountability,
or how far it serves to reinforce the power of established interests and
state control. Press freedom is far more complex and difficult to assess in
any comprehensive fashion but the annual Freedom House Press Free-
dom Survey (2000) can be used as the standard cross-national indicator.
Press freedom is measured by how much the diversity of news content is
influenced by the structure of the news industry; legal and administrative
decisions; the degree of political influence or control; the economic in-
fluences exerted by the government or private entrepreneurs; and actual
incidents violating press autonomy, including censorship, harassment
and physical threats to journalists. The assessment of press freedom dis-
tinguishes between the broadcast and print media, and the resulting

2 The data for daily newspapers and radios are originally derived from UNESCO, and
the information about television sets, personal computers, and Internet hosts from the
International Telecommunications Union (ITU).
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ratings are expressed as a 100-point scale for each country under com-
parison. Evaluations of press freedom in 186 nations were available in
the 2000 Freedom House survey.

The Map of Media Systems
Figure 6.2 shows the distribution of 135 nations across these di-

mensions. The scatter of societies in the top right-hand corner shows
that in many older democracies, as well as some newer democracies
such as the Czech Republic, Thailand, the Republic of Korea, Jamaica,
and Venezuela, liberal patterns of press freedom are strongly related to
widespread media access. Some of these societies are among the most
affluent around the globe, yet only moderate levels of human develop-
ment characterize others such as South Africa, El Salvador, and Poland.
In contrast, in societies located in the top left-hand corner of the map,
exemplified by Singapore, Belarus, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and Russia,
there is relatively widespread access to most modern forms of mass me-
dia such as television and yet limited freedom of the press, suggesting the
greatest potential for domestic news channels to be used by government,
official agencies, and established interests as an agency of partisan bias,
or even state propaganda, with a scope that reaches large sectors of the
population (Hachten 1989, 822–7).

Media systems in countries such as India, Botswana, Namibia, and
the Philippines, located in the bottom right-hand corner of the scatter
plot, are characterized by a flourishing independent press and yet limited
public access to newspapers, television, and the Internet, due to problems
of literacy and poverty. In these countries, the media can be expected
to have a positive impact on pluralism and government accountabil-
ity, especially through competition among elites in civil society, but to
exert only limited influence on the general population because of its lim-
ited reach. Lastly, most low-income nations are scattered in the bottom
left-hand corner, such as Angola, Rwanda, Cambodia, and Bangladesh,
where there are major restrictions on the freedom of the press as a force
capable of challenging government authorities, and yet the role of the
media is also limited as a channel of state propaganda because of re-
stricted levels of mass access to newspapers, television, and the Internet.
In these nations, traditional forms of campaign communication such
as local rallies, posters, and community meetings, and grassroots party
organizations, are likely to be more important in mobilizing political
support than mediated channels.
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THE IMPACT OF MEDIA SYSTEMS ON GOOD GOVERNANCE

AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

What is the impact of this pattern on good governance and human
development? Recent years have seen growing attempts to gauge and
measure systematic, valid, and reliable indicators of political develop-
ment and the quality of democracy in a wide range of countries world-
wide. We can draw on a recent study for the World Bank (Kaufman et al.
1999) that developed subjective perceptions of indicators of good gover-
nance, drawing on multiple surveys of experts, that assessed four dimen-
sions based on the criteria of political stability, the rule of law, government
efficiency and levels of corruption (see the Technical Appendix for de-
tails). Political stability is important as this reflects the regular rotation of
government office, consolidation of the “rules of the game,” continuity
in constitutional practices, and lack of political violence due to acts of
terrorism. The rule of law concerns the independence and effectiveness of
the judiciary and courts, perceptions of violent or nonviolent crime, and
the enforceability of contracts. Government efficiency is gauged by per-
ceptions of the quality of the public service and the independence of the
civic service from political pressures. Lastly, perceptions of corruption
reflect the success of a society in developing fair, transparent, and pre-
dictable rules for social and economic interactions. Subjective judgments
may prove unreliable for several reasons, including reliance upon a small
number of national “experts,” the use of business leaders and academic
scholars as the basis of the judgments, variations in country coverage by
different indices, and possible bias toward more favorable evaluations of
countries with good economic outcomes. Nevertheless in the absence of
other reliable indicators covering a wide range of nations, such as sur-
veys of public opinion, these measures provide one of the best available
gauges of good governance.3 If widespread access to the free press plays
an important role in promoting government accountability, then this
should be evident in these indicators. Table 6.1 and Figure 6.3 show the
simple correlations among these indicators without any controls. The
results confirm that the indicators of media access, press freedom, and
the combined communications index were all strongly and significantly
related to good governance. Countries where much of the public has
access to the free press have the greater political stability, rule of law,
government efficiency in the policy process, and least corruption.

3 It should be noted that none of the indicators that were selected included measures of
freedom of the press or media access.
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Table 6.1 Correlations Between Media and Indicators of Good Governance

Media Access
(Logged % Papers +

Press Freedom % TVs + % Radio + Communication
(2000) % Online) (1997–9) Index

Political Stability/ R .633 .633 .727
Violence Sig. .000 .000 .000

N 140 119 120
Rule of Law R .644 .682 .763

Sig. .000 .000 .000
N 151 124 125

Government R .688 .649 .771
Efficiency Sig. .000 .000 .000

N 141 120 121
Corruption R .674 .652 .788

Sig. .000 .000 .000
N 140 119 120

Note: See technical appendix for details.

Liberal theories claim that in addition to promoting a more efficient
public-policy process, by publicizing social problems and articulating
public concerns, mass communications also function to make the au-
thorities more responsive to basic human needs. Table 6.2 and Figure 6.4
examine the correlations between communication measures and several
common indicators of human development. The results confirm that
press freedom, access to the mass media, and the combined Communi-
cation Index are all strongly related to positive development outcomes,
measured by the Human Development Index (HDI), income, economic
equality, lower infant mortality, longer life expectancy, higher spending
on public health, and greater adult literacy. These coefficients need to be
interpreted with caution, as no controls are included, and the causal in-
terpretation of these relationships is not unambiguous.4 In particular it
could well be argued that greater levels of economic prosperity produced

4 Multivariate Ordinary Least Square (OLS) regression models were tested, including
the communications index and logged per capita Gross Domestic Product (GDP)
regressed on the indicators of good governance and human development, but the
multicollinearity statistics (measured by Tolerance and the Variance Inflation Factor)
suggest that the results have to be treated with caution, as there is a strong linear
relationship among the independent variables.
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Figure 6.3 Communication Index and Indicators of Good Government.
Note: See technical appendix for details.
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Table 6.2 Correlations Between Media and Human Development Indicators

Media Access
(Logged % Papers +

Press Freedom % TVs + % Radio + Communication
(2000) % Online) (1997–9) Index

Human Development R .519 .879 .801
Index Sig. .000 .000 .000

1999 UNDP N 167 127 128
Income (Per Capita GDP R .508 .752 .793

in PPP U.S. $ 1997) Sig. .000 .000 .000
N 167 127 128

Economic Equality R .246 .401 .403
(Reversed Gini Index) Sig. .009 .000 .000

N 113 101 101
Lower Infant Mortality R .405 .813 .670

Sig. .000 .000 .000
N 142 129 130

Public Expenditure on R .475 .604 .659
Health (% of GDP) Sig. .000 .000 .000

N 140 127 128
Life Expectancy (years) R .464 .803 .700

1999 UNDP Sig. .000 .000 .000
N 168 127 128

Adult Literacy Rate % R .404 .776 .673
1997 UNDP Sig. .000 .000 .000

N 167 127 128
% With secondary R .459 .766 .731

education Sig. .000 .000 .000
1999 UNDP N 125 100 101

Note: See technical appendix for details.

by development generate the underlying conditions for the purchase of
household consumer durables such as televisions, radios, and personal
computers. The expansion of the middle-class service sector in more
developed economies is associated with greater affluence and growing
leisure time, which are both strongly linked to use of the mass media. Use
of newspapers and the Internet, in particular, require cognitive skills and
knowledge that are strongly related to levels of education and literacy.
Nevertheless, despite a process of interaction, the consistent and strong
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Figure 6.4 Communication Index and Indicators of Human Development;
Note: See technical appendix for details.
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Table 6.3 Mean Scores on Good Governance Indicators by Type of Media System

Political Rule of Government
Type of Media System N. Stability Law Efficiency Corruption

Limited access to nonfree press 59 −.65 −.63 −.65 −.60
Limited access to free press 22 −.28 −.16 −.22 −.34
Wide access to nonfree press 17 −.09 .02 −.11 −.22
Wide access to free press 53 .74 .80 .73 .80

Note: See technical appendix for details.

relationship across all the different indicators of human development
and good governance is striking.

The relationship between the typology of media systems and these in-
dicators are illustrated in Tables 6.3 and 6.4. The results confirm that the
fifty-two societies with widespread access to the free press consistently
scored far higher than all other media systems across all the indicators
of good governance and human development: people living in these
nations have more stable political systems, more efficient government
processes, and less corruption, as well as living longer, with greater afflu-
ence, and more economic equality. In sharp contrast, countries lacking
an independent press and public access to mass communications scored
consistently worst across all these indicators. Media matters, both for its
own sake, and for development.

CONCLUSIONS: STRENGTHENING CHANNELS OF VOICE

AND ACCOUNTABILITY

The lessons from this analysis suggest that strengthening the channels
of communication is vital for development, particularly for electoral
democracies that are in the process of establishing more effective polit-
ical and economic institutions. It is widely assumed that a free press is
necessary for social and political development, although this proposition
is rarely tested in any systematic fashion. Because many studies are con-
ducted within affluent societies, where newspapers and television are
widely available, the basic issue of access to the mass media is rarely
linked explicitly to issues of how the press functions within a democracy.
The results indicate that those societies characterized by both press free-
dom and widespread access to the mass media are characterized by many
indicators of good governance and human development. The reason, it
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is suggested, is that the free press plays an important role in promoting
the voice of disadvantaged groups in the policy-making process and
strengthening the accountability of governments to citizens. Liberal the-
ories, which focus only on the conditions of independent journalism
without taking account of the problems of restricted access, tell only one
half of the story.

More generally, the global comparative approach adopted by this study
suggests that we can go beyond more limited case studies of particular
countries, or research that contrasts media systems among a few coun-
tries within a particular region or continent. Clearly there is a need for
complementary multimethod research designs, which benefit from com-
bining the strengths and weaknesses of any single approach. For example,
it is difficult to go beyond the simple correlations examined here to es-
tablish patterns of causality that could be explored by detailed historical
case studies. Other approaches such as interviews with media and policy
elites would provide alternative insights into this process, such as how
far journalists see their role as watchdogs. Systematic content analysis
could reveal patterns of news coverage, for example reporting incidents
of abuse of government power or cases of corruption. Surveys could
shed light on audience patterns of use and the impact of news coverage
on political attitudes and values. No single method is wholly satisfactory.
Nevertheless the end of the Cold War and dramatic changes in human de-
velopment in recent decades have broken down the old tripartite distinc-
tions between postindustrial, postcommunist, and developing societies,
as well as between established democracies, consolidating democracies,
and nondemocracies. The process of globalization and the rise of new
information technologies have similarly transformed the subject. We
are commonly still stuck in the rut of studying the mass media within
particular nation-states, when some of the most electric transformative
movements fall outside these boundaries (Norris 2002). Studies of politi-
cal communication need to revise and retool our conceptual frameworks
to reflect these developments. A broad-brush comparative framework
utilizing aggregate data in many different nations around the world,
mapping media systems, is one more research strategy that should be
added to our comparative toolbox.
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TECHNICAL APPENDIX

Variable Definition and Source

Media Access

Newspapers Daily newspaper circulation (published at least four times a
week) per 1,000 people (1996). UNESCO Statistical
Yearbook 1999.

Television Sets Television sets in use per 1,000 people, 1999. International
Telecommunications Union World Telecommunications
Indicators Database 2000.

Radio Receivers Radio receivers in use per 1,000 people, 1997. International
Telecommunications Union World Telecommunications
Indicators Database 2000.

Online Users The percentage of online users in the adult population derived
from national surveys asking respondents whether they use
e-mail or the World Wide Web. The figures represent the
latest survey available in fall 2000. Available from the World
Wide Web at www.NUA.ie.

Hosts Computers with active Internet Protocol (IP) addresses
connected to the Internet, per 100 people, July 2000.
Available from the World Wide Web at www.Netcraft.com.
Hosts without a country code identification were weighted
and relocated (Pippa Norris 2001).

Press Freedom Scale Diversity of news content is measured in the 2000 Freedom
House annual survey of Press Freedom according to the
structure of the news industry; legal and administrative
decisions, the degree of political influence or control; the
economic influences exerted by the government or private
entrepreneurs; and actual incidents violating press
autonomy, including censorship, harassment, and physical
threats to journalists. The 100-point scale combines the
broadcasting and newspaper scores and the scale is reversed
so that a higher score represents greater press freedom.
Available from the World Wide Web at
www.FreedomHouse.org.

Media Access A summary-logged standardized scale of the proportion of
newspapers, television sets, radio receivers, online users, and
Internet hosts.

Communication Index This combines the Logged Media Access Scale and the Press
Freedom Scale.
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Variable Definition and Source

Human Development Indicators

Human Development The Human Development Index (1998) is based on longevity,
as measured by life expectancy at birth; educational
achievement; and standard of living, as measured by per
capita GDP (PPP U.S. $) (UNDP Human Development
Report 2000).

Per Capita GDP Measured in U.S. $ in Purchasing Power Parity, 1998 (UNDP
Human Development Report 2000).

Economic Equality The Gini Index measures the extent to which the distribution
of income within an economy deviates from a perfectly
equal distribution. The index has been reversed so that the
number one represents perfect equality (World
Development Indicators 2001 World Bank).

Lower Infant Mortality The number of infants dying before the age of one year, per
1,000 live births, 1999. The indicator has been reversed so
that a higher figure represents lower infant mortality (World
Development Indicators 2001 World Bank).

Public Health
Expenditure

Public health expenditure consists of recurrent and capital
spending from government budgets, external borrowings,
and grants as a percentage of GDP, 1997–9 (World
Development Indicators 2001 World Bank).

Life Expectancy Life expectancy at birth (years) 1995–2000 (UNDP Human
Development Report 2000).

Adult Literacy Rate Literacy as a percentage of adults (15 and above) 1998 (UNDP
Human Development Report 2000).

% Secondary Education Secondary age group enrollment as a percentage of the
relevant age group, 1997 (UNDP Human Development
Report 2000).

Governance Indicators

Political Stability An aggregated measure of political stability and violence based
on expert assessments (Kaufman, Kraay, and
Zoido-Lobaton, 1999).

Rule of Law An aggregated measure of rule of law based on expert
assessments (Kaufman, Kraay, and Zoido-Lobaton 1999).

Government Efficiency An aggregated measure of government efficiency based on
expert assessments (Kaufman, Kraay, and Zoido-Lobaton
1999).

Corruption An aggregated measure of corruption based on expert
assessments (Kaufman, Kraay, and Zoido-Lobaton 1999).
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S E V E N

Local Political Communication

Media and Local Publics in the Age of Globalization

Sabine Lang

Local publics are neglected entities within the broad scope of communi-
cation studies. Our knowledge of how people communicate politically
in their local communities is limited. This is a fact not only in regard
to underresearched peripheral societies, but also in relation to the de-
veloped publics of Western democracies. Daily newspapers have long
had a reputation of parochialism, local television news shows are as-
sociated with low standards and obsession with crime and scandals,
and local radio has abandoned news in favor of music or talk show
formulas.

Even though globalization has advanced to become a catchword in
analyses of urban economies and politics, communication studies seem
reluctant to confront the interdependence between local and global me-
dia markets, local and global communication practices (i.e., local groups
sustaining global movements) and local and global tools to gain political
voice (i.e., the impact of the Internet on local communication). This
chapter aims at diffusing notions of the local as being provincial or too
small a unit for the analysis of public life. It intends to stimulate discussion
about the relevance of local political communication arenas as unique
public spaces as well as signifiers of national and global communication
trends.

It is common knowledge that social and political capital is acquired
primarily through socialization processes in the immediate life world
(Bourdieu 1982; Putnam 2000). Theories of democracy have argued
that local political communication and participation options are a pre-
requisite for sustained civic engagement and that the spatial radius of
the local provides initiation into democratic practices and accountabili-
ties (see Barber 1984; Phillips 1996). Numerous studies claim that, even
though participation in local elections is often lower than on the national
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level, the majority of participatory and politically communicative activ-
ities of citizens take place on the local level (see for Great Britain, Parry
et al. 1992; for the United States, Berry et al. 1993; for Germany, Roth
1994). For many citizens localities provide the most accessible and orga-
nized political arena in which opinions can be transformed into political
action, such as participation in political organizations, issue-specific net-
works or neighborhood initiatives.

Yet despite the evident relevance of the local, political communica-
tion studies have been hesitant to feature it prominently on the research
agenda – a reluctance that is underlined by two barriers that have tradi-
tionally defined the field. The first barrier marks the overall importance
granted to opinion formation through the national media. The second
obstacle is the dominant role in political communication research of
media variables. The focus on media obfuscates a perspective on inter-
personal political communication as one of the distinguishing features of
local political publics. Several reasons come into play for this prohibitive
downsizing of analytic curiosity.1 Jarren (1994) cites the disillusionment
following the high expectations being placed on local counterpublics in
the 1970s and early 1980s that generated the idea of “grassroots politics”
or “politics from below.” Another factor contributing to the perception
of local publics as too parochial for theoretically useful research is the
visible lack of autonomy of local media due to mergers and concentration
processes. As much as the media industry has paid lip service to keeping
a strong independent profile of local media, the reality of mergers speaks
to the contrary. Local profile has been lost, cutbacks in staff result in less
capacity to focus on local affairs, and local audiences tend to identify less
with “their” local newspaper or television newscast. Yet there are also
numerous indicators that the local as a communicative arena is being re-
vitalized in late modern societies. In the countries of the European Union
(EU), cities and communities have learned that funding from Brussels
often is attached to active improvement of communication between local
governments and citizens. Political institutions and organizations make

1 Public sector and urban politics analyses reach the same conclusion. For Germany,
Ruediger Voigt argues in favor of the necessity for a “cross country analysis of lo-
cal communication processes and their ramifications for the political identity and the
level of action of citizens in their local communities” and he suggests that “comparative
public policy science which already deals with comparative aspects of local political
structures and decision making processes should expand their focus to include com-
munication processes” (Voigt 1989, 4 [transl. S. L.]).
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use of interactive communication technologies (ICT) for engagement
processes on the local level. And in developing countries, resources are
allocated to the mobilization of rural areas and to the idea of offering local
communication infrastructure. Thus, local publics provide the ground
for much of today’s civic engagement and political activism.

The assessment of research on local political publics in this chapter
follows three main lines of inquiry. One theme addresses the question
of whether local publics expose specific cross-cultural traits that identify
them as relatively autonomous units of analysis and independent vari-
ables within their respective larger communication ecologies. Second, lo-
cal media development is traced by focusing on how globalization puts its
imprint on local communication processes, possibly leading from path-
dependent to transnational synchronized local media structures. Because
the scope of existing research is limited, results from this inquiry are at
best preliminary. And third, I investigate how traditional local media
are embedded in the larger interpersonal and organizational commu-
nication arenas of localities and how alternative media, supported by
new technologies, may help to develop sustainable counterpublics on
the local level. The final part of the chapter will develop a comparative
set of research questions that draw on the voids of existing studies. The
conclusion maintains that while local publics exhibit fragmentation and
diversification similar to national publics in late modern societies, they
are undergoing transformations aimed at innovating governance and
citizen engagement.

WHAT IS A LOCAL PUBLIC SPHERE?

Defining local publics is as much of a challenge as defining national or
global publics, as their scope and form varies historically, across cultures
and across political systems. Besides the tangible variations, what seems
to be equally in flux is our individual understanding of belonging to
one or several local publics. Historically, the assumption that local com-
munication (up until the mid-nineteenth century) ended “in principle
at the city boundaries or on the village road” (Kieslich 1972, 96) has
proven to be misleading. As empirical historical research has revealed,
local communication was never confined to those issues that made up the
microcosm of the village commons (Lang 2001). Instead, local publics
always harbored a mix and interplay of information originating on the
local level with news that traveled from other informational hubs into
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the local scene. This traffic between local, regional, and international
news flows has increased greatly with the advent of globalized informa-
tion systems. The local today is infused more than ever with translocal
issues, with ideas that are conceived and decisions that are taken else-
where. Therefore, we can describe the local political public – in contrast
to a geographically defined and closed unit of analysis – as a relatively
open space in which information flows of local origins intersect with
translocally important news, and together create a common discursive
space of political activity.

How can we systematically distinguish the local communication
sphere from national and global publics? My claim is that there are
four aspects of local communication practices that identify it as a spe-
cific unit of analysis, entailing a cognitive, a symbolic, an interactive,
and a democratic dimension (Lang 2003a). The cognitive dimension
refers to shared knowledge about the history and facets of the com-
mon public space. The symbolic dimension points to the experience
of being part of a locality in which people share specific cultural, so-
cial, and political practices. The interactive aspect alludes to the local as
providing relatively more “face-to-face” interactions and interpersonal
communications than larger publics. And the fourth dimension ad-
dresses the inherent democratic potential of local publics by way of pro-
viding easy access to political communication and participation forums.
The narrow spatial dimension of local publics encourages the exercise
of deliberative and participatory citizenship in addition to representa-
tive decision making. Taken together, these four key elements make up
a soft frame for the local public sphere. Some citizens identify more
with some parts of urban public cultures than with others. Some don’t
have a sense of belonging to a local communication system at all. In
urban spaces, most visibly, local publics are made up of dominant, sub-
and counterpublics. Yet the majority of citizens draw their sense of be-
longing to a public sphere at least in part from the above-mentioned
notions.

Assessing existing studies on local political communication, we can
roughly distinguish three research eras, each informed by respective de-
velopments in media systems as well as by general trends in the social
sciences (Lang 2003a).2 In a first phase from the 1950s to the 1960s, local

2 I include studies that are not explicitly part of the relatively new field of political com-
munication research, yet have analyzed communication processes from the perspective
of political science and sociology as well as urban studies.
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communication processes were primarily conceived in terms of their
relevance for political participation (Janowitz 1952; Wood 1959). This
research, originating mostly in the United States, was being placed within
the discourses on “small town community” and “participatory democ-
racy.” A second research phase in the 1970s and 1980s focused more
specifically on the effects of emerging local mass-media cultures and an-
alyzed the role of print media, radio, and television for local communica-
tion (Haenisch and Schroeter 1971; Cox and Morgan 1973; Dorsch 1978;
Schoenbach 1978; Heyn 1979; Rager and Schibriani 1981; Jarren 1984).
A third research frame, developed in the late 1980s, tried to critically
assess the diversification processes in local media by reconnecting media
development once again to issues of democratic accountability (Jarren
1991; Dubois 1993; Kurp 1994; Valle 1995; Salvador and Sias 1998).
On a parallel note, for the first time since the 1980s we see some case
studies emerging that aim at a more detailed assessment of local com-
munication spaces (Kaniss 1991, 1995; Brettschneider and Neller 1997;
Neller 1999).3 In general, though, the number of case studies of local
public spheres is limited. Moreover, the field is marked by a strong bias
toward Western Europe and the United States. African, Latin American,
and Asian local publics have in some instances been researched in the
context of how to use mass media to educate and politicize local publics
(see Okunna 1995). However, the primary sources of knowledge about
local publics limit this comparison for the most part to the United States,
Great Britain, France, and the German-speaking countries.

LOCAL MEDIA DEVELOPMENT

The Local Press
Until the early 1970s, local media was a synonym for the print me-

dia, or – more specifically – for the local daily paper (for Great Britain,
Franklin and Murphy 1998, 7; for Germany, Jonscher 1991, 74; Lang
2001; for the United States, Schudson 1978; Kaniss 1991). The press
had become the catalyst and focus of local political life. It framed local
policy processes, it commented on political decision making, it re-
flected local controversies and helped to organize political participation.4

3 Neller (1999) provides the most detailed overview of the state of the arts in local
communication studies for the German-speaking countries. To my knowledge and
reception capabilities, there seem to be no comparable assessments for other countries.

4 Whether this early political catalyst function of the local press is also a feature of the
local publics in less economically developed countries will have to be addressed in
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Historically, this growth of the local press can be traced back to indus-
trialization and urbanization, yet so far this “link between newspapers
and the growth and development of cities” (Kaniss 1991, 13) has not
been established systematically and across cultures. Conversely, the rapid
trend toward suburbanization after the 1950s in Western urban centers
and the “urban plight” of big cities exposed how much the local press
depended on a readership that identified with their urban public space.
Newspaper companies reacted by refocusing their agenda toward more
regional and less purely local news. Yet the more regionalized the local
press of bigger cities became, the less attractive it seemed to its core urban
constituencies.

Today, the daily print press navigates between the demands of eco-
nomic concentration in the industry and the spatial as well as social
differentiation of its clientele. Increasingly diverse, partly regionally ori-
ented and partly sublocal print media arrange themselves under what
James A. Rosse calls an “umbrella competition pattern” (Kaniss 1991, 43;
also Graber 1997). Under this umbrella competition pattern, different
print-press models operate and circulate on four levels. On the top level
we find the large metropolitan dailies that integrate international, na-
tional, and regional with local reporting, but have a stronger stake in the
former. Underneath this level operate so-called satellite dailies that cover
some regional pieces, but focus more on the local news in their suburban
community. On the next level down are strictly suburban papers, serving
localities beyond the reach of satellite dailies. The fourth level consists
of free media. Even though some form of this umbrella competition
pattern seems to emerge in all urban public spaces, we know too little
about its arrangements and effects – in particular about how it plays out
in specific national cultures, how it affects the quality of the news, the
working conditions of journalists, and the consumption patterns of local
readers.

In general, the local press has developed the dubious reputation of
being provincial, parochial, fixated on easy entertainment, and under
too much influence from the local power elites. Schoenbach assesses
for Germany that until the 1970s, 90 percent of all news in the lo-
cal papers was presented as mere local or community-related problems

future research. In India, for example, we know that after the end of British rule there
already existed a lively print culture of over 4,000 newspapers in seventeen languages
and dialects (see Kishan Thussu 1998, 274). But it might well be that in societies with
low rates of literacy, not the print media but the new electronic media take over this
traditional catalyst function.
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(Schoenbach 1978, 263). Only a small fraction of local news consisted of
frames in which locality was placed within the context of regional and
national, or even global forces. About two-thirds of all political news was
mentioned in the papers only once (Schoenbach 1978, 264), and about
50 percent of all news concerned “internal security” and “entertain-
ment” issues (Rager and Schibriani 1981, 499). While such parochialism
has changed specifically in urban settings where the effects of nonlocal
developments leave substantial imprints on the local commons day-by-
day, other features of local newspapers seem to have stayed virtually
untouched. A number of studies provide evidence that political agenda
setting was historically and still is dominated by local elites (for France,
Neveu 1998, 452; for the United States, Kaniss 1991, 91; Graber 1997, 317;
for Germany, Rager and Schibrani 1981, 498; for Great Britain, Franklin
and Murphy 1991, 63–4). As Kaniss argues “while there is much in the
news and editorial columns that is critical of local officials, this criticism
is limited when compared with the amount of information that is taken
directly, and almost unquestioningly, from official bureaucratic sources”
(Kaniss 1991, 91). Journalistic independence and investigating initiative
have come to take backstage to reactive news reporting. It remains to
be seen whether such a downsized understanding of journalism is being
challenged by the reshaping of local governance structures in the 1990s,
namely by a substantial number of new actors from civic political associ-
ations entering the local public stage and becoming credible spokesper-
sons in fields such as housing, the environment, or transportation.

A number of studies indicate that local politicians traditionally prior-
itized local politics primarily through the print-media news flow. While
these officials now monitor local evening newscasts with similar scrutiny,
print coverage remains paramount (Kaniss 1991, 164). Politicians get
most of their contextual information about local issues from the local
print media, thus endowing the press with more power and framing
capacity than for example local radio or television (Dunn 1969; Jarren
1984; Kurp 1994, 49). The most ambiguous effect of such prioritizing
is “reification” of the very ideas that local officials deem central to their
work in the community: Local elites “take . . . the local press reports as
an indicator for the social problems and processes within their city. If
they find there (in the paper) the majority of news bites that they them-
selves have generated, this will reinforce their initial – and maybe less
than adequate or even false – perceptions of the problems within their
county” (Murck 1983, 373). In the minds of consumers, the local press
still has the reputation as being the trustworthiest source of political
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news. Even though the local daily today is not reaching as many readers,
and its readers spend less time reading the paper than watching tele-
vision or listening to the radio,5 reception studies still give the press
highest marks in terms of informational density and competence (see for
Germany, Jonscher 1991, 26; for Great Britain, similar results in Franklin
and Murphy 1991, 6–7). A number of studies about news origins support
this view and claim that the local daily remains the source for about 50
to 60 percent of all local news (for Great Britain, Franklin and Murphy
1991, 7; for Switzerland, Saxer 1986, 329; for Germany, Schwiderowski
1989, 158). Yet even though we can see some similar trends in the lo-
cal press of Western European countries and the United States, we still
lack a more substantial and comparatively tested understanding of the
arrangements between the press and the electronic media in generating
and indexing news flows in the local public sphere.

Local Radio
With the rise of radio in the 1920s, the local daily press confronted

an increasingly strong competitor for audiences and advertising rev-
enues. Depending on national regulation standards and economic inter-
ests, local radio expansion did not happen in a uniform way, but with
different models marked by top-down or bottom-up regulatory systems.
Great Britain and the United States have provided ideal types for the ini-
tial bipolar radio politics that persisted until the late 1950s and still leave
imprints today. In Great Britain, the new electronic medium was devel-
oped nationally and top down since the 1930s and, as a consequence,
“local radio virtually disappeared. What persisted was regional variation
within what was in essence a network service controlled, if not originated,
from London” (Crisell 1998, 25). In the United States, on the contrary,
strong local diversification of radio stations and limited national regu-
lation resulted quite early in cooperation among local stations in order
to remain economically viable (Kleinsteuber 1992, 552). The stations
within those networks remained largely independent in their political
orientation and news delivery; state regulation was basically limited to
protection of small providers from takeovers by larger conglomerates.
Network providers could, for example, only purchase a percentage of
affiliated stations and had to guarantee the journalistic independence

5 In Germany, 1970 marked the year when for the first time audiences for television were
bigger than those for the daily press. In 1985, radio surmounted the dailies as second
in the battle over audiences (see Kurp 1994, 139).

158



P1: JZZ
0521828317c07.xml CY425/Esser 0521828317 May 26, 2004 15:56

Local Political Communication

of the small providers, while the latter could gain a share in the adver-
tisement revenue of the whole network. Thus, a number of factors related
to technology, state regulation, and economic interests have produced
nationally unique infrastructures of local radio culture that in the begin-
ning – as in the case of Britain – left little, or – as in the case of the United
States – much space for journalistic reporting that originated within the
local public sphere.

The Scandinavian countries were historically most concerned about
the autonomy of local radio stations. Scandinavia has therefore gained
the reputation of being a “model for non-commercial local radio with
a focus on the activation of its listeners, on citizen representation and
neighborhood assistance” (Koschnick 1995, 785). But even Scandinavia
was not exempt from the repercussions of the trends toward mixed
public/private systems in all Western European countries – albeit the
differentiation and commercialization of local stations came later and
was less severe. Today, Denmark is seen internationally as the country
with the strongest localization in radio, hosting about 300 local stations
of which about 60 to 70 percent are financed through advertisements
(Koschnick 1995). Finland (with fifty-eight local stations), Norway (with
350 to 400 local stations), and Sweden have also continued to put
emphasis on making radio stations the public signatures of cities and
communities.6

Besides the Scandinavian countries, Great Britain can be singled out
as having counteracted the global trend toward privatization in the ra-
dio segment most creatively and successfully. Today, the nationwide ra-
tio between public and private radio stations is stable at around 40 to
60 percent. While the national government has given licenses to pri-
vate providers since the 1960s – initially trying to counteract the steep
rise of local pirate stations – it has also managed to balance out the
prevailing orientation toward easy-listening formats through an exten-
sion of attractive local BBC programming (Berrigan 1977, 195). Today,
thirty-nine local BBC stations operate in England and additional ones
in Scotland, North Ireland, and Wales in competition with about 180
independent stations (Crisell 1998). Since the early 1990s, the BBC has
aimed at strengthening and reinventing its news-based identity in the lo-
cal radio markets. More specifically, a focus on ethnic minorities and on

6 See the country-specific case studies on local radio and television in Western Europe
in Jankowski et al. 1992.
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local culture is intended to create a new listener segment among young
people. The BBC is holding about 15 percent audience ratings in this pro-
gram segment and about 20 percent of adults in Great Britain listen to its
local stations regularly. Yet in recent years the BBC has embarked also on
quite expansive technological improvement projects such as digitaliza-
tion, which put the company in financial difficulties. Predictable results
were cuts on the journalistic side as well as concentration processes, shift-
ing the focus from local autonomous productions to more regional co-
operation of its channels. Nevertheless, the BBC has so far made the most
successful attempt to creatively use the potential of public local radio to
combine dense local information with diverse, multicultural-oriented
entertainment segments. The BBC has also introduced formats such as
“talk shows” and “studio debates” that engage citizens in meaningful and
complex political discussions about their communities. These formats
are models for devising community-oriented participation venues with
less inflammatory content than found on American talk radio.

All in all, there were 7,934 radio stations in Western Europe in 1992, of
which 90 percent were local or regional providers (Koschnick 1995, 781).
Eastern European countries have also seen the establishment of a large
number of local radio stations since their transformation in the early
1990s (Thomass and Tzankoff 2001). In Hungary, today there are about
80 local radio stations (Bajomi-Lázár 2001, 198). In Poland, estimates
run up to several hundred stations (see Hadamik 2001, 159). Similar lo-
calization and regionalization trends are visible in Russia where the BBC
Fund has invested considerably in the stabilization of local radio markets
by training journalists and technicians as well as providing infras-
tructure and technology. However, foreign media companies have in-
vested less in the Eastern European radio markets than for example in
the print market, because state regulation for foreign investments are
generally tighter in the former segment and advertisement revenues are
harder to anticipate and so far less optimistic.

In sum, global radio trends on the local level point toward more pri-
vatized and larger units of cooperation, thus privileging regional over
merely local issues, easy-listening formats over political programming,
younger over generationally mixed audiences, and advertising revenue
over editorial risks. Program segments addressing neighborhood, ethnic,
social, and political issues are on the decline, and so is the idea of local
radio as a citizen-driven technology. The only contradictory evidence
can be found in countries with a strong tradition of public radio such as
Great Britain, the Scandinavian countries, and Germany. Some German
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state-regulation authorities, for example, tried to mediate the effects of
commercial network radio at the height of privatization efforts by licens-
ing a number of subregional and local radio stations,7 but most of these
small community radio stations turned out to be rather unattractive for
audiences, lacking professional production and trained staff. Conversely,
they were not able to attract a steady flow of advertisement clients due
to their narrow reach. Moreover, what had been hailed in the 1970s in
Western Europe and the United States as the dawn of a “community ra-
dio movement” seems today like a marginal facet of local radio markets.
The principles of community radio, namely democratically organized
access for citizens, joint use of all media resources, a focus on local
and neighborhood issues, and participatory structures do not succeed
in highly competitive media markets. Without steady and financially
strong sponsorship from engaged citizens, foundations, universities, or
public agencies, community radio never leaves the precarious state of
producing under highly adversarial conditions (for Great Britain and
Canada, Berrigan 1977; for the United States, Widlok 1992). The alterna-
tive between “amateur-driven radio-club models” and “recipient-driven
public-service models” has been almost unequivocally settled in favor
of the latter. Thus we can predict that only in local radio markets where
the public sector sponsors a professionalized public-service model will
community radio in the future become a viable third column next to
existing public and private radio stations.

Local Television
The strongest competitor for the local press and radio is local tele-

vision. Whereas local television did not seem to have much economic
drive and attraction in the beginning, this changed rapidly with the ad-
vent in the United States of cable broadcast networks consisting largely
of independent local affiliate stations. In most Western European coun-
tries, local television got to a bumpy start on the community level in the
mid-1980s. Likewise, as a commercial enterprise it has not lived up to
the expectations it produced. In Germany today, there are thirty commer-
cial local television stations – if we include regional channels that offer
substantial local programming windows. All of these produce deficits
and can only survive by operating under the umbrella of larger media
conglomerates.

7 This happened in Baden-Wuerttemberg, Bavaria, Hamburg, and Northrhine-
Westphalia (see Jarren 1994, 303).
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The “success story” that is written by commercial local television in the
United States remains unique. Today in the United States there are about
740 commercial local stations on air that use about 40 percent of their
own, that is, non-network programming, airtime for local news (Klite
et al. 1997, 102). Local news time has far surpassed national newscasts
on network outlets. While 67 percent of adults watch local news daily,
only 49 percent follow the national network news (Graber 1997, 326).
Even the distinction between local and national programs is blurring
as new video technologies and new transmission options have empow-
ered local networks to offer national news scaled down to local size
and to effectively localize national topics. The political establishment in
Washington, in response, has made use of the localized news markets
by providing sound bites for their respective local electorate on a regu-
lar basis. Preproduction of important policy events for local television,
which are often able to stress specific local angles of a topic, is now a
routine for the White House and for members of Congress (Kiolbassa
1997).

At the same time as this localization of political news frames takes
place, we see a downsizing of political news production. A comparison
between national and local newscasts in the United States in 1995 showed
that “political news” in its narrow sense, defined as government affairs,
the economy, and social issues, accounted for only 62 to 69 percent of
local news, but accounted for 85 to 93 percent of national news (Graber
1997, 327). Sports, entertainment, and other nonstrictly political news
have gained much higher relevance in local television in recent years. This
tendency also translates into specific formats and styles. Commercial
local television in the United States communicates its agenda with em-
phasis on sensationalism and negativity, thereby contributing to its image
as less professional and an even more marketing and profit-driven news
delivery system than the national news (Kaniss 1991, 113–14; Kiolbassa
1997). “The need to appeal to a mass audience, the cult of personality,
the limited number of reporters and their reliance on routine channels of
information, the importance of dramatic video and sound bites, and the
element of timeliness, all lead to a distinctive definition of what is ‘local
news’” (Kaniss 1991, 113). Most importantly, the news is a substantial
source of income for local stations in the United States, generating on
average about 40 percent of a stations’ profit (Graber 1997, 326). The de-
pendence on advertising revenue increases the pressure on local stations
to keep up high viewer ratings and to generate as little controversial
political substance as possible in the local public sphere. Investigative
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reporting and longer news stories in particular fall by the wayside. Tele-
vision newscasts get their political substance primarily out of newspapers
and press releases from public officials and agencies. A recent study of
three local, economically vulnerable stations that were part of national
networks concludes that 75 percent of local news were direct offshoots
of press releases by local actors or newspaper reports. The stations inves-
tigated 20 percent independently, but on the basis of press declarations
and newspaper reports. And only 5 percent of the information conveyed
came through a television reporter’s initiative (Graber 1997, 332).

Yet there is also increasing evidence that points to the shortsightedness
of such downsized and undercomplex news production. The Project for
Excellence in Journalism has recently studied nineteen local television
markets and came to the conclusion that the stations that emphasized
quality production, defined as less crime coverage, fewer gimmicks, and
more focus on local issues, actually built solid ratings (Rosenstiel et al.
2000; Lipschultz and Hilt 2002, 147). But it also costs more to produce
quality news. The study concludes that “a newscast should reflect its
entire community, cover a broad range of topics, focus on the signifi-
cant aspects of stories, be locally relevant, balance stories with multiple
points of view, and use authoritative sources (Rosenstiel et al. 2000, 87).
Lipschultz and Hilt argue in a 2002 study of crime and local television
news in the United States that this “lack of creativity on the part of many
newsrooms across the country, ironically, may be based on a false sense
of security – a sense that the safest path is keeping the status quo model
developed during the 1970s” (Lipschultz and Hilt 2002, 147).

Keeping these contested features of local political television news in
mind, we can somewhat modify its success story in the United States:
What we see on the local television market since the 1970s is an increas-
ing interest in framing news locally – an interest that also is fueled by the
“distance-from-Washington-syndrome” that is engrained in American
political culture. Local television provides representation and recogni-
tion of such localized identities. However, it also seems as though local
commercial television in its persistent fight for audience quotas has for
the most part disengaged from complex portrayals of local politics and
from conveying to its audience a sense of place that goes far beyond con-
structions of fear and fun. While public criticism of local television news
is on the rise, only a few bold stations are trying to recast their identities.
As a result, a grassroots movement is reclaiming the idea of community
television of the 1970s and demanding a larger share of public access
television in local communities.
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In Europe, local community television movements reached their first
peak with the citizen-driven television broadcasting experiments of the
1970s. Great Britain, Belgium, and the Netherlands were at the fore-
front in experimenting with community television (Hollander 1992, 11).
So-called public access channels were aimed at providing alternative
news production and neighborhood-oriented agenda setting to enable
and facilitate civic engagement on the local public stage. In Germany,
the first open channel was established relatively late in 1984 within
the framework of a temporarily and spatially limited pilot project.8 In
1994, eight German states altogether housed twenty-seven open channels
with a weekly airtime between two and fifty-six hours. In 2003, that num-
ber slightly increased to seventy-nine channels, reflecting the tendency in
Western European metropolitan communities to invest in government-
sponsored public-access channels (http://www.openchannel.se/cat/
overview/htm). The Open Channel Organization in 2003 provided
links to about 6,000 open-access television stations worldwide – the
United States with an estimated 1,800 channels again being at the
forefront. A study by the California Center for Civic Renewal an-
alyzing the California public-access market between 1993 and 2000
came to the conclusion that government-sponsored public-access tele-
vision “has been the single greatest contributor to positively increas-
ing public participation in local government decision-making in the
last decade” (Conklin 2000). In 1989, local governments in California
spent about $3.9 million to support government-access channels; in
2000, these investments had increased to about $15 million (Conklin
2000).

In Europe, local governments are not quite as willing to support expen-
sive communication technologies. Deregulation and the fiscal strains of
local states in the 1980s slowed down public discourse regarding partic-
ipatory media (Prehn 1992, 256; Jankowski and Prehn 2002). However,
studies of community programming still conclude that the globalized

8 Widlok and Jarren claim that the reason for Germany’s late investment in public-access
channels is a result of the monopoly of public networks that did not want to compete
with other providers. Newspaper companies that showed interest in diversifying by
building radio and television presence in joint ventures with public-access initatives
were strongly discouraged by public networks. When the privatization of radio started
after the end of the social-liberal coalition in 1982, public access projects in radio as
well as television segments were crushed by private competitors or had to adopt more
easy-listening formats (see Widlok and Jarren 1992, 133).
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societies of the twenty-first century should not easily give up on this spe-
cific means of political communication: “The need for locally oriented
media to confront oligopolistic and transnational cultural industries will
become more urgent in the coming years. Non-commercial and locally
oriented media as social and cultural tools – and not as mass media in
local disguise – can play an important role in strengthening local iden-
tity and self-respect. In the dialectic nexus of internationalization and
localization, local media with a community orientation along with a
trans-local perspective supported with international program exchange
networks can contribute to both local self-awareness and international
understanding” (Prehn 1992, 266).

LOCAL MEDIA IN THE 1990S

Local media publics in Western democracies have undergone substan-
tial changes in the 1990s, primarily induced by economic restructuring
and forces of social change that hit cities and regions. We witnessed
the attraction of transnational corporations into the local media sec-
tor, leading to concentration processes not just in large metropolitan
markets but also far beyond them. Second, not just vertical but also
horizontal concentration processes took place in which the traditional
division of labor between different kinds of electronic and print media
increasingly gave way to more cost-effective forms of cooperation among
these media. At the same time, the local media spectrum widened, with
new Internet-based media being introduced into the local public and
movement actors producing alternative community media sources. In
the absence of comparative analyses, the developments that are outlined
in this chapter are based on available case studies and remain somewhat
sketchy.

Media Concentration
Economic concentration processes are most noticeable on the print

media market. The trend toward single-market newspapers is increasing
in all Western democracies. In the Netherlands, most cities today have
only one daily newspaper (Denters 2000, 83). In Great Britain, com-
petition among urban evening dailies ended as early as 1964 with the
monopolization of the last competitive market in Manchester (Franklin
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and Murphy 1998, 7).9 By contrast the German daily newspaper mar-
ket seems still rather diversified. In 2001, 58 percent of the readers of
local dailies still had competitive papers to choose from (Schuetz 2001,
620). Concentration processes, however, are on the rise in Germany,
too. Looking at the eighty-three German cities with a population of
more than 100,000, thirty of them now only have one daily newspaper.
Seventeen cities have two dailies that belong to the same publishing com-
pany (Schuetz 2001, 622). In the United States, 98 percent of cities and
communities have only one newspaper. A huge concentration and con-
glomerization wave spilled over the country during the 1990s. Between
1994 and 2000, 47 percent of all local papers changed ownership, mostly
joining conglomerates of several dailies. At present, of the 1,500 dailies
in the United States, only about 300 remain independent (Yudken and
Owens 2002). Analyzing these trends, Thomas Kunkel and Gene Roberts
note:

“Unlike other realms of business, in the newspaper industry,
consolidation – in tandem with the chains’ desperation to main-
tain unrealistic profit levels (most of these companies are now being
publicly traded) – is actually reducing the amount of real news be-
ing gathered and disseminated, most conspicuously at the local and
state levels, where consumers need it the most. This is because con-
solidation has resulted in far fewer news outlets, and the economic
pressures have resulted in fewer reporters with fewer inches in the
paper to say anything” (Kunkel and Roberts 2001).

Globalization processes in the media sector accelerate this increase in lo-
cal concentration. Best cases in point are Eastern European media, which
since the early 1990s have been subject to intensive acquisition efforts by
West European and American media conglomerates. In Poland today,
50 percent of the forty-four regional dailies are owned completely or in
part by foreign media companies (Hadamik 2001, 154). The whole coun-
try has only fifteen local daily papers (Hadamik 2001, 155). In Bulgaria,
the German publishing group Westdeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung estab-
lished a majority owner position in 1996, then later a complete owner-
ship of the so-called 168 press group, consisting of prominent weekly and

9 The Manchester Evening Chronicle was dismantled despite daily sales of a quarter
million papers (Franklin and Murphy 1998, 7), thus pointing to the fact that the
reason for shutting down a paper in many cases is not low readership, but lack of
advertisement revenue for competing publications on a single print media market.
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daily newspapers (Tzankoff 2001, 85). When the WAZ group bought the
Media Holding AG in 1997, it owned 80 percent of the Bulgarian daily
paper market (Tzankoff 2001, 85).10 In the Czech Republic as well, the
local print media market is dominated by German publishing houses
(Lambrecht and Schroeter 2001, 174). Papers that under the communist
regime were published by the local authorities were converted into re-
gional dailies with diversified local sections (Lambrecht and Schroeter
2001, 177). In Hungary, the German Axel Springer media company has
a monopoly on dailies in nine of the nineteen regions and publishes
them with diversified local inserts, thus forming what some critics term
grand “regional power centers” (Bajomi-Lázár 2001, 195). At present,
we still lack empirical studies as to how these ownership transferals have
influenced profiles, news content, and working conditions of these local
papers.

Economic concentration processes, however, do not only take place
between formerly independent print media, but also take the shape of
cooperation and mergers between different media in local publics. Pub-
lishing houses attempt to diversify and at the same time consolidate their
operations by investing not just in the print media market, but also buy-
ing local radio and television stations. The underlying intention is to
foster cost-effective cooperation and promote synergies in the daily op-
erative business. At present, the Federal Communications Commission
(FCC) in the United States is about to abandon a provision that had been
established in 1975, banning cross-ownership of television and print
media outlets in the United States. Increasing multimedia concentration
will produce radically different working conditions for journalists. The
ideal media workforce of the future is made up of “allrounders” who have
knowledge and experience in all stages of media-related production pro-
cesses and are flexible enough to be put onto any job, be it investigation,
writing, presentation, and technical production. The imagined journalist
is able to develop, write, and present stories for the print media as well as
radio and TV (Franklin and Murphy 1998, 17). But even without further
mergers the homogenization of local news content is in full swing: Radio
and television in particular have drastically decreased resources to de-
velop their own news stories, and compensate by buying or simply repro-
ducing news stories from the press. In Great Britain, the Broadcasting Act
of 1990 states it bluntly: “There is no requirement for (independent) local

10 After intervention of the Bulgarian government the WAZ group agreed to sell
40 percent of its shares in the Media Holding AG to Austrian and Swiss investors.

167



P1: JZZ
0521828317c07.xml CY425/Esser 0521828317 May 26, 2004 15:56

Sabine Lang

radio to carry local news and insofar as it does so there is nothing to pre-
vent that local news being bought in from the local newspaper” (British
Radio Authority, op.cit. Crisell 1998, 28).

Outsourcing in the Local Media Sector
Outsourcing refers to a process by which parts of production or services

that were formerly provided by the newspaper company or the station
are now contracted out to independent service providers. Traditionally,
outsourcing was practiced in fields such as advertisement acquisition
or distribution. More recently, however, it has spilled over into the core
tasks of journalistic production, thus adding to the already precarious
state of journalists’ working conditions and producing an increasing
number of independent news bureaus with a set of freelance writers.
From the point of view of editors, publishers, and CEOs of media cor-
porations, the intentions of outsourcing are efficiency, flexibility of the
workforce, as well as increases in cost effectiveness and profits. The ef-
fects of outsourcing are especially severe in countries with a traditionally
heavily unionized workforce such as the Scandinavian countries, Great
Britain, Austria, and Germany (Schaffelt [BDZ] 1999). German jour-
nalists who work in outsourced enterprises lack substantial protections
in terms of labor rights, insurance, and organizational powers granted
under the German Industrial Relations Act. As a result of this lack of
organized bargaining power and deregulation we see wage dumping and
the lowering of vocational training standards that affect the journalistic
profession as a whole.

New Media Formats
Established local print media find themselves increasingly in compet-

itive struggles with new media formats. At present, commercial dailies
in larger urban markets are challenged on two fronts: On one front, they
compete with alternative weeklies or monthlies that are mostly free and
financed by advertisement and that often display an impressive journalis-
tic depth and skill in framing complex local issues. Franklin and Murphy
estimate for Western Europe in the mid-1990s approximately 4,000 of
these papers with a distribution of about 200 million copies per week
(Franklin and Murphy 1991, 10). On the other front, transnationally
operating companies aggressively push into the daily “free media” sector
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of Europe. In 2001, free dailies operated in fifty-two European cities,
altogether amounting to a daily circulation of 6.4 million copies and
rightly being heralded as the new “shooting stars” of local media (Vogel
2001, 576). The first free daily called Metro was published in Stockholm
in 1995; after a few months it ran a profit. Metro has since expanded
internationally and is serving, among others, the markets of Helsinki,
Basel, Bern, Lucerne, Rome, Barcelona, Madrid, Prague, and Budapest.
The format of these free media is news-clip oriented. Content is mostly
drawn from the big news agencies. Local angles are interspersed infre-
quently and without much research. The staff of papers such as Metro
writes little themselves, and editorials and commentary sections are gen-
erally missing, thus making the news operation slim and profitable. The
size of these free media is calculated to serve the average commuter on
his/her way to work with about twenty minutes reading time (Vogel 2001,
583). Free papers such as Metro exhibit a professional layout and are easy
reading with a strong focus on light news and human-interest stories.
Their slim and flexible distribution systems rest on three pillars: One,
they are being delivered to commercial sites, ranging from shopping malls
to small neighborhood businesses. Second, they are being delivered to
news boxes in high-frequency public spaces such as subway and train sta-
tions. Third, companies in some cities hire traditional “newspaper men”
who distribute the paper on behalf of the company on city squares, at
subway entrances or even to the doorsteps of apartment buildings. The
audience that free dailies cater to is young, time-constrained, and female,
and generally not invested with one of the established paid print media
in town. Female consumers frequently experience time constraints that
disrupt solid attachment to established news sources. Yet they are major
targets of advertising and the “twenty-minute” format makes them the
ideal type target audience of free dailies.

Paid media in several urban markets have decided to employ drastic
measures to fight off competition by free media. In Cologne, Germany,
the editorial board of the established Koelner Stadtanzeiger decided to
publish its own version of a free daily and successfully forced the free
media competitor out of the market – predictably shutting down its
own free operation a few weeks later. Others have put pressure onto the
distributive side by forcing local shop owners to either get rid of the
free paper or face a delivery stop of the established daily. How this new
competitive local print media market will ultimately affect paid media
is not clear. Potential scenarios point in opposite directions. In a more
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optimistic version, paid print media might face up to the existing chal-
lenge by investing more in the strengths that they have: building closer ties
with their established readers, investing more resources into reporting
on community issues and raising the quality of production on the whole.
Yet what seems somewhat more likely is a “race-to-the-bottom.” The fact
that local media depend heavily on advertising revenues gives free media
with broad distributive networks a strong leverage that might force paid
dailies into down-scaling that most likely will have negative affects on
journalistic production quality.

Local Media and Democratization in Less
Developed Countries

We know little about local media in less developed countries and,
more specifically, about its function in organizing democratic processes
and providing voice for nongovernmental groups. While local media in
the metropolitan centers of less developed countries often follow the fa-
miliar path of economic concentration, umbrella diversification, and
government-oriented reporting, there is also evidence of media giv-
ing voice to oppositional politics and marginalized actors. The most
cited historic example is the establishment of local radio stations by
Bolivian mineworkers, starting in 1952. Over the course of twelve years,
twenty-seven stations were established and financed by unionized mine
laborers (Valle 1995, 210). In Latin America and Africa, local stations
are increasingly taken as a means to protect cultural and linguistic di-
versity of ethnic or regional groups. Video communication is employed
to bridge the communication void due to illiteracy, enabling citizens
to communicate with regional and national officials in the absence of
written testimony. One example for such functional use of video is
the “Association for Video Use by Popular Organizations” in several
Latin American countries, that uses video communication as an em-
powerment strategy and has trained rural workers in Chile and Peru
to document and relate their problems to a wider audience and to
government (Valle 1995, 211; also Media Development issue 1989/4).
In India and Nepal we have similar evidence of popular use of video
communication to counteract illiteracy (Okunna 1995, 618–19; Stuart
1989). In Nepal, illiterate village women have produced “‘video letters,’
aimed at improving communication with development organizations
and the central government, and developing educational materials for
village use, with the women recording their problems, sending the tapes
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to the capital city and receiving taped solutions to these problems”
(Ogan 1989, 4). Comparative studies of such media initiatives would help
us understand the political and cultural contexts in which such initiatives
rise, the determinants for sustaining them, and what could be considered
best-practice models of local communication development in less devel-
oped countries.

LOCAL GOVERNANCE AND THE PUBLIC SPHERE. While media are a central
part of local communication, local publics echo numerous voices that
primarily communicate aside from the media. Interpersonal and organi-
zational communication patterns created within and between neighbor-
hoods, associations, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), parties,
and activists serve to create and sustain public discourse and to offer
venues for opinion formation about local affairs. But few studies define
spaces of communication broadly enough to include media-induced
as well as organizational and interpersonal communication. Fuchs and
Schenk found in an empirical survey of Germany in the mid-1980s that
49 percent of local citizens used the daily paper as their primary source
of information about local and regional issues. Thirty-two percent, how-
ever, extracted their political information out of interpersonal communi-
cation (Fuchs and Schenk 1984, 214–15). While undoubtedly today these
figures would be more strongly favoring the local media, it would be a
mistake to continue to neglect other communication venues that help
to channel news gathering and transform news processing into political
activity. Civic networks and NGOs help create local publics by relying on
less institutionalized, open, and flexible routes of communication (Lang
2003a).

Since the late 1980s, we have witnessed in Western European soci-
eties and the United States an increasing commitment to local neigh-
borhood or issue-oriented organizations with fluid and open partic-
ipatory structures. The 1990s turned former social movement actors
into professionalized NGO members. Short-term issue-centered al-
liances were created that invigorate local publics and challenge tra-
ditionally tight communication among elites on the local level (Lang
2000). The local neighborhood alliance today brings a different set of
voices to the public than the established Chamber of Commerce or local
party or union chapters. Urban environmental activists might politi-
cize different topics and might employ a different set of communi-
cation strategies than the Sierra Club. Thus, the information and ac-
tivist networks of local NGOs transform the local publics of which
they are part. Their organized public mobilization campaigns, acts of
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civil disobedience, or the staging of protest events should be as much
taken into account in conceptualizing local publics as the media. NGOs
and activists offer new venues for political communication, and they
challenge the traditional leverage of established elites as being the pri-
mary, sometimes the only “legitimate” voices on local issues. The shift
in late modern societies from local government to governance there-
fore marks a shift from the “government of communication” through
the local state, corporatist elites, and the media to the “networked gov-
ernance of communication” with a wider array of engaged voices and
communication practices appearing on the public stage.

Government Communication and E-Democracy
Government, however, remains central to communication arrange-

ments in local publics. Government agencies, as we have argued, are still
the largest providers of political communication content, and they have
an interest in framing limits and substance of legitimate public discourse.
Moreover, the local state plays a pivotal role as developer and facilitator
of citizen participation and mediation processes. In the United States,
high fragmentation in local governance authorities, the emphasis on
“freedom of information,” and strong interest groups are contributing
factors to governments’ investment in expanding public communication
resources. But while democratization of procedural communication and
some creative experiments with civic engagement are well under way in
a number of communities, technical achievements and innovation often
lack perspective.

Cable and Web-based information and communication systems are
heralded as the main imprints of the future of local communication.
Empirical studies, however, ask for a more cautious evaluation. Aside
from the rhetoric of “electronic democratization” we see little actual evi-
dence either in Europe or in the United States that these new media have
indeed contributed substantially to the thickening of democratic prac-
tices or the establishment of new participatory cultures (Vedel 2003). In
the United States, cable and Web-based systems are employed mostly to
professionalize and facilitate the transfer of information in local commu-
nity. In California, in 1996, 112 out of 460 cities had their own Internet
presence; this ratio doubled in 1997 (Weare et al. 2000). Yet the quality of
Internet platforms is inconsistent and it is impossible to establish a direct
correlation between a Web-based presence and transparency or infor-
mational density of local government. Effects of these new technologies
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depend on the innovative capacity and the eagerness of the city agencies
that deploy them. E-government is supposed to provide, first of all, better
access to documents and materials of local governments. A best-practice
setting can be visited on the government Web site of the city of Seattle,
that has posted so far about 36,000 pages of searchable informational
resources on the Web (Lang 2003). Seattle’s Web presence empowers cit-
izens to follow policy processes through different agencies and thereby
introduces a fair level of transparency in regard to policy formulation
and implementation. Allowing this, e-government has the potential to
make government more accountable as well as reciprocal. If govern-
ment Web sites have workable and professionally managed interactive
features, citizens can get in touch with government employees directly
using e-mail and thus communicate about work in progress. Chances are
that these interactions will bear some positive result for both sides: They
might increase the possibility for citizens to hold government agencies
accountable, but they also might introduce new communication venues
that, if handled responsibly, could reinstitute more reciprocity in com-
munication. Third, video streaming using cable has been put to use
by some communities to transmit City Council meetings, committee
meetings, and hearings in real time. Government decision making is
awarded potentially more legitimacy with this increase of transparency.
And fourth, new media can be employed on the local level to organize
participatory communication processes such as “electronic town halls,”
which again can be used to deliberate or to foster deliberatively based
decision-making processes (Grosswiler 1998; Weare et al. 2000). But
even though there have been a few interesting experiments here, the vast
majority of local communities makes use of new technologies simply to
expand the flow of informational output and to communicate its image
as an investment-friendly and livable community. Dialogical settings are
only rarely established, and if so, often not adequately managed. Fears
that e-government on the local stays at the level of symbolic use of poli-
tics have yet to be disseminated. Yet local e-governance holds promises
to reinvigorate the interactive and participatory potential of local
publics, and we might see some surprising experiments here in the near
future.11

11 In Germany, at present the Bertelsmann Foundation is working with several cities to
develop more participation-driven e-governance experiments. In the United States,
the Santa Monica PEN-network has been heralded as offering a viable technological
solution to foster civic engagement and responsive government.
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CONCLUSION: MEDIA, DEMOCRACY, AND LOCAL

PUBLICS – PUTTING RESEARCH IN

COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE

The local public spheres of late modern societies are strange hybrids. De-
pending on perspective, they seem to be under siege by commercial media
and public relations–fixated local elites that make them not very different
from the worlds of national public spheres. Yet from another view, local-
ities appear to harbor the exciting prospect of invigorating participatory
governance and citizen activism from below. Local publics today expose
some of the worst of globally mediated culture while producing some of
the best ideas about how to strengthen public life and small democracy.
This tension, I claim, informs all four of the initially presented distinc-
tive features of the spatial communication arena of the local – that is,
its cognitive, symbolic, interactive, and participatory uniqueness, and it
makes these features points of continuous contestation.

The cognitive challenge that local publics face can be attributed to two
factors: First, we witness a shrinking media commitment to the delivery
of shared knowledge about the local. Second, continuous urban seg-
mentation and segregation processes encourage the formation of local
subpublics – often with little cognitive awareness of or connection among
each other. Across societies, we have established that audiences consider
local news to be pivotal for their sense of place and citizenship, and that
they tend to respond positively to comprehensive and in-depth political,
social, and cultural news delivery. Glocalization leaves citizens in dear
need of the interpretive power of the media and the processing of national
and global news through the prism of the local. Yet commercial or free
media often do not provide adequate information flows and interpretive
schemes, and in many metropolitan areas they are being challenged by
alternative free media sources that often employ in-depth investigative
reporting on local issues with relatively few resources. Cognition about
local publics, while being high in demand, lacks commitment and in-
vestment on the providers’ end. Conversely, neighborhoods, ethnic, or
cultural minorities in larger urban spaces have tended to form their own
public arenas under the umbrella of the local public – sometimes making
a deliberate effort to enhance cognitive awareness in their city of specific
aspects of their space or cultures, but sometimes being just as content
to provide niches for identity production that do not aim at a larger
audience. As a result, the identity of local publics as a relatively unified
cognitive arena is constantly in flux.
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Second, many local publics experience contestation in regard to their
strength in providing spaces for symbolic integration, most prominently
visible in the metropolitan spaces of large international cities. Here, the
attachment to the city as a whole is often minimal, while attachment
to diversified cultural groups or neighborhoods is stable or on the rise.
Local governments, quite aware of the need for citywide symbolic inte-
gration, try to foster attachments through symbolic event politics such
as sports attractions and festivals, or reinvent the identities of their mu-
nicipalities in glossy brochures and with the help of public relations
agencies. Yet in larger urban areas, we can see more symbolic integra-
tion in diversified subpublics of the local, as in neighborhood associ-
ations or historical societies that make it a point to reconnect citizens
to their sublocality by cognitive as well as symbolic means. Often it is
unforeseen events such as the opening of the wall in Berlin or 9/11 for
New York that ignite symbolic identification of citizens with their public
spaces.

Third, local publics face contestation as prime providers for interac-
tive, face-to-face and interpersonal communication, this mostly due to
the new interactive and interpersonal options that Web-based commu-
nication offers. Today, participating in issue-driven international e-mail
list communication might offer as much interpersonal contact and in-
teractive components as the local Greenpeace network or the urban
housing coalition. People do not necessarily need to put a face on face-
to-face communication in order to feel connected – for some it seems
as personal to engage with the imagined face behind the e-mail nick-
name. Those “imagined communities” can acquire more reality in some
people’s lives than can local neighborhood councils and coalitions.

The fourth contested dimension of local publics is their capacity to
become testing grounds for experiments in participatory democracy.
Local governments have as of yet made little use of these assets. The
prospects for development seem vast, yet suffer from latent neglect or
even deliberate underutilizing of the potential that is inherent in local
communication processes.

What follows from these four dynamics of contestation for the study
of local publics? In conclusion, I will identify several areas of research
that would need to be addressed in order to assess these dynamics more
in depth and fill existing research voids. Once again, the argument here
is based on a comparative reading of a small number of existing case
studies, thus leaving some issues underrepresented and others unad-
dressed. Moreover, the bias toward West European and North American
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developments surely taints the picture, while at the same time providing
a framework against which to measure constellations and developments
in other world regions.

Media Globalization
The structural transformation of local media publics exhibits several

similarities, the most noteworthy being

� vertical and horizontal concentration of media markets,
� functional differentiation of specific media segments, and
� easy-listening and consumer-oriented formats.

Underlying these broad tendencies we see specific national, regional, and
local marks that reflect frameworks set by law and politics as well as by
social and cultural identities. While globalization puts its imprint on the
local media publics of Europe and the United States, it does so through
specific venues, reproducing and sustaining remarkably different local
communication cultures. Here are three examples:

� In December 2002, the German anticartel agency has nullified a co-
operation contract for production between two of the major dailies
in Germany’s capital Berlin. In the United States, such cooperation
on the production front, often turning at some point into the demise
of one of the papers, is a publicly unquestioned part of local media
politics and considered free market self-regulation. In Germany,
the ruling of the anticartel agency argued that with the fusion of
the two production units one publishing house, the Stuttgart-based
Holtzbrinck-Group, would hold more than 50 percent of circula-
tion, and this is considered to be a threat to market competition by
the anticartelization agency.

� A second, quite different example of such cultural embeddedness
is the discrepancy between large portions of the British daily news-
paper market and German dailies. Whereas the British local press
seems to be highly entertainment oriented and in its format in-
spired by tabloid culture, the German daily newspapers are com-
paratively more information-driven and conservative in style, with
hardly any color and much less photography. How is it that British
consumers are considered to be so much more prone toward easy-
reading formats than Germans? How did these respective media
cultures develop historically? One hypothesis is that competition
among British local media is much stiffer, due to a more diverse
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electronic media market, and that local papers therefore rely more
on attention-catching formats than in Germany. Yet again, infor-
mative studies are lacking on this topic.

� A third example for underresearched areas of locally specific media
is the new wave of “community media” generated by Internet-based
technology. We have indicators that Internet-based local communi-
cation initiatives not only flourish in many communities but that,
albeit depending on the broader political and social environment,
some of these initiatives also explore new participatory venues and
generate activist politics in these communities (Lang 2003b). Local
political communication research needs to investigate which en-
vironments are most conducive to such initiatives, how they re-
late to established media, and what their effects are in terms of a
more participatory local political culture. We can suspect that local
governance regimes with a longer tradition of experimenting with
alternative participation venues are more prone to embrace those
initiatives than governance regimes of a more closed or corporatist
type.

In sum, only a comparative perspective highlights the characteristics of
local media publics and displays their embeddedness in political and
cultural environments.

Mediatization of Local Politics – Repoliticization
of Local Media?

Beyond the obvious trend toward professionalization of political and
public communication there looms the larger issue of how specific gov-
ernance regimes utilize these resources. Does local government make
efforts to use public communication techniques to foster better infor-
mation and more engagement, or do we see glossy brochures and Web
sites with little content and minimal intervention options for citizens?
What kind of relationships do specific governance regimes establish with
the local media? Do the two work hand in hand or do we see a more
neutral or even confrontational arrangement in which the local media
have kept independent research angles and framing capacities? And what
strategies emerge from the media side as organizations are confronted
increasingly with demands to become more active players in the local
public, and help stimulate civic engagement and deliberative processes
within the community (Rosen 1994; Merritt 1998, 3–4)? In the United
States, over the past decade, 200 local communities have experimented
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with civic or public journalism initiatives, aimed at a more engaging
and activating media culture that presents options for citizens to get
involved. These initiatives rely in part on older ideas about community
journalism, but they also bear some resemblance to media activation
initiatives in less developed countries. If these experiments seem to be
a passing trend, what other formats may be rising to fill this need for
more active community reporting? Again, we need comparative research
that addresses the conditions for success and the sustainability of such
initiatives in different societal settings.

Strengthening Local Publics
What are the conditions for strengthening local publics, which in

some ways seem as media-driven and fractured as national publics? Are
strong media systems, media competition, media differentiation, access
to information from the local government, and participatory venues
sufficiently encompassing variables to assess the viability of local publics
across cultures and political systems? Some researchers argue that the
sublocalization of publics does not harbor positive effects as much as
it appears to be a surrogate for “the lacking orientation function of the
media” (Jonscher 1995, 51 [transl. S. L.]). Whereas these new subpublics
enable communication and exchange among the diverse partial worlds
of the locals, critics argue that they destroy the “integrity of the local
public sphere by segmenting it and ultimately result in the dualization of
society into groups that are oriented towards the larger issues and those
that form in partial life worlds such as self help groups and neighborhood
initiatives” (Jonscher 1995, 52 [transl. S. L.]). As a result, such being the
critique, the segmented local public could hardly offer “a base for joint
discussion and opinion formation” (Jonscher 1995, 52 [transl. S. L.]).
We need to ask empirically and comparatively, therefore, whether the
sublocalization of publics, that is, using alternative neighborhood media
or multiculturally oriented programming, results in weakening the local
public or whether it contributes to its strengthening.

The integration of local publics is ultimately a governance process.
Studies are needed to show how specific regime types allow various civic
actors such as NGOs into the public, how much credibility and accep-
tance they are being awarded, and whether they take part in confronta-
tional or – to the other extreme – in rather co-opted settings. We need
research on who is being portrayed as being a legitimate actor within the
local governance regime, who is linked to the official Web sites – and who
is being excluded from the network of local initiatives. Because the most
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notable problem to opinion formation on the local level is the lack of
“competing information sources for local politics” (Graber 1997, 333),
competent civic actors and groups might contribute indeed to a broader
and more diverse news culture within local publics. We have to analyze,
therefore, how local governance processes have to be constituted in or-
der to open up ground for the participation of alternative political actors
such as NGOs in the area of housing, city development, homelessness,
and environmental or women’s issues.

State Devolution and Local Publics
The local communication arena “provides a framework for the ex-

ercise of individual and group participation, but it can do so only if
significant decisions are taken at the local level (Hill 1994, 238). There-
fore we need to connect communicative arenas to questions of power
and resource allocation in the local community. How is the institutional
place of the local government within the broader national and transna-
tional governance structure affecting the scope and intensity of local
publics? Can we assume that in governance systems where more legal and
decision-making power rests with the local state we can count on higher
levels of public communication and interaction? Or do recent trends of
neoliberal devolution policies turn public communication practices into
mere legitimizing exercises – depriving communities of the resources to
engage in more elaborate communication processes? Again, compara-
tive studies might be instructive. For the United Kingdom, we can estab-
lish a direct link between the massive abolishment of local governance
units under Heath and Thatcher and the decrease in local newspapers
(Franklin and Murphy 1991, 193). On the contrary, we might expect
that the revitalization of regional and local authorities in France in re-
cent years – largely due to meeting EU objectives – might result in more
complex and lively local publics.
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Strategic Political Communication

Mobilizing Public Opinion in “Audience Democracies”

Hanspeter Kriesi

The democratic systems of government are changing profoundly because
the form of representation is fundamentally changing. This is the posi-
tion defended by Bernard Manin (1995, 247–303) in his influential book
on the principles of representative government, the term he uses for the
form of government of Western liberal democracies. After the classical
parliamentarianism of the nineteenth century and the party democracy
that was established at the beginning of the twentieth century, accord-
ing to Manin, representative government currently takes the form of
an “audience democracy.”1 The characteristics of this new form of gov-
ernment include personalization of elections and the rise of experts in
political communication, increasing importance of political offers for-
mulated so vaguely that the governing elites possess a large maneuvering
space, the omnipresence of public opinion, and the transfer of the po-
litical debate from the backrooms of parliamentary committees and the
central offices of parties and associations to the public sphere.

Manin has formulated concisely what party and media experts have
observed for quite a while. Party researchers point to the decline of the
ideologically oriented and structurally rooted mass party and the rise of
the “electoral professional party” (Panebianco 1988) or the “cartel party”
(Mair 1997). This transformation has led, on the one hand, to the declin-
ing importance of the traditional party apparatus and of party militants,
and, on the other hand, it has reinforced the importance of the party
leaders and of the much more independent electoral audience. Media
researchers note that political communication is no longer focused on
parties but on the media (Swanson and Mancini 1996). They observe the
increasing independence of the mass media from the political parties.

1 Manin (1995, 279) uses the term démocratie du public in French.
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Finally, they begin to speculate about the arrival of a third age of po-
litical communication (Blumler and Kavanagh 1999), where the public
possesses greater autonomy with regard to the media. Characteristics of
this new style of political communication include the multiplication of
the means of communication, an affluence of communication channels,
increasing commercialization, the omnipresence of the media, and fur-
ther acceleration of the speed with which political information becomes
accessible for a significant part of the public.

In the ideal audience democracy, a much larger part of political ac-
tion becomes public action. If the political actors are more frequently
going public, they are also much more frequently challenged by the pub-
lic. Today, as Kitschelt (2000, 164) has observed, parties are, much more
than they were some years ago, confronted with political preferences that
are exogenously determined by spontaneous developments in the elec-
torate or by independent media and political entrepreneurs who operate
outside of the parliamentary arena. In this new form of representative
government, public support becomes volatile and unpredictable, but at
the same time crucial for political success. Political communication and
political mobilization are now indispensable components of governing,
“because the substantive action space of politics is diminishing and the
need for legitimacy is rising in a context of intense political competition”
(Pfetsch 1998, 249).

The idea that the public sphere and public opinion become increas-
ingly important for policy-making today is met with some skepticism on
the part of public-policy analysts. Thus, von Beyme (1994, 332) suggests
that we should not overrate the relevance of media-oriented strategies
of political actors for the policy-making process. The routine political
process remains, as far as he is concerned, largely separate from the
public sphere. As Kingdon (1984, 69–70) had already noted many years
ago, “there are . . . severe limits on the ability of general public opinion
to affect policy formation. Many important spheres for one thing, are
nearly invisible to the general public.” Habermas (1992, 432–3) concedes
empirically and normatively that routine decision making is a matter to
be dealt with by the central decision makers without public participa-
tion. By contrast, he argues that questions of great importance or with
strong normative implications should be dealt with by an “extraordinary
problem-solving procedure” that also includes actors of the periphery –
social movements, citizens’ initiatives, and the like.

Public-policy analysts remind us that the audience democracy may
largely consist of “symbolic politics” – events carefully staged by political
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actors to legitimate policy decisions taken in the rather inaccessible arenas
of policy making, which contribute little to the problem-solving activity
that takes place in those arenas. The current trend toward “governance by
networks” usually leads to less formal modes of decision making within
structures that are hardly visible for most of the public and remain in-
dependent from the official institutions of representative democracy.
This trend, which brings policy making in large, majoritarian countries
closer to the policy style that has always dominated in small, consensus-
oriented democracies, is quite compatible with the weakening of the
political parties and of parliament as an arena of policy making. But
contrary to what Manin’s vision of an audience democracy implies, this
trend leads to a system of “post-parliamentary governance” that increas-
ingly tends to institute expert sovereignty at the expense of popular
sovereignty.

Both visions of the trends in contemporary forms of representative
government – audience democracy and network governance – share the
notion of a declining functional relevance of the political parties and of
the parliamentary arena. But they differ fundamentally with respect to
the role of the public, that is, the citizens. In the audience democracy the
public is called upon to control and to influence the policy-making pro-
cess, while in the network governance the public is largely irrelevant for
the political process.

Given the crucial importance of the public sphere2 and of public opin-
ion today, it is surprising that the reciprocal topics of the impact of
political communication and mobilization on public opinion on the
one hand, and the impact exerted by public opinion on the political
process on the other hand, have so far not been studied more systemati-
cally. Thus, analyses of political decision and implementation processes
by political scientists hardly take the public sphere into account, and
focus instead on bargaining and debates in the parliamentary or admin-
istrative arenas. By contrast, analysts of social movements are primarily
interested in the movements’ mobilization of the public, but hardly ever
pay attention to their impact on bargaining inside the political system.
Finally, practitioners from the communication sciences concentrate on
how the opinions and electoral decisions of citizens are influenced by
the media. As far as they are concerned with the role of the media in the
political decision processes, they usually narrowly focus on the specific

2 The public sphere is defined as the arena where the political communication between
the political actors and the citizens takes place (Neidhardt 1994).
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interactions between journalists and politicians or the latter’s public
relations specialists, on politicians’ perceptions of one another or on the
media use of political decision makers.3

Against the background of the fundamental transformation described
at the outset, the goal of this chapter is to clarify the role of the public
sphere in the political process of modern democracies in an interna-
tionally comparative perspective. To do so, I choose an actor-centered
approach that asks (a) under which conditions actors choose strate-
gies to influence public opinion, and (b) under which conditions such
strategies succeed in influencing the political decision-making process.
By focusing on political decision making, I explicitly omit elections from
the subsequent considerations. I start out with the assumption that the
fundamental change in representative government not only concerns
periodically recurring elections, but especially the long periods between
these special occasions – periods during which the electoral public has
been attributed only a marginal role in the party democracies.

In the first part of the chapter, I present a simple heuristic framework
for the analysis of the mobilization of public opinion. In a second step,
the strategies that the different types of actors use to influence public
opinion are discussed. In an internationally comparative perspective it
becomes clear that the type of strategies and their success is to an im-
portant extent determined by the institutional conditions of different
national contexts. Therefore, in the third part, an attempt is made to sys-
tematize the political and media-related context conditions in Western
liberal democracies, which are likely to influence the public strategies
of political actors. Finally, some ideas are presented about how this ap-
proach could be implemented in an internationally comparative research
design.

A FRAMEWORK FOR THE ANALYSIS OF THE

PUBLIC SPHERE’S ROLE IN THE POLITICAL

DECISION-MAKING PROCESS

Politics take place in various arenas. Simplifying greatly, I will only distin-
guish between the public sphere and the arena of decision making. The

3 Exceptions from this general assessment are, in political science, the studies by Page
et al. (1987), Baumgartner and Jones (1993), and Stimson et al. (1995), as well as the
sociological or communications’ studies by Linsky (1986), Pfetsch (1993), Burstein
(1998), Gerhards et al. (1998), Koopmans and Statham (1999, 2000), and Ferree et al.
(2002).
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latter includes all venues (parliamentarian and extraparliamentarian)
where political bargaining takes place and political decisions are made.
This arena is only partly visible to the public (e.g., plenary parliamentary
debates). The public sphere includes all venues visible to a large audi-
ence, where political communication among organized political actors
and between them and the citizens takes place. Political communication
in the public sphere can be understood as a process of agenda building
(McCombs and Shaw 1972; Lang and Lang 1983) in which the political
actors, the media and the audience of citizens mutually influence each
other by presenting information, demands, appeals, and arguments.

Political actors produce events and campaigns, which the media report
and comment upon. Some of these events are explicitly staged (so-called
pseudoevents) for the purpose of attracting the public’s attention and
eventually influencing political decision making. The media play a cru-
cial role in this process not only because of their reach but also because of
their limited carrying capacity (Hilgartner and Bosk 1988) and their ten-
dency to impose their own logic of selecting and presenting information.
The public sphere can be conceived as a loosely bound communicative
space in which a variety of individual and collective actors compete for
public attention and support. Given the restricted communicative space,
the public will pay attention to only a small proportion of all the mes-
sages that are available for inclusion in the public discourse every day,
and it will debate, let alone support, an even smaller proportion of these
messages.

Public opinion is the outcome of the process of political communi-
cation in the public sphere. Following Neidhardt (1994) and Converse
(1987), we can distinguish between two views on public opinion that do
not necessarily coincide – the notion of survey analysis and the notion of
the sociology of the public sphere. According to the survey analysts’ con-
ception, public opinion corresponds to the “opinion of the mass public”
or “the opinion of the population” as it is measured by opinion surveys.
According to the sociology of the public sphere, by contrast, public opin-
ion corresponds to the totality of the opinions, which is expressed in the
public sphere with regard to a specific theme. I will adopt the sociolo-
gists’ conception. The public opinion in this sense can be more or less
consonant, depending on the degree to which the public expression of
opinion about a given theme converges. It is an empirical question as to
what extent public opinion as publicized opinion is consonant and to
what extent it corresponds to the opinion of the population as measured
by opinion surveys.
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The actors who appear in the public sphere are first of all individual
persons – members of the political elites in parties and associations, and
journalists and movement activists. These persons, however, typically do
not act as individuals, but as representatives of political organizations,
which can be classified into three categories:

� Decision makers: the dominant coalitions and oppositional minori-
ties in the arenas of decision making – the executive, parliament,
and the judiciary

� Media: the press – individual newspapers; radio; television – indi-
vidual channels

� Challengers: oppositional actors among insiders – political par-
ties and interest associations; and outsiders – social movement
organizations

Decision makers may be grouped into dominant coalitions that deter-
mine the decisions in the parliamentary and administrative arenas and
oppositional minorities that do not get their way. These coalitions con-
stitute both “advocacy coalitions” (Sabatier 1993; 1998) and “discourse
coalitions” (Hajer 1995). Among the challengers, we can distinguish be-
tween outsiders (social movement organizations) and more oppositional
actors among insiders (parties and interest associations). Contrary to
insiders, outsiders do not have institutionalized access to the arenas of
political negotiation. In reality, this distinction is a gradual one and may
vary from one issue to the other. With respect to the media, we note that
as the importance of the public sphere increases for politics and as po-
litical communication becomes increasingly media centered, the media
themselves become producers of events – contradicting the traditional
labor division between media and politics.

Depending on the type of actors involved, we can distinguish between
three types of public strategies, that is, political strategies centered on
influencing public opinion:

� The strategies of decision makers (top-down strategies)
� The strategies of challengers (bottom-up strategies)
� The strategies of the media, which become actors in their own right

(media-centered strategies)

Arenas, actors, their strategies, and the events they produce constitute the
key conceptual elements for the analysis of the “politics of public sphere”
that I propose here. Figure 8.1 summarizes the heuristic framework that
illustrates how the relationship of these elements can be perceived. In
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Figure 8.1 Framework to Analyze the Role of the Public Sphere in the Process
of Political Decision Making. Note: Social Movement Organizations (SMOs).

order to influence the processes taking place in the decision-making
arena, public authorities and other political actors produce, among other
things, events that the media report on for their audience. Simplifying
greatly, the model assumes a media-centered public sphere and does not
provide for direct external (e.g., through public assemblies) or internal
(e.g., through internal communications in political organizations) links
between the collective political actors and the political authorities on the
one hand, and the public on the other hand. Although the model focuses
on the “production” of public events, it does not exclude that political
actors directly access the media without creating public events (e.g., in
informal luncheons with journalists). The reciprocal arrows that link
media and events indicate that the media not only report and comment
upon events, but that they contribute to their production, too. Finally,
the events reported on in the media determine public opinion, which
in turn exerts an impact on the decision makers and on the positions
and strategies adopted by the collective actors in subsequent rounds of
decision making.

STRATEGIES FOR MOBILIZING PUBLIC OPINION

Let us now look more closely at the three types of strategies. The interac-
tion among them leads to a complex system of interaction in the public
sphere that cannot simply be instrumentalized by one of the political
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actors, and which is not simply determined by the conditions of polit-
ical communication imposed by the media (Schmitt-Beck and Pfetsch
1994, 115). Instead, one should presuppose a “symbiotic constellation
of mutual dependence,” where all the participants are trying to opti-
mize their control over the events. The extent to which the different
actors arrive at controlling what is happening depends on the respective
contexts.

All three types of strategies focus on the actors’ efforts to put their
interests on the public agenda and to win the public’s support for their
own positions. In all three strategies, the media play a central role. On
the one hand, under the conditions of a transformed public sphere, for-
mation of public opinion is largely led by professional communicators
who speak to each other and to the public through the media. On the
other hand, under such conditions the political elite no longer receives
a direct feedback from the citizens it represents, but also depends on the
professional communicators – media and public opinion researchers –
for finding out what is on the citizens’ minds. While citizens now tend
to perceive politics exclusively through the media, politicians also tend
to rely exclusively on the media for their perception of the citizens’
concerns.

Decision Makers’ Top-Down Strategies
Decision makers habitually address the public. They not only produce

institutionalized events on which the media report in a routine fashion,
they also stage pseudoevents, which are routinely reported on by the
media, too. In this domain, the “principle of cumulative inequality”
holds sway (Wolfsfeld 1997, 24): he who has shall be given. According to
the “beat system,” journalists are assigned to a given institution or policy
area in order to routinely collect information from the participants in the
political process and from public authorities in general. At the same time,
the established political actors have important resources for professional
public relations and political marketing at their disposal. This provides
them with important advantages in dealing with the media, as is shown by
the studies of the German debates about abortion (Gerhards et al. 1998,
113) and about political refugees (Koopmans 1996, 176): The debates
about these issues were dominated by the political elites.

Against the background of the increasing importance of the pub-
lic sphere for the political process, political actors now generally try
to reinforce their position in the decision-making arena by directly
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addressing the public to get its attention and support. The top-down
strategies of “going public” have first been observed with U.S. presidents
(Kernell 1988). The successful use of such strategies generally depends on
very restrictive conditions: The public’s attention and support are only
forthcoming when the established political actors who use this strategy
are highly prominent and very prestigious.

Under current conditions, the strategy of going public can be used in a
more focused way and as early as the early stages of the decision-making
process. The point of departure for such a strategy is the systematic obser-
vation of public opinion through surveys and focus groups. The answers
that the political actors receive for their policy-specific questions allow
them to formulate a political offer that can count on the citizens’ sup-
port. For such a strategy to be successful, it is important that the answers
are not made public, but are exclusively used by the actors concerned
with elaborating their political offer. Only once the offer is carefully
engineered based on the indications of citizens’ demands, the political
actors communicate it to the media which then report on it to the public.
The presentation of the political offer in the media, in turn, is profes-
sionally prepared by “spin doctors” or public relations specialists who
place it in the right media at the right time (Esser 2000, 22). Based on
the public’s reaction, which is commented on and interpreted by the
media, political actors expect to reinforce their position in the political
process.

This strategy has two versions: a proactive and a reactive one. The
proactive version is described by Morris (1999), who advertises its ad-
vantages for the American government. In his view, the art of governing
does not consist of slavishly following public opinion, but of controlling
public events by carefully packaging one’s preferred public policy so as
not to lose public support. The reactive version consists of adapting the
policy pragmatically to public opinion as measured by surveys in order
to avoid errors. This version does not allow for innovative programs and
reinforces the trend toward incrementalism (Neveu 1998).

Of course, political actors cannot count on being able to simply in-
strumentalize the media. Journalists do not necessarily concentrate on
the substantive part of the messages supplied by political actors, but they
try to demonstrate their independence by focusing on the social and
personal aspects of the political contest and on the strategic intentions
of the political actors’ campaigns. Blumler and Kavanagh (1999) note an
increasingly critical relationship between journalists and political actors.
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Journalists react to attempts of instrumentalization by declaring war. Po-
litical communication constitutes, as Neveu (1998, 450) has observed,
an ideal example of the reflexivity of social actors. The increasing ra-
tionalization of communication by political actors – in the sense of a
“scientific” anticipation of the media logic by spin doctors – creates its
reflexive resistance; the journalists acquire new competences allowing
them, in turn, to anticipate and understand the communication strate-
gies of the political actors.

But even if the public receives and supports the message of the po-
litical actors, there is no guarantee that the political opponents in the
bargaining arena will be impressed by public opinion. Thus, the strategy
of going public by certain political actors may be interpreted as breaking
traditional political rules and may have results that are counterproduc-
tive for the actors adopting such a strategy. As Kernell (1988, 3–4) has
pointed out, going public violates the traditional bargaining rules in two
respects: actors who go public fix their position publicly, which makes
searching for compromise solutions more difficult. At the same time,
such actors undermine the legitimacy of other political actors, because
they implicitly question their democratic mandate as representatives of
the citizens. Given these difficulties and given the restrictive conditions
for such a strategy, we may expect that it is only available for a select
group of political actors.

However, to the extent that some actors successfully apply such a
strategy, it will be copied by other actors. Thus, following the success of
the “media-centered personality party” of Berlusconi in the 1994 Italian
elections, the challenger Ulivo copied this strategy in 1996 (Seisselberg
1996). The enormous attention that politicians generally pay to the pub-
lic sphere finally implies that the strategy of going public will also be
adopted by established interest associations that have concentrated their
activities on the bargaining arena in the past. This kind of “outside lob-
bying” (Kollman 1998) will be treated in more detail in the section on
bottom-up strategies. As a result of the increasing use of such strate-
gies, contemporary politics becomes increasingly “populist” in charac-
ter and more focused on key leaders (Mény and Surel 2000). Moreover,
charisma increasingly becomes a crucial resource in the political process.
Grande (2000), for example, notes a search for a charismatic solution on
behalf of the citizenry, strengthened by the media that attempt to per-
sonalize politics for their own commercial reasons. It appears that non-
transparent forms of policy making are increasingly challenged by actors
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appealing to the public and urging that such forms are put under public
scrutiny.

MEDIA-CENTERED STRATEGIES

The media increasingly constitute the crucial channel for conveying pol-
itics. In the process, they not only provide information, but they also
become actors of their own in the political process. As a result of their
selection function in the production of events, they can assume a lead-
ing role. First of all, the media decide whether they want to report on a
subject at all. Their targeted, active selection of events plays, above all, a
role in areas in which political actors explicitly try to avoid the public.
Where the media try to attract the attention of the public to specific is-
sues against the resistance of at least some political actors, the reporting
becomes an event. In such instances, the mobilization of public atten-
tion serves to exert pressure on political actors, and the media fulfill
a controlling function, which corresponds to the traditional role of the
opposition.

In addition, the media also have a crucial structuring and orienta-
tion function. Media commentaries are of particular importance in this
context. Commentaries serve to define and interpret political problems,
they provide analyses of their causes (“diagnostic framing”) and formu-
late solutions (“prognostic framing”). In the context of their structuring
contributions, the media mobilize consensus for their issue- and actor-
specific interpretations. As Neidhardt et al. (1998, 2) point out, only few
issues become the object of commentaries, and we can assume that those
are the issues and problems the editorial staff considers important and
in need of some sort of action. As a result of the mechanism of inter-
media agenda setting, the commentaries of a few quality papers play a
particularly important role. At least for the United States, it was possible
to show that news commentaries (and experts) on television (Page et al.
1987) and in the press (Dalton et al. 1998) have strong agenda-setting
effects.

The impact of commentaries in the media is, according to Neidhardt
et al. (1998), particularly strong if all the media focus on the same is-
sues (congruence of the media agenda) and all adopt the same opinion
(consonance and consensus). Page et al. (1987) suspect that commen-
taries have a strong effect when presidents are weak, and that commen-
tators can under such circumstances serve as substitutes for respected
leaders. More generally, we could expect media commentators to become
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particularly important when the public distrusts the political elites. At the
same time, they probably are more influential, the more the public trusts
the media. In addition, the impact of the media depends on the extent
to which the issue in question is sponsored by established political ac-
tors, who bring it into the public arena (Gamson and Modigliani 1989,
5–9). Finally, and above all, the impact of consensus mobilization by the
media depends on the resonance they obtain in the public (Gamson and
Modigliani 1989, 5–9). In order to obtain such resonance, the media
make use of the strategies that have been described by the “framing
approach.”4

By organizing surveys and by publishing their results, the media also
fulfill a control and evaluation function with regard to politics, which
goes beyond the task of commenting and interpreting. This is done in
a routine fashion today. With the surveys they organize and the results
they stage as public events, the media routinely put established political
actors under public pressure. Political actors and the media increasingly
disregard formal power and orient themselves exclusively at the capacity
of elected political actors to command the support of the citizens on
a day-by-day basis. This support is measured by regularly conducted
surveys. As a consequence, as Morris observes, each day is election day
in the United States today, and in order to govern, an elected official
needs a daily majority.

Using polls and presenting them as media events, the media are also
able to create specific political facts. An illustrative example is provided
by the 1995 French presidential election. In this case, the survey results
published by the media had important effects on the candidates that were
running (Maarek 1997). First of all, Jacques Delors became a candidate
for the Left because of his popularity in early surveys, even though he was
not prepared to become one. He had to explicitly distance himself from
such media insinuations. Then, the official candidate of the Left, Henry
Emmanuelli, the secretary general of the Socialist party at the time, lost
the support of party activists because surveys showed that Lionel Jospin
had a greater chance to be elected. Finally, the candidate of the Radical
party, Jean-François Hory, withdrew early in the race after surveys had
shown that he had only little support.

Finally, under special circumstances, the media can even directly mo-
bilize for specific actions (“motivational framing”).5 Above all, action

4 Compare Snow and Benford (1988) and Snow et al. (1986) as well as Kliment (1998).
5 For the distinction between consensus mobilization and action mobilization, see

Klandermans (1984, 586–7).
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mobilization is presumably undertaken by alternative or avant-gardist
media, which fulfill the function of communication forums for so-
cial movements and which at the same time provide a link between
these movements and the established media (Pfetsch 1986; Schmitt-Beck
1990). Under certain conditions, however, even established media can
call upon their audience to take action. An example of this is the Belgian
White March in October 1996. Based on this example, Walgrave und
Manssens (2000, 235–7) generalize the necessary conditions for such
events to occur. These conditions include a crisis situation with regard
to a relatively simple, politically neutral, highly emotional issue about
which the population’s opinion is homogeneous; a deep general distrust
of the political elite and great trust in the media.

Challengers Bottom-Up Strategies
The bottom-up strategies closely resemble the media-centered strate-

gies. The only difference is that the initiative for this kind of action does
not come from the media, but from challengers, in other words from
actors who do not have routine access to the decision-making arena or
to the established media. In order to gain access to these sites, outside
challengers may choose between two basic strategies: protest politics
and information politics: protest politics concerns the mobilization for
protest events; information politics refers to the collection of credi-
ble information and to its introduction at strategically selected points
(Keck and Sikkink 1998, 228). Early on, protest politics, that is, the stag-
ing of protest events, is likely to constitute the dominant strategy for
challengers, because they first need to attract attention to their concerns.
One should note that the distinction between challengers and decision
makers (insiders) is not a hard and fast one in everyday politics. As has
been pointed out by McCarthy, Smith, and Zald (1996, 305) and Gais
and Walker (1991), organizational resources constitute a crucial factor
in this context: The more such resources a social movement organization
has at its disposal, the more it will rely on insider tactics (such as lob-
bying, litigating, or electioneering). Nevertheless, it is still possible that
even established collective actors take the initiative to organize protest
events.

Sometimes, for example in a strike, the actions of outsiders are im-
mediately directed against their adversaries and do not take the detour
through the media. Very often, however, they try to attract the media’s
attention for a specific issue. The reports in the media about the protest
events should unleash a public debate and strengthen the minority actors’
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position in the decision-making arena (Gamson 1988, 228; Gamson et al.
1992, 383; Hamdan 2000, 72). By creating controversy where there was
none before, speakers of a protest movement and allied sponsors are
granted access to and legitimacy among journalists (Gamson and Meyer
1996, 288). Indirectly, protest always creates political opportunities for
established political actors as well. This holds in the negative sense –
protest may serve as a pretext for repression, as it does in a positive sense –
the cause may be adopted by some elite actors (Tarrow 1994, 98). In the
final analysis, the goal of creating public attention is to divide the elite
and to strengthen the opposition among the decision makers (Wolfsfeld
1997, 27). As Tarrow observes, protests are most successful when they
provide a political incentive for elites within the decision-making arena
to advance their own policies and careers.

Protest politics and information politics mutually reinforce one an-
other. On the one hand, protests create an opportunity for information
politics: once a movement has obtained a certain amount of public vis-
ibility, it can successfully deploy its information strategy. Meyer and
Tarrow (1998, 18) point out that today the organizational and techni-
cal preconditions for the information strategy are less restrictive and
that already relatively undeveloped organizations can pursue an effi-
cient information strategy. Given the selection bias of the media in favor
of controversy and conflict, providing controversial information about a
given issue constitutes a promising strategy complementing the mobiliz-
ing for protest events. Conversely, in order to be successful, protests also
presuppose a credible information policy. Thus, Greenpeace carefully
researches and collects required information and then works on coming
up with alternative solutions before it launches its protest campaigns.
During the campaigns, this background information is then offered to
journalists (Hamdan 2000, 71).

In order to get the media’s attention, challengers need to be able to
produce events with a certain news value. The news value of a protest
event, in turn, is above all a function of the originality of an event (its
surprise effect), of the number of participants and of their radicalism
(Rochon 1990, 108; Koopmans 1995, 149–52). In addition, embedding
the protest event into a more general political attention cycle plays a key
role. Thus, McCarthy, McPhail, and Smith (1996, 494) have shown in
a detailed analysis of the demonstrations in Washington, DC that in
addition to the size of the demonstrations, their timing (“being in the
right place at the right time in a media attention cycle”) is crucial for the
reporting on the event. This means peaks in the media attention cycles
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create windows of opportunity for the challengers, which allow them
to get access to the media. The escalation of the reporting on the Gulf
War in 1991, for example, allowed for even small demonstrations to get
media attention. The media attention cycle may even trigger protests, as
Koopmans (1996) has shown in his study on the question of political
refugees in Germany.

Media attention, however, is not sufficient. Challengers also need
to obtain supportive resonance in the media. According to Wolfsfeld’s
(1997, 45–9) “principle of resonance,” challengers who are able to pro-
duce events that resonate in the professional and political culture of
important news media will be able to compete with more powerful
adversaries. The difficulty for the social movements in this context is that
the factors that allow them to gain access to the media do not necessarily
contribute to their credibility and, consequentially, to public support.
The dramatization of their concerns in protest events necessarily im-
plies a simplification of their message, which parallels the “sound bites”
uttered by decision makers. Contrary to the expectations by Habermas
(1992), the reasoning of challengers is not characterized by a particularly
high level of rationality. In fact, in their analysis of the German abor-
tion debate, Gerhards et al. (1998, 149–52) showed that challengers are
“specialized in one-sidedness.”

Counterstrategies of Decision Makers
To meet the challenge of media-centered and challengers’ strategies

the decision makers react with counterstrategies designed to drive actors
and issues out of the public sphere. Among these techniques of sym-
bolic politics (Sarcinelli 1989) we can distinguish between issue- and
actor-centered strategies. The issue-centered strategies include displacing
problems, shifting debates to secondary arenas, and transforming sub-
stantive conflicts into moral ones. Decision makers generally react to the
strategies of the media and challengers by trying to avoid hot issues in
the public sphere. Instead, they produce “campaign issues” that allow
them to detract attention from the hot issues, minimize the differences
between the actors, or, alternatively, gloss over the fact that the real dif-
ferences between them are actually negligible. The issue of prisoners’
furloughs in the presidential campaign between Bush and Dukakis in
1988 illustrates this strategy. According to a study by Kahn and Kenney
(1999), candidates for the American Senate generally try to avoid debates
about political issues. Only a third of their advertisements address issues
at all, and even in issue-specific advertisements the candidates mention
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their own position in only half of the cases. Moreover, they only rarely
address really hot issues.

Such strategies are not limited to electoral campaigns. In addition
to the basic repertoire (“stone walling,” “half-answering,” “not remem-
bering,” “disclosing drop by drop,” or “suddenly and overwhelmingly”),
the strategy of displacing problems includes also more targeted strategies
attempting to undermine exclusive reports by unfriendly papers or to di-
lute the effect of investigative journalists’ research. Direct intimidations
of such journalists and complaints about them, lodged with their su-
periors, are part of such strategies as is targeted discrediting (Esser
2000, 22).

Among the techniques of symbolic politics we also find actor-centered
strategies, especially personalizing and negative publicity (“negative cam-
paigning”). Personalizing strategies can be used to distract attention
from political issues. Conversely, it is also possible to focus on an issue in
order to distract attention from personal questions (e.g., personnel prob-
lems within the governing coalition). Pfetsch (1993, 100) suggests that
personalizing strategies used by opponents are quite apt to thwart the in-
tended communication effects of political actors, because such strategies
correspond to the selection criteria of the media and are readily picked
up. In reaction to negative publicity in the media, political actors learn
how to deal with the media in an ever more sophisticated way. They try to
find ways to reach the public directly without passing through the media
(Swanson and Mancini 1996, 252). One possibility to do so is “the news
news” – popular interview programs or the use of unorthodox television
channels such as the appearance in music channels on cable television.
Another possibility is political marketing – paid political advertising.
Morris (1999, 206–7) believes that citizens like this kind of advertising:
citizens distrust both journalists and advertisements, but they use both
sources to be able to check the bias in the respective other source. Paid
advertisements are the best way, according to Morris, to get positive
reporting. It allows political actors to influence the public which then
influences the media, because the media have to take into account what
the public wishes to see and hear.6 A final possibility to circumvent the
media is political communication using the Internet.

6 Newton (2000) is considerably less sanguine about the success of this kind of political
marketing. Although Margret Thatcher had the huge advantage in Great Britain in that
she faced a national press that largely supported her and her policy, and although she
had a highly effective public relations secretary at her side who had enormous power
and resources (in 1989–1990 the government was next to Unilever, the second largest
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Figure 8.2 Causal Framework for Determining the Strategies of Mobilizing
Public Opinion and Their Impact

NATIONAL CONTEXT CONDITIONS

Except for the studies by Ferree et al. (2002) and Koopmans and Statham
(1999; 2000) previous studies on the role of the public sphere for polit-
ical decision making did not proceed comparatively. Although a trend
toward an audience democracy is noticeable in all liberal democracies,
it is still reasonable to assume that the institutional context conditions
decisively shape the way this trend is expressing itself in a given country.
In addition, the issue-specific context is also very likely to have a decisive
impact on the kinds of strategies that will be used in the public sphere –
independently of the institutional context. Together, the institutional
context and the issue-specific context shape the structure of issue-specific
conflict configurations, which, in turn, will determine the type of strategies
chosen by the relevant actors.

Figure 8.2 illustrates the general relationship between the three sets of
factors. The basic assumption is that even if we focus on countries that
share similar cultural, economic, and politico-institutional characteris-
tics (“most similar systems design”) and even if we select the same issues,
we will find a great variation in the range of actors and their respective
strategies in trying to shape public opinion.

advertisement client of the country), she achieved amazingly little with her public
relations-campaigns.
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Here, I will deal only with the structure of the national context. Recent
work on political mobilization has emphasized that levels and forms of
mobilization by social movements, interest groups, and citizens’ action
groups are strongly influenced by so-called political opportunity struc-
tures – the set of opportunities and constraints given by the institutional
structure and political culture of the political system in which mobiliza-
tion takes place (e.g., McAdam 1982; Kitschelt 1986; Kriesi et al. 1995;
McAdam et al. 1996; Tarrow 1998). We can assume that these findings not
only apply to political mobilization, but also to political communication
and to public strategies more generally. This assumption is substantiated
by more recent efforts to introduce the concept of discursive opportuni-
ties (Koopmans and Statham 1999). Although quite a number of specific
aspects of national settings are potentially of interest for the selection of
the countries to be included in a comparative study, we will have to ignore
this complexity for practical reasons by focusing on a limited number
of structural features that are likely to have a major impact on whether
or not the political actors will choose a strategy of mobilizing public
opinion. For the characterization of the political context at the national
level, I propose the following two criteria:

� The concentration of power in parliament and government (majori-
tarian versus consensus democracy): This criterion corresponds
to Lijphart’s (1999) “executives-parties”– dimension, which ranges
from democratic systems of government that highly concentrate
power in parliament and government (majoritarian democracies)
to those that highly fragment power between and within these arenas
(consensus democracies).

� The institutional accessibility of the state actors (low versus high
accessibility): This criterion resembles Lijphart’s second dimen-
sion, but is not quite equivalent. It also resembles various other
veto-player indices of democratic regimes (see Fuchs 2000). In con-
structing this index, we assume that the accessibility of the state
actors increases with the number of institutional access points.7

7 Our index of institutional accessibility of state actors has four components: (1) bicam-
eralism; (2) decentralization (= federalism); (3) direct-democracy (= factual use); and
(4) openness of civil service career system (= lack of professionalization of civil service).
Every component is scaled 0 (low), 1 (medium), or 2 (high accessibility). Components
1 and 2 come from Colomer (1996); component 3 from the Research and Documen-
tation Center on Direct Democracy at the University of Geneva (www.unige.ch/c2d)
and component 4 from Schnapp (2000, 38; Table 4).
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Figure 8.3 A Typology of National Political Contexts for Western
European Countries

Combining the two dimensions we arrive at four theoretical combi-
nations. Majoritarian democracies of low and high accessibility versus
consensus democracies of low and high accessibility. Any specific case
resembles more or less one of these ideal types. Figure 8.3 presents the
distribution of the Western European countries on these two dimensions:
We can assume that the public sphere in general and top-down strategies
of going public in particular will be more important in majoritarian
democracies than in consensus democracies. The concentration of power
in the hands of a few individual actors at the top of the respective in-
stitutions creates the necessary preconditions (prominence and pres-
tige of individual personalities). It is hardly an accident that the public
sphere plays a particularly important role and that the strategies of
going public are particularly well developed in the United States, which,
according to this classification, is a majoritarian democracy. By contrast,
such strategies remain the exception in Switzerland, the paradigmatic
case of a consensus democracy. In the Swiss case, the direct-democratic
institutions impose additional constraints on such strategies. The direct-
democratic procedures are issue specific, which prevents a far-reaching
personalization. Moreover, they allow for a quasi-institutionalized going
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public, which limits the incentives to use such strategies outside of
direct-democratic campaigns. In a country such as Switzerland, mem-
bers of government who go public over the heads of their colleagues are
violating the rules of the game and will most likely obtain counterpro-
ductive results.

Media-centered strategies generally become more probable if the op-
position does not fulfill its role, if elections lose their character of demo-
cratic renewal, and if distrust in the political elite increases. This may
happen in both types of democracies. Thus, unveiling scandals and at-
tacking unfair privileges and irregularities constituted a key element of
the strategy of the Austrian Liberal Party (FPÖ) after Haider had taken
over the party’s leadership in 1986. From the start, the FPÖ appealed to
the public in terms of its “young dynamism” as opposed to the “inertia
of the old parties” (Plasser and Ulram 2000). In a majoritarian democ-
racy similar to Spain, the media also played a crucial role in breaking
the “coalitions of silence” at a given moment in time. Pujas and Rhodes
(1999) believe that the role of the opposition is increasingly taken over
by the press in Spain. Even in Great Britain, the paradigmatic case of a
majoritarian democracy, the disinformation practiced by leading politi-
cians and high officials implies that the media increasingly take over the
role of the opposition.8

While the type of democracy is more pertinent for the strategies of de-
cision makers, the institutional accessibility of state actors is more relevant
for the strategies of challengers. Highly accessible institutional settings
invite inside strategies. The reverse, however, does not necessarily apply.
A comparative study on the mobilization of new social movements in
four Western European countries (Germany, France, the Netherlands,
and Switzerland) has shown that poorly accessible institutional settings
induce outside collective actors to adopt radical public strategies (Kriesi
et al. 1995). But low institutional accessibility does not increase the
volume of public strategies. On the contrary, the largest amount of public
events was produced in the most accessible settings. This is because public
strategies (at least bottom-up ones) depend on political access to achieve

8 Ms. Thatcher for example has never tried to hide her displacement and cover-up
strategies: to the great merriment of backbenchers, she used to answer troublesome
questions in the parliamentary question hour by citing lists of irrelevant statistics having
no relationship with the question (cf. NZZ, International Edition Nr. 14; January 18,
2001; 5: “Kontrollfunktion der britischen Medien”).
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visibility, resonance, and legitimacy in the public sphere. Challengers,
put differently, are more likely to choose public strategies if the insti-
tutional accessibility of state actors is high, rather than low. In poorly
accessible settings, however, the bottom-up public strategies tend to be
more radical.

Note that this typology of the national political context is entirely
based on the characteristics of the political system and does not refer at
all to the party systems or the media systems in the various countries.
As it turns out, the structure of these two systems heavily correlates
with the type of democracy: consensus democracies (including Germany
and Austria) generally tend to have a strong, independent press and a
comparatively strong party system, while majoritarian democracies tend
to have a weak press9 that is less autonomous from the state and weaker
party systems,10 too.

It is likely that in countries in which the parties are no longer able to
control their base, public strategies will become increasingly important.
Italy presents the paradigmatic case of a collapse of the old party sys-
tem and the development of new parties from scratch – above all Silvio
Berlusconi’s Forza Italia, which lacks any established social-structural
base. In fact, the strategy of Berlusconi’s “media-centered personality
party” corresponds rather closely to the proactive version of the strategy
of “going public” (Seisselberg 1996). Italy is also the extreme case of a
weak press. As is pointed out by Seisselberg (1996, 725), in the 1990s Italy
became the television-society par excellence. In Italy, television plays a
larger role as a source of information than in other countries and it is
also generally accepted as a means of forming political opinion (Gabriel
and Brettschneider 1994, 541–3). Ricolfi (1997) adds that more than any
other Western nation, Italy has only been linguistically united by televi-
sion. Finally, television is the only means of communication for a major-
ity of Italians. Italy also illustrates the consequences of a weak press and
the concentration of political communication in television. According to

9 Indicators for the strength of the press are the circulation per capita (Lane et al. 1997,
175; Table 8.9) and the share of national publicity expenditures obtained by the press
(De Bens and Ostby 1997, 19; Table 2.3). An indicator for the independence of the
press can be obtained by the share of the ten largest national newspapers that are rated
as “neutral” or “independent” by Banks’ Political Handbook of the World (Voltmer
2000, 21).

10 For measuring the strength of party systems we use the share of citizens who still are
party members. The newest available data are those presented by Mair and van Biezen
(2001, 9). Greece is a partial exception, because it has a strong party system (but no
strong media), although it is a majoritarian democracy.
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Mancini (2000, 321–2), the experience is a mixed one: political reporting
and the traditional political partisanship of the media have not declined,
but political sensationalism, and the dramatization and personalization
of politics have definitely increased. A neutral distance of journalists to
political events is completely lacking. The dramatization of politics by
television, which sets the agenda of the press, implies a simplification
and exaggeration of political conflict. The effect on the citizens, how-
ever, is all but clear: it remains to be seen whether this kind of reporting
politicizes the citizens or rather incites them to withdraw from politics
altogether.

THE TRANSLATION OF THE PROBLÉMATIQUE

INTO A RESEARCH DESIGN

Against the background of the general trend toward an audience democ-
racy, the question of the public sphere’s role in the democratic decision-
making process is a crucial one in all liberal democracies: Under which
conditions and with what kind of success do decision makers, the media,
and challengers mobilize public opinion in order to promote their point
of view in the political process? And how are the public strategies of
the various actors related to the structural contexts of the political sys-
tems (including the media system and the party system)? It has been the
purpose of this chapter to propose a conceptual framework that may
serve as the theoretical starting point for the analysis of questions such
as these. This heuristic framework should be translated into a research
design that can constitute the basis for an internationally comparative
project.

The typology of national context that I have presented in Figure 8.3
suggests that a comparative project should include at least four coun-
tries – one representing each of the four ideal combinations of type
of democracy and accessibility of state actors (e.g., France, Italy, a
Scandinavian country, and Switzerland). Germany, as the typical in-
termediary case would be an interesting complement. One might also
think about extending the study to the new democracies of Central and
Eastern Europe. Given that the political process proceeds in issue-specific
subdomains, the project design should also carefully select types of is-
sues that allow for a maximum of variation with regard to the choice
of public strategies. I would like to suggest that the distinction between
issues with an “incremental” and issues with an “eruptive” problem
structure may be a particularly promising one in the present context.
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Incremental problem structures are predictable, evolve gradually, and
are well understood (based on an established policy paradigm); erup-
tive problem structures are unpredictable, involving “suddenly imposed
grievances” and not very well understood (not based on an established
policy paradigm). This criterion corresponds to one of the five issue
dimensions distinguished by Cobb and Elder (1983, 100).11 Eruptive
issues tend to catch the public eye, which provides a strong incentive
for challengers to choose public strategies and forces decision makers
to do so, too. In eruptive issue domains, politicians cannot think twice
about policy options but have to address public concerns immediately
(Livingston 1997). By contrast, for incremental issue domains, it is eas-
ier to separate policy making from the public sphere. In such domains,
experts and technocrats play an important role. In other words, eruptive
issues are prone to symbolic politics (politique d’opinion), while incre-
mental issues are prone to problem solving (politique des problèmes) (Leca
1996).

In each country and each issue domain, the project would then have to
identify and describe the configuration of actors – decision makers, me-
dia actors, and challengers – and of their public strategies. I would submit
that this task can best be achieved by a two-pronged strategy: a combi-
nation of a political claims’ analysis (Gerhards et al. 1998; Koopmans
and Statham 1999, 2000) with a structural analysis of policy networks
(see Laumann and Pappi 1976; Kriesi 1980; Laumann and Knoke 1987;
Kriesi and Jegen 2001). While the claims analysis – a systematic, quan-
titative contents analysis of the press – allows, above all, reconstructing
the events, identifying the actors involved and their mobilizing strate-
gies, as well as determining the relevant public opinion, the interviewing
techniques of the policy network analyses serve to identify the coalitional
structures and to evaluate the strategies and the influence of the different
actors. Finally, the secondary analysis of existing surveys could provide
an additional idea of the issue-specific public opinions as measured by
the polls.12

11 Cobb and Elder call this dimension “categorical precedence” and distinguish between
“routine” and “extraordinary” issues. They refer to Lowi (122), who had already
maintained in 1964 that this is the most important of all the issue characteristics.

12 I might add that an internationally comparative research proposal involving nine
countries from Western and Central Europe that was based on these general ideas
was presented to the fifth framework program of the European Union (EU) in early
2002, but was rejected. The anonymous reviewers thought that the proposal was too
expensive and too risky!
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N I N E

Political Campaign Communication

Conditional Convergence of Modern Media Elections

Christina Holtz-Bacha

Though not at all a new phenomenon, Americanization as a “useful
hypothesis” (Mancini and Swanson 1996, 4) opened the researchers’
eyes for common interests and developments in Western democracies
and triggered new research efforts. At the same time it became clear that
beside some overarching trends, national characteristics of the political
structure, including electoral systems and party structure, as well as
characteristics of the media system, have an impact on the way electoral
campaigns are designed today. Campaign communication proves to be a
field that more than any other has stimulated cross-national research and
cooperation. The paper’s aim is to take stock of this research and discuss
the advantages and difficulties of the comparative perspective on this
topic. The overview will show that – not least due to the Americanization
hypothesis – the majority of the studies took U.S. campaigns as a point
of reference while only a few compared campaigns across Europe, for
example, thus revealing a need for further research although research
efforts have been intensified during recent years.

Until recently the prime interest of electoral research has always been
with voter behavior. When Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet (1944) pub-
lished their classical study The People’s Choice, its subtitle How the Voter
Makes Up His Mind in an Election already pointed in this direction. At
the same time this study, along with its follow-up, Voting, by Berelson,
Lazarsfeld, and McPhee (1954) laid the basis for the sociological ap-
proach in voter research. With the publication of The American Voter
(1960) by Campbell, Converse, Miller, and Stokes this was supplemented
by the sociopsychological approach of the Michigan school. Accord-
ing to the Michigan model or Ann Arbor model as it is alternatively
named, party identification plays the central role in voter behavior. Party
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identification is conceived as being a long-term and comparatively sta-
ble attitude. Because sociodemographic variables that are central to the
sociological approach, as introduced by Lazarsfeld and his colleagues
of the Columbia school, in some way crystalize in party identification,
one approach did not replace the other. However, the Michigan model
soon dominated research in the United States. It was also one of the
early objectives of the Michigan school to test the applicability of the
model in other countries (Miller 1994). In Europe, the sociological ap-
proach attained at least an equal place beside the Michigan model. It was
further supported by the macrosociological perspective of the cleavage
model introduced by Lipset and Rokkan (1967). The cleavage theory
traces the origins of the West European party structure back to cleav-
ages in the social structure of these countries and at the same time these
cleavages are thought to influence voter behavior. Although Anthony
Downs had already developed the rational choice model in 1957, this
approach has only recently come to compete with the Columbia and the
Michigan models. The media, however, are not given a place in any of
these models. If at all, only the rational approach conceives the media to
be an economical means to provide the information needed to make the
electoral choice.

Ever since The People’s Choice (1944) discussed the mass media as
a potential impact factor on voting behavior for the first time, media
effects research has been influenced strongly by electoral research. In
the interpretation of their findings however, Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and
Gaudet regarded the media – at that time only newspapers and radio –
as being of minor importance. Therefore the media did not find much
attention and were rather neglected in further research. It was only with
the presidential election in 1960 when the United States witnessed its
first television campaign that research turned to the media again. The
fact that the media were attributed the possibility of exerting influence
was also due to John F. Kennedy’s campaign, which was very much tai-
lored to television, and the legendary television debate between Kennedy
and Richard Nixon. As a consequence, communication research focused
more and more attention toward the question of the media’s influence
on the voting decision.

With the growing importance of television during the 1960s the media
also became the subject of research in Europe. In 1961, Joseph Trenaman
and Denis McQuail published Television and the Political Image, which
presented the findings of their study about the British parliamentary
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election in 1959. While television did not have much effect on images, it
proved its influential role by improving voters’ campaign knowledge. By
asking how people used the media during the campaign, the follow-
up study on the occasion of the British election in 1964, Television
in Politics, by Jay Blumler and McQuail (1968) can be regarded as an
early example of the uses and gratifications perspective. Some time later
Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann published the first articles on her concept
of the Spiral of Silence, which propagated the “return to the concept of
powerful media” (1973) and also prompted German communication re-
search to turn to elections. The international perspective first arose with
the publication of La télévision fait-elle l’élection? by Jay Blumler, Roland
Cayrol, and Gabriel Thoveron (1978), which studied the role of television
for the electorate and the factors influencing the interest in the election by
comparing the 1974 electoral campaigns in Belgium, France, and Great
Britain.

These studies of the first wave of electoral research in Europe under a
communication perspective were primarily interested in how the media
affected the electorate. Meanwhile, a new angle emerged in the United
States by looking at the way campaigns are conducted and how they are
oriented toward the mass media. In a first step, journalists presented
descriptions of electoral campaigns. In 1961, the journalist and author
Theodore W. White published the first book in what later became a se-
ries under the title The Making of the President in which he recounted
his observations during the 1960 presidential campaign. He used the
same format for describing the campaigns of 1968, 1972, and 1976. How
campaigns became more and more adapted to the challenge of television
became even clearer in The Selling of the President (1969) written by jour-
nalist Joe McGinnis who had closely followed the 1968 Nixon campaign.
In the appendix to the book, McGinnis documented notes by campaign
managers on their advertising strategies and thus demonstrated that
campaigning has long become a commercial business. Finally, represen-
tatives of the newly developing profession appeared in the public them-
selves. When Joe Napolitan’s The Election Game and How to Win It was
published (1972), this also dealt with the 1968 presidential campaign.
It was the first time that a political consultant gave a behind-the-scenes
account of the campaign business. Napolitan was also the initiator of the
American Association of Political Consultants, which was founded in
1969 and, as a professional association, demonstrated the establishment
of a profession that has made politics a business. In 1981, Larry Sabato,
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at that time a campaign manager, made the profession the subject of his
book The Rise of Political Consultants.

The growing interest of scientific research in the way electoral
campaigns are planned and conducted is a consequence of their
professionalization, which is also expressed in the increasing importance
of consultants. Professionalization in the sense of shifting the organiza-
tion of campaigns from the inner circle of the political system to external
marketing experts is a consequence of distinctive developments in so-
ciety that have been termed modernization, as well as of changes in the
media systems.

Modernization has made campaigning a difficult job. The influence
of sociodemographic characteristics or party identification on voting
behavior has diminished, leading to much greater uncertainty in pre-
dicting the vote. In the United States as well as in European countries
voter turnout has fallen – in some cases dramatically. This dealignment
process was fostered by a shift in value preferences and even more so
by the increase in the general educational level. What had once been an
almost automatic decision was replaced by a weighing of alternatives on
the part of the voter – not necessarily a deliberate and careful process,
but one of taking shortcuts. This is also the starting point for the rational
choice approach. However, with the weakening of party ties the chances
for gaining voters through the campaign increase. At the same time, with
these prospects, the challenge for campaigners has increased as well. In
addition to these changes in the electorate, the differentiation of the me-
dia systems has further contributed to the necessity of employing sales
professionals for electoral campaigns.

All these changes, which have provoked the professionalization of
campaigning, could first be observed in the United States. This is also
due to the fact that the U.S. political and electoral systems are oriented
toward individual candidates and to a media system that has been a com-
mercial one right from its early beginnings. When similar developments
became visible in Western Europe and electoral campaigns changed their
outlook, these changes were therefore dubbed Americanization. It is only
at this point that similarities and simultaneously common problems de-
velop and campaign research finally takes on an internationally compar-
ative perspective. A 1987 research overview by Harrop and Miller still
concluded: “The study of election campaigns, as opposed to elections, is
a major gap” (240).

Thus, international comparisons in this field of research usually do
not date back further than ten to fifteen years. The cause for the hesitant
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emergence of the international perspective may lie in the development
of campaigns and campaign research as described here. It is certainly
also due to the particular difficulties research in this area has to deal with
because of a multitude of context variables that have to be considered.
Compared to the impressive number of national campaign studies in
some countries, the body of internationally comparative research is still
meager.

If research builds on the method of international comparison, which
means comparing phenomena in at least two countries, it takes on the
systemic perspective: Several of the variables that influence the design
of a campaign and therefore have to be taken into account in the study
of campaign communication, do not vary within a country, often not
even over periods of time, but only between countries. Among these
systemic variables are the political system, the electoral system, party
structure, regulation of election campaigns, political culture, and the
media system (Bowler and Farrell 1992, 7–8; Mancini and Swanson 1996,
17–20).

COMPARATIVE RESEARCH ON CAMPAIGN

COMMUNICATION

One of the earliest European studies that compared various countries,
was a study initiated by Jay Blumler on the occasion of the first direct
election of the European Parliament in 1979. Fifteen researchers from
all nine countries that were members of the European Community at
that time took the opportunity of a common event for a multimethod
study on the role of television during the European election campaign
(Blumler 1983a). It included interviews with representatives of the par-
ties and of the broadcasting corporations, content analyses of television
campaign reporting, and finally surveys of the electorate. In the interest
of an international comparison across countries the national research
instruments were kept as identical as possible.

Although high symbolic relevance for the integration process was
attributed to the direct election of the European Parliament and even
though this was regarded as a further step in the development of
European identity, the campaigns in the individual countries proved
to be surprisingly different and concentrated more on national than
European aspects. It was not so much the common event that determined
how campaigns were led. Instead, the new situation was dealt with ac-
cording to the traditional patterns of existing national campaign models,
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in particular on the part of the broadcasting stations. These findings thus
confirmed the powerful influence of the above-mentioned systemic vari-
ables. In addition, the design of the campaign, media reporting, and the
reactions of the electorate were influenced by time- and spacebound
factors leading Blumler to speak of “spatio-temporal ‘noise’” (1983b,
360).

However, besides the national differences and particularities the study
revealed some similarities between the nine countries that allow for gen-
eralization – at least for West European countries. For one thing, these
common features lie in a similar journalistic approach to political events.
Regardless of what the media were offered by the political actors, their
reporting concentrated more on aspects of the campaign itself than on
political issues. They were reluctant to give evaluative comments and pre-
ferred conflicts, personalization, and the national side of the campaign.
Moreover, the European Election study assessed the victorious advance
of television as a campaign channel – in all countries and in almost all
sociodemographic groups of the electorate. Finally, cross-national find-
ings supported the passive learning model of mass media effect with
television playing a central role.

In his review of the merits of the comparative approach Blumler
pointed out that political science could no longer exclude political com-
munication variables: “After all, a network of mobilizing phenomena,
linking communicator motivation with message volume, popular in-
terest in and exposure to the campaign and turnout rates, was one of
the most cross-nationally consistent patterns in our evidence at both
individual-citizen and national-system levels” (1983, 375). Because in
the 1979 European Election study, party activities and the climate of
opinion in the electorate emerged as influential factors for the way the
broadcasting stations dealt with the event, Blumler also made a plea for
future research to take into account dynamic variables in addition to
structural variables. He thus outlines a theoretical model that is simi-
lar to the dynamic-transactional approach that explains the production
of media content and its effects on the audience through interactions
(“transactions”) between communicators (journalists) and their audi-
ence on the one hand and between journalists and primary commu-
nicators (the political system in this case) on the other (cf. Früh and
Schönbach 1982; Schönbach and Früh 1984).

European elections provide a unique chance for internationally com-
parative research. Nevertheless, after the first direct election of the
European Parliament the opportunity has been put to little use and never
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again on a large scale as in 1979 (cf. however Cayrol 1991; Schulz and
Blumler 1994; Scherer 1995). Difficulties seem to outweigh advantages
in this case. The advantages lie in the fact that the event takes place
simultaneously in all European Union (EU) member states. The cam-
paigns unfold at more or less the same time, thus keeping certain external
conditions constant. Because of the fact that national members of the
European Parliament are elected and thus the campaign remains a na-
tional campaign instead of being transnational, the election allows for
comparing how the individual countries deal with the election.

In addition to the usual difficulties of international research cooper-
ations, the event itself posed problems. Findings from research on the
European Election can hardly be generalized for all electoral campaigns.
The European Election is usually regarded as an election of the “second
order,” which in turn influences the behavior of all actors. The electorate
is barely interested and their knowledge about issues and candidates is
very limited. The parties prefer to spend their money on elections where
power is at stake and thus conduct the European campaign with less
intensity, which is further supported by the fact that their candidates
are often unknown to the electorate. The media, respectively, also treat
the European Election as a matter of lesser importance. These peculiar-
ities are explained by the mostly symbolic relevance of the European
Parliament, which does not elect a government or a prime minister.

Comparative research on European Elections therefore cannot lead
to general conclusions about modern campaigns in general. Transna-
tional comparisons, however, can deliver findings about similarities and
differences at the macrolevel and about the influence of systemic vari-
ables such as, for instance, political culture or the media system, on
the political communication processes. At this level, for example, as Jay
Blumler points out in his summary of the 1979 European Election study,
there was not much support for a discretionary role of the media in the
sense of an autonomous function in society. Instead the study proved
the dependence of television on the political system.

While European Election studies build on the advantage of the event
in common and of governmental systems that are largely similar, dif-
ficulties increase in research that tries to compare national elections,
particularly when the United States are included. One study that stood
up to this challenge was a French-American joint venture published un-
der the title Mediated Politics in Two Cultures (Kaid et al. 1991b). This
project was conducted in 1988 when presidential elections were held
in both countries. The study, however, had to deal with the differences
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between the electoral systems, the position of the president in France and
in the United States, as well as with differences in the regulation of elec-
toral campaigns and in the media systems. In fact, the hypothesis that
was put forward in the introduction of the book, generally indicating
the Americanization of French election campaigns, has fallen short of
a fruitful comparison of the two countries. Instead, the project became
an exemplary model of the difficulties that internationally comparative
research is facing.

Beyond the differences in important factors that influence political
communication processes the project teams from France and the United
States had to cope with the different research traditions prevalent in
both countries. Disagreements about the theoretical approach, the re-
search questions, and the methods proved to be barriers that could not
be overcome in any case. Thus, the project demonstrated that interna-
tionally comparative research not only has to deal with a whole network
of political and cultural factors that influence the subject but also with
difficulties that arise from differences in academic cultures.

Against the backdrop of the experiences from this Franco-American
project, David Swanson (1992) discussed strategies of how to manage
theoretical diversity in an international research team. As the simplest
approach he recommends the avoidance strategy: Problems stemming
from theoretical diversity are avoided when researchers in a project share
a theoretical approach and therefore have no difficulties in agreeing upon
a specific research question and the method for the study. By avoid-
ing theoretical alternatives, this strategy, however, forgoes the potential
of cross-national cooperation to bring together diverse theoretical ap-
proaches and thus lead to new and fruitful perspectives for research. Nev-
ertheless, because international comparisons have to deal with variance
in their subject anyway and, in addition, have to consider a multitude of
influential factors, the avoidance strategy is a way to reduce the overall
complexity that adds to the difficulties of cross-national research.

A second approach in dealing with theoretical diversity is the prethe-
oretical strategy that was applied by the 1979 European Election project.
Using a pretheoretical strategy means that the international team of re-
searchers agrees upon common research questions and the methods to
be employed. Data are collected on this basis, theoretical considerations
then come to bear only for analysis and interpretation. Thus, in this case
the concept for empirical research is not deduced from theory. Instead
the findings are used for theory building. Because it is the general ob-
jective of the comparative approach to detect common, transnational

220



P1: KaF/KaB P2: JzZ
0521828317c09.xml CY425/Esser 0521828317 June 2, 2004 23:44

Political Campaign Communication

phenomena, which can then be used for the development of theoretical
concepts, the pretheoretical strategy seems to be particularly suited to in-
ternational research. This strategy has proved effective, for example, in a
study by Rüdiger Schmitt-Beck (2000) on the influence of political com-
munication on electoral behavior in four countries. Esser, Reinemann,
and Fan (2000) followed a similar approach in an analysis of the reac-
tions of the British and the German press to spin doctoring during the
electoral campaigns in 1997 in Great Britain and in 1998 in Germany.

The third method of dealing with theoretical diversity in international
research teams is the metatheoretical approach. According to Swanson
(1992), this was the approach of the French-American election project.
Due to their divergent theoretical positions the project team could only
agree on a vague common objective, which was to study what kind of
political reality the campaign constructed for the electorate. A broad
research question such as this allows for integration of the interests
of “rhetorical and narrative critics, social-scientific media effects re-
searchers, semioticians, linguists, quantitative media content analysts,
and others” (Swanson 1992, 23). The original idea, however, to com-
pare specific elements and processes of the campaigns in two countries
thus could only be realized to a very limited extent. These problems are
mirrored in several chapters of the book that resulted from the project
where individual authors wrote about aspects of the campaign in one
country.

These difficulties of international cooperation are avoided by studies
that do not aim for direct cooperation. One way of doing this is that
researchers from one country conduct a study in several other coun-
tries and analyze the results. The comparison in this case is achieved
by applying a common design in all countries. This approach has sev-
eral shortcomings and uncertainties that lie in the applicability of the
same instrument, particularly the adequate translation of questionnaires
and code books and the comparable application of the instrument
in all countries. Foreign researchers therefore have to rely on the co-
operation of local colleagues who also help with the interpretation
of findings because these require knowledge of the national political
culture.

Another possibility is an approach that usually leads to antholo-
gies containing chapters on countries where specific phenomena are
described for individual countries. Usually the editors provide the au-
thors of the individual chapters with a more or less detailed structure
based on variables whose influence on the matter is assumed or already
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known. By asking all authors to consider the same variables the editors
can hope for comparability across the various chapters on countries and
thus go beyond the collection of case studies. The actual comparison
is usually done in a summary chapter. Examples in the field of elec-
tion research are Electioneering, edited by Butler and Ranney (1992) and
Electoral Strategies and Political Marketing, edited by Bowler and Farrell
(1992a). Both anthologies offer comparisons of election campaigns in
different countries. Another such example is Politics, Media, and Modern
Democracy, edited by Swanson and Mancini (1996b), which also com-
pares election campaigns across countries but with a particular focus
on communication aspects. And finally, Political Advertising in Western
Democracies, edited by Kaid and Holtz-Bacha (1995) as well as Kaid
(1999) – both present findings on the contents and effects of political
advertising in various countries. A similar strategy is chosen by authors
who collect data from several countries for integration in comparative
synopses. Examples here are Smith (1981) who presented an overview
of the role of television in electoral campaigns, or Farrell’s chapter in
Campaign Strategies and Tactics (1996), which described the influence of
various variables of the political systems and media systems on campaign
strategies.

THE AMERICANIZATION THESIS AS A MOTOR FOR

COMPARATIVE RESEARCH

It is obvious that the number of international comparisons in the field
of election research increased during the 1990s, while at the same time
a focus on the organization and design of election campaigns could be
noted. The reason why this perspective proved to be particularly fruit-
ful for comparative research at the international level lies in the fact of
seemingly similar developments in West European countries that also
became visible almost at the same time. This led to the discussion about
the Americanization of European election campaigns. The presumption
that European campaigns are adapting more and more to the U.S. model
implies the call for comparative research but makes the United States the
inevitable yardstick. This, for example, becomes obvious in Gurevitch
and Blumler’s 1990 plea for internationally comparative research: “The
practices and ideologies of the American political communications in-
dustry are taking hold worldwide. [ . . . ] American-style ‘video-politics’
seems to have emerged as something of a role model for political com-
municators in other liberal democracies” (311).
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In Europe, the term Americanization has elicited much critique. Com-
parisons with the United States must obviously be regarded as prob-
lematic because of the obvious differences in the political systems and
in the media systems. Nevertheless, the Americanization hypothesis
has been used as a starting point for several analyses of modern elec-
tion campaigns. Similarly, in the introductory chapter of their com-
parative book on campaigns, the editors Swanson and Mancini argue
that Americanization is a useful working hypothesis but stress equally:
“We regard the matter as an open question, and offer Americanization
not as a conclusion, but as a reference point . . .” (Mancini and Swanson
1996, 4).

Against this background the editors design the analytic frame for
comparing campaigns in eleven democracies. This frame takes into con-
sideration the consequences for the political and the media system and
their interrelationships that result from the differentiation of society – a
process that is also called modernization. On the part of the political sys-
tem these consequences are the deideologization of parties and the rise of
“catch-all parties” or “electoral parties” that, in order to maximize votes,
remain susceptible to a broad variety of issues. In weakening party struc-
tures the career of individual candidates who serve as reference points for
specific groups of society and their issues and expectations comes to the
forefront. This process of personalization leads to a situation where the
person represents the idea. In modern societies, Mancini and Swanson
(1996, 11) further argue, the mass media have emerged as autonomous
power centers that influence the political process by setting their own is-
sue agenda. In addition, the media, and television in particular, reinforce
the personalization process. The commercialization of the broadcasting
media that accompanied the market entry of commercial broadcasters
has also changed the conditions for the conveyance of politics and forced
political actors to adapt to the new situation.

Following these theoretical considerations Mancini and Swanson de-
veloped five characteristics of modern campaign communication: per-
sonalization of politics; scientificization of politics; detachment of parties
from citizens while interpersonal contact is substituted by opinion polls;
autonomous structures of communication in which the mass media act
independently; and finally, the citizen becomes a spectator following
the political spectacle. Context factors, particularly different electoral
systems, the structures of party competition, campaign regulation, po-
litical culture, as well as the structures of the media systems, constitute
differences in electoral campaigns in the various countries.
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Comparison of campaigns in North and South America, Western and
Eastern Europe, and Israel confirms Swanson and Mancini’s (1996a)
assumption that there is a common pattern of modern campaigning
that can be interpreted as a response to the modernization process. The
authors find similarities for the following key features that they inter-
weave in a “modern model of campaigning.” A direct cause for campaign
innovations is seen in the changing relation between parties and the
electorate. This mainly refers to the weakening of party ties: voting is no
longer “an expression of solidarity with one’s group and its institutions”
but rather “an expression of one’s opinions” (Swanson and Mancini
1996a, 250). This process goes hand in hand with a detachment of the
parties from their ideological basis and their transformation into parties
that can accommodate diverse opinions and attitudes that in turn results
in a growing interchangeability of these parties.

The necessity for parties to keep the ability to shape public opinion
in their own hands as far as possible proved to be another common
feature across countries, which can also be regarded as a consequence
of the development previously described. Parties thus try to determine
themselves the way that politics is presented to the public. The resulting
“‘marketing’ approach to campaigning” (251) is orientated toward the
electorate and the media audience and stands for the adaptation of party
decisions and activities to the logic of the media and the logic of television
in particular. This goes along with “a style of political reporting that
prefers personalities to ideas, simplicity to complexity, confrontation
to compromise, and heavy emphasis on the ‘horse race’ in electoral
campaigns” (251).

Beyond similar trends that become visible in the various countries
und thus confirm the model of a media-centered campaign as developed
by Swanson and Mancini, context factors specific to countries affect the
design of campaigns and their effects. Political culture is among the
most influential factors, used here in a sociological sense comprising
the shared values and social practices of a country that shape the ex-
pectations vis-à-vis the political system and political behavior. Against
this backdrop the editors divide the countries included in their book
into three groups. The first group is made up of established democra-
cies with a stable political culture. The second group combines the new
or recently restored democracies. Finally, countries with a democratic
system but currently or recently undergoing the pressure of destabiliz-
ing factors belong to the third group. By adopting this categorization
Swanson and Mancini assume that a country’s political culture mirrors
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the historical development as well as the current position of its political
institutions and processes (1996a, 260–1). Among the countries of the
first group are the United States, Great Britain, Sweden, and Germany.
In these countries the modernization process has led to the weakening of
traditional structures (religious institutions, trade unions) that formerly
influenced voting decisions. Small groups that represent diverse inter-
ests have emerged instead. Parties define their programs on the basis of
broad and generally accepted values and objectives. The mass media, and
television in particular, became established as central agents of political
socialization. As a consequence of theses processes, political actors were
forced to to take over modern methods of campaigning. A common fea-
ture of the three European countries in this group is that the U.S.-style
campaigning here is subject to public criticism. In Europe, parties still
play a central role in the political process and thus prevent a shift of
campaign organization from the parties to external experts, which also
explains the comparatively strong commercialization of the campaign in
the United States.

Spain, Russia, and Poland belong to the group of newly or recently re-
stored democracies. These countries have adapted to modern campaign
techniques with less resistance than the established democracies of the
first group. This is explained by the fact that candidates in these coun-
tries encounter more difficult political conditions because democratic
processes were introduced even before democratic institutions became
established. Owing to nationally diverse reasons, the printed press is
weak in these countries, which necessarily makes television the central
channel of campaigning.

The route to modern campaigning took still another turn in those
countries struggling with internal, potentially destabilizing tensions.
This group consists of Israel, Italy, Argentina, and Venezuela. In these
countries political actors are confronted with – in some cases consider-
able – loss of trust in the whole electorate or in certain target groups,
which leads to specific conditions for campaigning. Where parts of the
electorate appear not very susceptible to modern campaigns methods,
traditional channels for addressing voters remain relevant (Swanson and
Mancini 1996a, 263–5)

CONCLUSION

The way in which modern campaigns are conducted has been widely
criticized. In the United States the high costs became the primary
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subject of discussion, particularly because the candidates have to raise
their own funds. Therefore, campaign financing has become a perma-
nent issue. Moreover, low voter turnout, a reason for worries in the
United States has raised the question about whether there is a corre-
lation with the way politics is presented during campaigns. In Europe,
the Americanization hypothesis, although critically commented upon
in the scientific community, stimulated and directly challenged in-
ternationally comparative research efforts. Even single-country stud-
ies dealing with national campaigns imply the comparative perspective
by referring to Americanization and the idea of a U.S.-style model for
Europe.

Many similarities can in fact be found across countries. In democratic
systems, campaign communication follows similar lines. However, re-
search has given up assigning the character of a model to U.S. campaigns –
if there has ever been wholehearted support for the Americanization hy-
pothesis. A plethora of intervening variables, national specifics of the
political and the media systems, prevent the adoption of recipes for ef-
fective campaigning from one country to another. In the conclusion of
their book, Swanson and Mancini therefore speak of an “archetype” of
modern campaign practice (1996a, 268): While similarities in social de-
velopments lead to similar reactions by political actors and thus lead one
to the assumption of convergence, there is still much room for national
variance, in particular in comparison with the United States. The findings
of Plasser, Scheucher, and Senft (1999) from their survey of European
campaign consultants, point in the same direction when they speak of a
shopping model as opposed to an adoption model: Campaign organizers
in European countries take over from the United States what has proved
to be effective there but apply it to national conditions. Campaign con-
sultants maintain a “network of connections” (Swanson and Mancini
1996a, 250) for the exchange of manpower and know-how. Farrell has
called this a process of “internationalization of campaign consultancy”
(1998), in which American consultants, however, encounter increasing
competition from their European colleagues. The assumption that only
the United States exports modern campaign techniques is therefore no
longer valid.

The hypothesis of Americanization that regards U.S. campaigns as a
role model has changed into the modernization hypothesis that regards
professionalization as a necessity resulting from the social differenti-
ation and the changes of the media systems (Holtz-Bacha 2000). For
international comparisons, modernization – and this is an outcome of
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the country studies edited by Swanson and Mancini (1996b) – has to
be treated as a systemic variable. In addition to other context vari-
ables a country’s degree of modernization influences the design of
campaigns.

Studies that apply a comparative approach across countries have
demonstrated which systemic variables are relevant. However, none
of these studies has quantified the influence of the system variables.
Therefore it is not possible to know which variables are more important
and which are less important; how they relate to each other; and if they
benefit or hinder the professionalization of campaigns. In this respect,
a well-known problem of cross-national studies comes to bear, the fact
that they usually work with a small number of cases. Nevertheless, be-
cause it is the aim of international comparisons to assess the validity
of theoretical assumptions across systems, it is important to exceed the
qualitative description of campaign communication and render possible
a systematic and quantitative comparison.

Although the Americanization hypothesis proved to be inspiring for
comparative election research, it has brought about a focus on the United
States for studies by communication researchers that is less visible in elec-
tion studies stemming from political science (cf. Berg-Schlosser 1998).
However, because the United States is often the exception, this questions
whether it makes sense to take the United States as the reference system.
Finally, comparative campaign research shows a focus on Western indus-
trial democracies although, on the one hand, globalization in politics,
economy, and media call for a broader perspective and, on the other,
the verification of the supra-national validity of theoretical assumptions
makes the inclusion of other political cultures necessary.
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Election? Paris: Presses de la Fondation Nationale des Sciences Politiques.

227



P1: KaF/KaB P2: JzZ
0521828317c09.xml CY425/Esser 0521828317 June 2, 2004 23:44

Christina Holtz-Bacha

Bowler, Shaun, and David M. Farrell, eds. 1992a. Electoral Strategies and Political Mar-
keting. Houndsmills, UK: Macmillan Press.

. 1992b. Conclusion: The Contemporary Election Campaign. In Shaun Bowler
and David M. Farrell, eds. Electoral Strategies and Political Marketing. Houndsmills,
UK: Macmillan Press, pp. 223–5.

. 1992c. The Study of Election Campaigning. In Shaun Bowler and David M.
Farrell, eds. Electoral Strategies and Political Marketing. Houndsmills, UK: Macmillan
Press, pp. 1–23.

Butler, David, and Austin Ranney. 1992. Electioneering. A Comparative Study of Continuity
and Change. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Campbell, Angus, Philip E. Converse, Warren E. Miller, and Donald E. Stokes. 1960. The
American Voter. New York: Wiley.

Cayrol, Roland. 1991. European Elections and the Pre-Electoral Period: Media Use and
Campaign Evaluations. European Journal of Political Research (19): 17–29.

Downs, Anthony. 1957. An Economic Theory of Democracy. New York: Harper & Row.
Esser, Frank, Carsten Reinemann, and David Fan. 2000. Spin Doctoring in British and

German Election Campaigns. How the Press is Being Confronted with a New Quality
of Political PR. European Journal of Communication (15): 209–39.

Farrell, David M. 1996. Campaign Strategies and Tactics. In Lawrence LeDuc, Richard G.
Niemi, and Pippa Norris, eds. Comparing Democracies. Elections and Voting in Global
Perspective. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, pp. 160–83.

. 1998. Political Consultancy Overseas: The Internationalization of Campaign
Consultancy. Political Science (31): 171–6.

Farrell, David M., and Martin Wortmann. 1987. Party Strategies in the Electoral Market:
Political Marketing in West Germany, Britain and Ireland. European Journal of Political
Research (15): 297–318.
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Scherer, Helmut. 1995. Kommunikationskanäle der Europawahl 1989. Eine International

Vergleichende Studie. In Lutz Erbring, ed. Kommunikationsraum Europa. Konstanz,
Germany: UVK/Ölschläger, pp. 203–21.
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T E N

Political Communication and

Electronic Democracy

American Exceptionalism or Global Trend?

Thomas Zittel

The concept of electronic democracy1 has experienced a remarkable ca-
reer in the social sciences during the past decade. It is not a new concept,
despite the most recent outburst of publications and conferences on the
topic. It can be traced back to the early 1970s when normative theo-
rists of democracy perceived new digital media such as telephone and
computer networks as tools for democratic reform (cf. Krauch 1972;
Etzioni et al. 1975; Becker 1981; Barber 1984). However, it has changed
in character since those days. Today, electronic democracy is being used
as an empirical-analytical concept that carries the assumption that new
digital media in general and computer networks in particular are in the
process of changing the nature of political communication and demo-
cratic government (Rheingold 1993; Grossman 1995; Browning 1996;
Rash 1997).

This so-called cyber-optimism is driven by the far-reaching diffu-
sion of computer networks as a means of communication during the
late 1990s. Few people knew about this medium before. It was primar-
ily used by researchers around the globe to communicate and to share
their research. This changed significantly during the past decade. The
number of those with access to the Internet increased from 26 million
in 1996 to 407 million in 2000 worldwide (NUA 2001). Among estab-
lished democracies significant minorities of one quarter up to one third
of the population were online by the end of the year 2000. In the United

1 This chapter is part of a larger study on democracy in the networked society. I am
grateful to the Fritz-Thyssen-Stiftung which supported parts of this research. I am
also grateful to many staffers and members of parliament in the Swedish Riksdag, the
German Bundestag, and the U.S. House of Representatives who gave large amounts of
their time to assist me with my inquiries. I thank Fiona C. Barker who edited this text
and the Minda de Gunzburg Center for European Studies at Harvard University that
provided a hospitable research environment when I was preparing this paper.
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States and Scandinavian countries, the number of those with access to
the Internet has already passed the 50 percent threshold (NUA 2001).

The contemporary debate on electronic democracy is also driven by
the fact that computer networks have matured in technological terms.
They provide new opportunities for networked communication that
are now readily available to everyone. Traditional mass media such as
radio and television are channel media that enable a limited number
of people to broadcast a small amount of information to a homoge-
neous mass audience in a unidirectional fashion. Contrary to this, the
Internet is a network medium that allows for decentralized and inter-
active mass communication at low cost. It makes no distinction be-
tween sender and receiver in technological terms and it increases band-
width in substantial ways. Every individual who cares to do so is able
to broadcast information in various formats such as one-to-many or
one-to-few. Every person is also able to enter into conversations with
groups of people who may be scattered across the globe (Höflich 1994;
Negroponte 1995; Morris and Ogan 1996). Some theorists even argue
that the Internet allows for genuine social interaction rather than mere
communication. Those students refer to applications such as Multi-User
Dungeons (MUDs) that simulate a space independent from the physical
world surrounding us (Loader 1997, 2–3; Lyon 1997; Ravetz 1998; Jordan
1999, 20).

The majority of political scientists has been more or less skeptical
about these claims and still perceives e-democracy as the domain of
techno-maniacs. Some outspoken cyber-skeptics stress that computer
networks are being used by political actors in quite traditional ways. On
the basis of case studies and impressionistic evidence they conclude that
the Internet will reinforce established political structures rather than
transforming them (Margolis and Resnick 2000). Hans Kleinsteuber and
Martin Hagen added a comparative note to this debate. They perceive
electronic democracy to be a secular development that will be restricted
to the American political system while leaving many other established
democracies untouched (Kleinsteuber 1995; Hagen 1997; Kleinsteuber
and Hagen 1998; Hagen 2000).

This paper aims at an empirical test of this latter hypothesis. In its first
part we will map the discourse on electronic democracy to delineate a
framework for comparative empirical research. This theoretical analysis
has to deal with the fact that electronic democracy is a vague and multi-
faceted concept that does not provide a coherent framework for focused
comparative research.
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In a second empirical part, we will narrow our focus to the represen-
tational dimension of electronic democracy. This theoretical dimension
represents one crucial segment of the larger discourse on this concept. We
will perform a comparative analysis of the use of personal parliamentary
Web sites in order to test for the hypothesis that electronic democracy
will be a secular development in American politics. We contrast the U.S.
House with the Swedish Riksdag and the German Bundestag to pro-
duce general evidence on the similarities and differences between the
American and the European context. This analysis goes well beyond the
current use of case studies in researching electronic democracy.

In a third part we will discuss the findings of the analysis in order to
determine the relationship between computer networks, political con-
text, and political representation. This discussion has to deal with the
fact that most theories on electronic democracy stress the macrolevel of
political analysis. As a result, they reveal little in the way of details on the
politics of electronic democracy. They also suffer from overdetermina-
tion and fail to acknowledge the role of social actors as well as the role of
third variables they might be exposed to. We believe that much can be
gained by an actor-centred approach to electronic democracy. This third
part discusses the result of our comparative analysis from this perspec-
tive. It aims to utilize this perspective to generate explanations regarding
the promises and limitations of computer networks for representative
democracy.

WHAT IS ELECTRONIC DEMOCRACY ALL ABOUT?

The evolution of the concept of electronic democracy has done little
for its clarification. A short glance at the most recent publications on
the topic reveals that electronic democracy is being used as an umbrella
concept for all sorts of political uses of the Internet. The term electronic
democracy is being associated with phenomena such as party Web sites,
electronic voting, sending e-mails to political representatives, political
discussion fora, and even with administrative services provided over
the Internet (see e.g., Browning 1996; Hague and Loader 1999; Kamps
1999).

This usage of the term falls into the trap of conceptual stretching,
which produces vague and amorphous analytical categories (Sartori
1970). While comparative research is in need of general categories to
travel across the boundaries of single cases, electronic democracy ap-
pears to be a category that defines no boundaries at all. As a result, it
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does not provide a clear and coherent model of the phenomenon at
stake and it gives little conceptual guidance to empirical comparative re-
search.2 For this very reason we have to specify the phenomenon we deal
with. The following sketched out model of electronic democracy argues
that normative theories of democracy highlight three crucial dimensions
of democracy that define coherent models of electronic democracy and
that embrace many empirical observations related to this concept at the
same time.

Electronic democracy is a segmented concept in the social sciences.
During the past decades it has drawn the attention of many different
subfields in the discipline, each of which associates different theoret-
ical frameworks and empirical phenomena with the term. Normative
theorists of democracy have been among the first to take up new devel-
opments in media technology and to consider its relevance for social and
political structures. From the perspective of these scholars, new digital
media such as telephone or computer networks could serve as tools for
more participatory forms of democracy. Figure 10.1 demonstrates that
these normative analyses refer to three essential theoretical dimensions
of democracy to define the notion of participatory democracy in more
specific ways: the jurisdictional dimension, the decisional dimension,
and the representational dimension.

The jurisdictional dimension is based upon the question of whether
decisions should be taken collectively or whether they should be taken
by autonomous social actors. It stresses a normative model of social in-
tegration that argues that the stability of democracy is dependent upon
the existence of social associations and communities performing crucial
political functions such as political integration and regulation (Putnam
2000). Theorists of electronic democracy have argued that new digital
media possess the capability to strengthen social associations and civic
engagement (Etzioni et. al. 1975; Laudon 1977). Some have even argued
that the Internet could provide a space for new types of virtual com-
munities (Rheingold 1993). There has been no explicit debate on the
constitutional ramifications of virtual communities and shifting juris-
dictions in networked societies so far.

2 There are only a few attempts in the literature on electronic democracy to discuss
and clarify the concept (Hagen 1997; Bellamy 2000). These considerations have made
important contributions to its understanding. However, they aim at real types of
electronic democracy that are still closer to the empirical observations than they are to
general and coherent models of electronic democracy. From our point of view, ideal
models are better suited to guide systematic comparative research.
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Jurisdictional
Dimension 

Representative
Dimension 

Decisional Dimension 

Constitutional 
Level

? Electronic Voting Electronic Referenda

Institutional
Level

Informal and formalized
opportunities for
horizontal,
decentralized, and
interactive
communication and
participation within
established political
associations using the
Internet. 

Informal and formalized
opportunities for direct,
decentralized, and 
interactive vertical
communication and
participation between
parliaments and citizens
using the Internet.
Institutionalized
opportunities to
participate using the
Internet in the
parliamentary process. 

Informal and formalized
opportunities to receive
information related to 
e-referenda and to engage
in comprehensive
horizontal and vertical
debates on this
information.

Behavioral
Level

Individual uses of new
opportunities to
communicate and to
participate within
established associations. 
Individual uses of the 
Internet to establish new
types of organizations. 

Individual uses of new 
opportunities to 
communicate with
representatives and to 
participate in the 
parliamentary process. 

Individual uses of new 
opportunities to learn 
about the issues, to
deliberate, and to 
participate in
e-referenda.  

Figure 10.1 Electronic Democracy: A Conceptual Map

The decisional dimension asks about the mode of decision making.
A normative model of direct democracy argues that citizens who are
subject to authoritative decision making should be able to have a say
in the decisions that affect them. It is therefore critical of schemes of
representative democracy because of the dangers of misrepresentation.
Theorists of electronic democracy argue that new digital media could
foster direct democracy and help to make “[ . . . ] public opinion the law
of the land [ . . . ]” (Becker 1981; Slaton 1992; Budge 1996).

The representational dimension focuses on the relationship between
political representatives and constituents. It stresses a normative model
of representation that sees political representatives as delegates of con-
stituents who are to carry out constituents’ policy demands and who are
to be held accountable for their policy choices (Miller and Stokes 1963;
Pitkin 1967). This perspective is critical of the current representative
process, which is perceived as being too removed from ordinary citizens
and as granting too much independence to intermediary organizations
and political elites. Theorists of electronic democracy have argued that
the Internet will help to close the gap between ordinary citizens and
representative institutions (Krauch 1972; Dahl 1989; McLean 1989).
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These considerations emphasize the fact that electronic democracy is
a multidimensional discourse. Each of the dimensions involved repre-
sents the basis of a distinct model of electronic democracy. Apart from
this, Figure 10.1 stresses that we need to distinguish three different lev-
els of political analysis that apply to each of the dimensions sketched:
the constitutional (macro), the institutional (meso), and the behavioral
(micro) level. The debate on electronic democracy has not been explicit
enough regarding these multiple levels of analysis. At the macrolevel of
political analysis some attention has been devoted to the constitutional
implications of electronic voting and electronic referenda (Buchstein
2001; Mutter 2002). This research discusses the relationship between
constitutional norms such as the authenticity of a vote and the techni-
cal and procedural assumptions for electronic democracy, which derive
from this legal basis.

Comparativists as well as students of political communication have
focused on the institutional level of electronic democracy. This perspec-
tive stresses the use of the Internet by political elites to increase op-
portunities for vertical and horizontal communication and to allow for
more political participation. Virtual party conventions, citizen consul-
tations on the Internet, and ways to use the Internet to organize debates
prior to direct decision making have been subject to empirical research
on electronic democracy at the institutional level (Fishkin 1995, 1998;
Coleman 1999; Marschall 2001). Each of these three examples can be re-
lated to one of the normative models of electronic democracy sketched
previously.

Students of political participation focus on the microlevel of politi-
cal analysis in their research on electronic democracy. This perspective
focuses on individual use of the Internet for the purpose of political com-
munication and political participation.3 It asks whether the Internet will
be able to increase the quantity and quality of political communication
and political participation and whether this medium is able to draw into
the process groups that have not communicated and participated before
(Bimber 1998; Wilhelm 2000; Norris 2001).

These areas of research are integrated by an ethos of cyber-optimism,
which assumes that the various scenarios of democratic change will be
of significance for the future development of democracy. This ethos has

3 The literature on electronic democracy has been more or less vague about the definition
of each of these two concepts and about the problems of making a distinction. We will
not elaborate on this problem in the context of this paper. Our conceptual map simply
emphasizes that it is important to make a distinction.
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three major sources in social science literature, which we will not be able
to discuss in great length in the context of this paper. The first source
derives from a strand in media studies, which emphasizes the political
significance of the media from a historical perspective. According to
this point of view, there has been a close relationship between waves of
democratization and crucial breakthroughs in media technology such
as the invention of the printing press or the introduction of television.
This relationship is being perceived as an indicator for the existence
of a causal impact of the media on politics (Startt and Sloan 1994).
Cyber-optimists stress the scope of technological change along with these
historical precedents when they argue that the Internet will be related to
a new wave of democratization.

Cyber-optimism secondly touches upon theories of technology, which
stress the social significance of technology. Proponents of so-called strong
technological determinism argue that social institutions are determined
by technological capacities at a given point in time (Street 1992; Sclove
1995). From this perspective, social change can be extrapolated from the
emergence of technological innovations (Toffler 1980).

Thirdly, cyber-optimism refers to what can be called the “perfection-
ist theory of democracy.” This theory emphasizes the ideal of popular
sovereignty as the core of democratic government. At the same time, it
stresses the fact that large-scale mass democracies raise many obstacles
to the implementation of this ideal (Dahl and Tufte 1973). Because of
this tension between idea and physical matter, the history of democracy
has been perceived as a constant struggle to overcome these obstacles,
and new digital media are seen as a structural change that removes ob-
stacles to participatory forms of democracy and that serves as a catalyst
of democratic reform.

According to Hans Kleinsteuber and Martin Hagen, these assumptions
are far too optimistic regarding the impact of technology in general and
of computer networks in particular. These authors argue that technolo-
gies as well as the ideals of democracy are cultural artifacts rather than
independent and universal forces. On the basis of this assumption they
perceive American democracy as the only cultural and institutional envi-
ronment that is compatible with electronic democracy and that cultivates
innovative uses of computer networks (Kleinsteuber 1995; Hagen 1997;
Hagen 2000). This secular impact of new digital media on democracy will
thus preserve and further foster the distinct character of the American
model of democracy rather than trigger a universal transformation of
democracy.

237



P1: JZZ/KAB P2: JZZ
0521828317c10.xml CY425/Esser 0521828317 May 26, 2004 15:5

Thomas Zittel

This notion of American exceptionalism forms the basis of a long-
standing debate in the social sciences. Alexis de Tocqueville sketched in
his seminal book on democracy in America, published in 1835 and 1840,
the picture of a postfeudal society based upon values such as equality,
individualism, anti-etatism, and populism. This type of social struc-
ture presented a stark contrast to European feudal systems in the early
nineteenth century (Tocqueville 1976). Theorists of American excep-
tionalism argue that these different historical vantage points patterned
the development of democracy over time on both sides of the Atlantic
and account for historical continuities and crucial differences across
cases (Lipset 1990, 1996). Contemporary students of American politics
stress the egalitarian, participatory, and populist character of American
democracy compared to its European counterparts (Huntington 1981),
and according to Kleinsteuber and Hagen, this is the only environment
in which computer networks will be perceived as tools for participatory
democracy and will be used in related ways.

The literature on electronic democracy provides little systematic em-
pirical evidence to support this hypothesis. Most available empirical
research is based upon atheoretical single case studies, which do not
accumulate evidence, and which are thus ill suited to allow for general
conclusions. On the theoretical level, this hypothesis suffers from the
same weaknesses as its counterparts. It is based upon an overdetermin-
istic theory of politics and political change. It also ignores the fact that
political change does after all have to be initiated by autonomous polit-
ical actors and that explanatory theories of electronic democracy have
to focus on the micropolitics of electronic democracy to understand the
potential as well as the limits of computer networks.

The following empirical section aims to produce systematic evidence
regarding American exceptionalism in the networked society. In order
to achieve this goal we will have to narrow our focus. The following
analysis stresses the representational dimension of electronic democ-
racy. We perform a comparative analysis of the use of personal Web sites
in the German Bundestag, the Swedish Riksdag, and the U.S. House of
Representatives. All three countries experienced technological change
in telecommunications and have established a critical mass of Inter-
net users. The selection of the cases furthermore allows us to compare
the United States with two established European democracies and to
learn whether there is a systematic difference between the American
and the European case regarding developments in electronic democracy.
The empirical indicator selected is well suited to determine whether
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political representatives are using the Internet to communicate in di-
rect and interactive ways with their constituents, because Web sites are
technologically mature and one of the most popular applications on the
Internet.

PERSONAL WEB SITES IN THE U.S. HOUSE, THE SWEDISH

RIKSDAG, AND THE GERMAN BUNDESTAG: DOES THE

INTERNET MATTER TO DEMOCRACY?

The Parliaments of Sweden, Germany, and the United States introduced
main parliamentary Web sites in 1995–6.4 But by April 2000 there were
still major differences among these cases regarding the degree to which
individual representatives were using the World Wide Web to communi-
cate with constituents in direct ways. This finding is based upon a count
of hypertext links that direct users from the main parliamentary Web
site to personal Web sites in direct or indirect ways. A personal Web site
is defined here as a piece of digitalized information that is published by
an individual member of parliament rather than a parliamentary bu-
reaucracy or party, which provides personalized information beyond a
uniform handbook format, and which can be retrieved using the World
Wide Web.5 Figure 10.2 demonstrates that these differences are in line
with the assumption that electronic democracy would be a secular de-
velopment in the American political context. While almost all members
of the U.S. House of Representatives were using personal Web sites by
April 2000, only a minority of members of parliament (MPs) did so in
the Riksdag and the Bundestag.

These personal Web sites raise questions regarding their political rel-
evance. After all, they could be nothing other than digital brochures,
which have little meaning as a means for direct political communication
between members of parliament and their constituents. For the purpose
of this analysis, the notion of relevance has been defined by the degree to
which personal Web sites utilize the new opportunities for communica-
tion provided by the technology. These new opportunities are defined by
the interactive capabilities of the Internet, its bandwidth, which allows

4 For the German Bundestag see Fühles-Ubach/Neumann 1998 and Mambrey et al.
1999; for the U.S. Congress see Casey 1996; and Coleman et al. 1999 and Norris 2001,
ch. 7, provide an overview on other parliaments.

5 All three main parliamentary Web sites along with all of the available personal Web
sites were downloaded and archived in April 2000 to secure a stable set of data.
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Figure 10.2 The Universe of Parliamentary Web Sites (U.S. House,
Bundestag, Riksdag–April 2000)

the broadcasting of massive amounts of information, and its ability to
be used as a tool to poll constituents on policy issues in a timely and
targeted manner. We performed a content analysis6 to test the degree
to which personal Web sites in the three parliaments under study were
taking advantage of these opportunities.

This analysis demonstrates that many MPs were using this new
medium in suboptimal ways if we take its technological capabilities as
a point of reference. In each of the three cases analyzed, more than
93 percent of personal Web sites provide only the most basic interactive
applications such as e-mail or Web mail. These basic interactive applica-
tions are hardly any different from traditional means of one-to-one com-
munications such as letters or telephones. They might decrease the cost of
communication in marginal ways but they do not take advantage of new
opportunities for public interactive communication in various formats
such as many-to-many or many-to-few. Discussion fora, for example,

6 The analysis was based upon a scheme that coded the characteristics of personal Web
sites in terms of interactivity, the political relevance of information and its use as an
instrument to poll citizens.
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allow constituents to question political representatives in public and
to engage in an interactive and open dialogue. Political representatives
rarely use these sophisticated means of interactive communication on
the Internet across all cases. In Sweden and Germany around 10 percent
and 14 percent of the analyzed Web sites are providing some kind of
discussion forum or public guestbook. In the United States, only one
single MP (0.3 percent) was providing this kind of interactive feature on
his Web site by April 2000.

The Internet also provides opportunities for individual MPs to poll
constituents on particular policy issues in a timely and cost-effective
manner. Online surveys can be used to inform constituents of pending
policy decisions and to learn about their preferences. They can also be
used in a proactive, anticipatory way by asking constituents which poli-
cies they care most about. This method of using online surveys allows
citizens to influence the parliamentary agenda. This type of communi-
cation on the Internet could only be found on 6 percent of the personal
Web sites in the U.S. House. It was completely absent on the Web sites
of Swedish and German MPs.

The political relevance of personal Web sites is also dependent upon
their textual content. Digital outlets, which provide comprehensive and
accessible policy information, educate citizens on the policy positions,
and legislative behavior of their representative and thus increase the
accountability of this office holder. In contrast, digital brochures with
colorful pictures and some general personal information have little rele-
vance in this respect. The same is true regarding Web sites that are badly
structured and do not present crucial information in accessible ways,
such as using hypertext links. Figure 10.3 looks at the quantity of tex-
tual information on personal Web sites, which could be one empirical
indicator for the former type of Web site.

The analysis of the quantity of textual information on personal Web
sites again stresses that the Internet is used in suboptimal ways across
all cases. Figure 10.3 demonstrates that in each of the three cases only
minorities of MPs take advantage of the Internet to publish massive
amounts (more than 200 pages) of textual information. Qualitative re-
search reveals that those Web sites with fewer than 100 standard letter-size
pages are likely to provide only passing and anecdotal information on
the political positions and behavior of MPs.

From a qualitative perspective we furthermore have to ask about the
type of information, which is provided on these personal Web sites. Even
large amounts of textual information are no guarantee for the existence of
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politically relevant and accessible information. In Figure 10.4 we report
the result of a content analysis, which studied the type of information
users were directed to using hypertext links.

Figure 10.4 again demonstrates that MPs use their Web sites in subop-
timal ways across all three cases. Most Web sites contain a “welcome page”
with a picture of the MP, a postal address for contacting the member,
and some basic information such as a biography or his or her commit-
tee assignments. Some pages also offer gimmicks such as recipes of the
members’ favorite dish. Regarding political information, press releases
are the most frequent content that can be found on these Web sites almost
across all three cases. Other political information that would be of more
vital interest for constituents such as the policy positions of a member,
his or her public statements, or his or her legislative activities are in spare
supply on these Web sites across all three cases. The predominance of
press releases indicates that the mass media rather than the ordinary
citizen remain the focus for political representatives and that these Web
sites are not being used as a direct channel for political communication.

While the previous data report a suboptimal use of the Internet across
all three parliaments, they also stress differences between the U.S. House
of Representatives on the one hand and the two European national par-
liaments on the other. Most of these differences are in line with the
assumption of models of electronic democracy that pinpoint a secular
American development of democracy: While most U.S. Representatives
established a presence on the World Wide Web, only one third of their
Swedish and German colleagues did so by April 2000. A small minority
of U.S. representatives was using online surveys to poll citizens while in
neither the Riksdag nor the Bundestag could such applications be found
on personal Web sites. A majority of Swedish and German MPs had little
textual information on their Web sites compared to a minority in the U.S.
House of Representatives. The median is illuminating in this respect. It is
133 for the U.S. House of Representatives, 24 for the German Bundestag,
and 1 for the Riksdag.

The American case is also different from its European counterparts
regarding the political relevance of the information that is provided on
personal Web sites. Figure 10.4 demonstrates that more U.S. represen-
tatives publish press releases, public statements, or information about
their legislative behavior than their Swedish and German counterparts.
The only finding that deviates from this pattern concerns the level of
interactivity of personal Web sites. Members of the U.S. House of Repre-
sentatives are not taking advantage of new forms of public interactivity
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on the Internet while at least some of their Swedish and German col-
leagues are experimenting with these opportunities.

ELECTRONIC DEMOCRACY – AN AMERICAN MODEL

OF DEMOCRACY WITH RESERVATIONS

The preceding comparative analysis of the use of personal Web sites in
the U.S. House of Representatives, the Swedish Riksdag, and the German
Bundestag supports the hypothesis that electronic democracy is a secu-
lar American phenomenon. However, it also stresses the fact that many
Swedish and German MPs do take advantage of the Internet. Some
of them even use the Internet in quite far-reaching ways. Our analysis
furthermore demonstrates that many U.S. representatives choose to use
the Internet in suboptimal ways. This evidence contradicts the notion of
any type of deterministic relationship between technology, institutional
context, and political change. It stresses the need to study developments
in electronic democracy from the perspective of social actors in order
to understand the mechanisms that link macrovariables with individ-
ual choices and to explain the promises and limits of new opportunity
structures in telecommunications.

A set of semistandardized interviews with staffers and MPs in these
three parliaments reveals particular institutional features that are per-
ceived as constraining choices regarding the use of computer networks.
Many of the Swedish and German MPs we interviewed voiced outright
opposition to the idea of using Web sites to enhance their communi-
cation with constituents. These members first and foremost emphasize
their general role as a representative of their party who has to implement
the party platform. A Swedish MP denies outrightly any independent role
on his part or the relevance of demands put forward by his constituency:

I see myself in an organization, I am in a party. And the party made
a program [which tells me] what I am supposed to speak [about]
and what I am supposed to propose. So, that is my [ . . . ] guidance
to what I have to decide.

As a consequence of this general orientation, other party elites and party
officials are perceived as natural points of reference in retrieving infor-
mation and in discussing policy issues. When asked whom they contact
to learn about policy concerns back home in the district, Swedish MPs
in particular refer to local party officials and other local organizational
elites rather than to constituents in general. Traditional mass media
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organizations as well as party organizations are being used as the main
channels for disseminating information, while direct communication
with constituents is considered less relevant and less desirable.

The narratives of those members who express this orientation suggest
that the focus on party is a behavioral norm deeply ingrained into the
hearts and souls of MPs in European national parliaments. It is hardly
raised as an issue or perceived as a particular problem. Some members
offer reasons that point to the programmatic closeness among the mem-
bers of a party that minimizes tensions between the individual and his
or her party. A Swedish MP explained when talking about her campaign:

My personal campaign was all based on speaking for the party. If
the people vote for me, they should know that they get a liberal.

This is different in the case of the U.S. House of Representatives. The
members of this legislative institution consider themselves primarily as
a representative of their district rather than their party. When asked about
the goals related to the Web site of his member, a systems administrator
explained:

The goal is always to improve the communication with people in
[the district]. It is really great that people in Washington are making
use of the site as well but they are really not our interest. We are
trying to improve our communication and get information out to
our constituents.

The narratives of American respondents reveal that the decision to take
advantage of the Internet is based upon strategic considerations as well.
In contrast to respondents in Sweden and Germany, they stress electoral
incentives as a reason to take advantage of the Internet as a means for
communication with constituents. Looking back to the early beginnings
of his member’s Web site, a systems administrator explained:

In the beginning we had no real vision. My member represents
a very educated district close to Silicon Valley. There was a fear
that it might hurt him if he is not proving to be up to date with
technological developments.

Many of the respondents also pointed to the legislative structure as a fac-
tor that affects their choices. Some of the Swedish and German members
we interviewed are quite positive about the use of Web sites to communi-
cate with constituents, but argue that they cannot use Web sites because of
a lack of resources. These answers point toward a mechanism that clearly
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communicates macroinstitutional pressures toward party homogeneity
downward to the individual level and thus patterns behavior. Swedish
members are in the most desperate situation in this respect. They lack
their own budget and rely on allowances provided by their party. Most
Swedish members command no more than one third to one quarter of a
staffer. They lack the most basic resources to exploit the potential of the
Internet to communicate with constituents. A Swedish MP who uses a
Web site explains the situation as follows:

Because I was a computer programmer, I was happy to learn how
to design a website. I took a small course from a colleague who is
very into it. He taught me how to use FrontPage, which is not very
difficult. So, I did it myself. I also update it myself. All the news I
put in, I have to do it myself. It takes about one hour every Sunday.

Another Swedish member sets out:

I read [e-mail] personally and I answer them directly. I have no
staff to do this. So, this is more work [ . . . ]. A website is certainly
the thing I’d like to do but what I couldn’t do because of restricted
resources.

German members are more fortunate with a moderate budget that buys
up to three staffers. But even this is no comparison with the situation of
U.S. representatives who command a staff of up to eighteen people and a
budget of about $500,000 per year. Among this staff there is at least one
systems administrator, a press secretary, and several people in charge of
constituency communication who come up with ideas on how to apply
the Internet for the purpose of constituency relations; who design and
update Web sites; and who eventually read, process, and answer incoming
e-mail. The lack of staff and money to communicate with constituents
on the part of European representatives clearly functions as an incentive
to ignore new opportunities for increasing their personal profile and
focusing more on geographic constituencies rather than party.

The American political context is not wholeheartedly biased toward
electronic democracy. Some interviews suggest that this hesitancy of
American representatives in using discussion fora reflects the strong
first amendment tradition of the United States. While in Germany and
Sweden, the principle of freedom of speech is balanced with the principle
of fair speech, in the United States a clear hierarchy of values prevents
any kind of censorship, regardless of content. The rulings of the Supreme
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Court emphasize this tradition in a very persuasive manner. The risks that
come with using public discussion fora can therefore only be controlled
in the American case by not using discussion fora at all. Contrary to this,
in Sweden and Germany, improper contributions to public discussion
fora can be censored on the basis of the principle of fair speech.

The most towering motivation for U.S. representatives to remain on
guard regarding electronic democracy was their sense of being after all
part of a deliberative institution that has to strike a balance between
the representative function and the function of making authoritative
decisions. According to some of the MPs under study this requires the
ability to bargain, to compromise, and to look into the merits of an issue.
The deeply ingrained sense of the need to perform this function appears
to be a major roadblock toward a bolder approach toward electronic
democracy even in the context of American democracy.

While the institutional context in European democracies is less sup-
portive of electronic democracy it does not completely discourage de-
velopments in this direction. Parliaments in modern democracies are
based upon the principle of a division of labor. Individual MPs special-
ize in particular policy fields and function as the spokesperson of their
party in their area of expertise. Some of the respondents refer to these
professional reasons to explain their interest in computer networks as a
medium of communication. A German member who deals with issues
of telecommunications policy in his party explains:7

I deal with issues of media technology in the policy areas of edu-
cation and research. I have the feeling that I have to get first hand
experience of everything that is going on in this field.

These latter examples indicate that institutional context can be ambigu-
ous in its impact on choices in networked communication. While some
features might encourage developments toward electronic democracy
others might work in the opposite way. This observation leads us to
conclude that electronic democracy is an American model with reser-
vations. Compared to the European situation, specific features of the
American institutional context are more supportive of electronic democ-
racy. But, while American democracy creates some roadblocks to elec-
tronic democracy, the European context offers some opportunities too.

7 The following quote was translated by the author.
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Germany: Bollmann.

Fishkin, James S. 1995. The Voice of the People: Public Opinion and Democracy. New Haven:
Yale University Press.

Fühles-Ubach, Simone, and Hans-Peter Neumann. 1998. Zwei Jahre Deutscher
Bundestag im Internet: Konzeptionen, Organisation, Erfahrungen, Resonanz und
Perspektiven. Nachrichten für Dokumentation 4: 205–10.

Grossman, Lawrence K. 1995. The Electronic Republic: Reshaping Democracy in the Infor-
mation Age. New York: Viking.

Hagen, Martin. 1997. Elektronische Demokratie: Computernetzwerke und Politische The-
orie in den USA. Hamburg, Germany: Lit.

. 2000. Digital Democracy and Political Systems. In Kenneth L. Hacker and
Jan van Dijk, eds. Digital Democracy: Issues of Theory and Practice. London:
Sage.

Hague, Barry N, and Brian D. Loader. 1999. Digital Democracy: An Introduction. In
Barry N. Hague and Brian D. Loader, eds. Digital Democracy. Discourse and Decision
Making in the Information Age. London: Routledge.

248



P1: JZZ/KAB P2: JZZ
0521828317c10.xml CY425/Esser 0521828317 May 26, 2004 15:5

Political Communication and Electronic Democracy
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E L E V E N

Political News Journalists

Partisanship, Professionalism, and Political Roles

in Five Countries

Wolfgang Donsbach and Thomas E. Patterson

Most empirical studies of journalists’ thinking and decision-making pro-
cesses have been conducted as case studies of individual countries. They
suffer from a considerable shortcoming insofar as they lack a larger con-
text for assessing the validity of their findings. However, the question of
how significant these findings are can be answered by use of comparative
analyses, which include a range of different countries. The relevance of
international comparative studies is demonstrated, for instance, when
we examine the influence that journalists’ political beliefs exert on their
professional actions. To be sure, case studies of a particular national
context can provide a basis for describing the beliefs of journalists in the
respective country and the impact of these beliefs on the daily work in
newsrooms. Yet, such case studies give no clue as to how much their find-
ings have been influenced by characteristics of the respective media and
political systems. The national context must therefore be eliminated if we
want to get a clear picture of the connection between the political views
of journalists and their professional decisions. This can be achieved by
conducting a systematic comparison of various countries with differing
media systems and political situations. Apart from its cross-national per-
spective, this approach also provides a formidable basis for categorizing
the state of each country on an international scale.

Journalists in Western democratic societies operate under similar le-
gal, political, economic, and cultural conditions. They enjoy formidable
legal protections, have considerable access to those in power, and are
backed by substantial news organizations. They also share a professional
orientation that affects how they see their work. “The height of profes-
sional skill,” says Denis McQuail, “is the exercise of a practical craft, which
delivers the required institutional product, characterized by a high degree
of objectivity, key marks of which are obsessive facticity and neutrality
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of attitude” (1994, 198). Yet, Western journalists operate in societies that
are not identical in their press histories and traditions and in their media
and political structures. These differences can be expected to produce
differences in the way that journalists see and do their jobs.

Generally, studies of journalism fall into two categories both of which
have a different objective with regard to the applicability and validity
of their findings and theories: In this context, scholars can either study
whether descriptions of the field yield universal characteristics of the
profession and its members, and whether universally applicable laws
determining journalists’ professional behavior can be identified by ex-
amining explanatory analyses. Or, scholars can try to define the specific
factors that shape the journalistic profession and influence professional
behavior in different countries, regions, media, and organizations. In-
deed, both approaches are sensible and have been amply explored, but
studies that claim to belong to the first category produce only results of
questionable merit if they have not been replicated in other countries.
To claim generalizability for one’s own findings is not possible until one
has been able to detect the same characteristics and behavioral patterns
in different journalistic cultures.

Studies belonging to the second category, in contrast, fail to fully ac-
complish their own objectives, for example, to trace the characteristics
or the “essence” of journalism in a particular country, as long as they
exclude the option of international comparison. Or to use a more collo-
quial expression: in the case of this kind of study, you never know whether
the glass is half full or half empty. How relevant is it if a study concludes
that in a sample of news journalists x percent agreed with a specific role
conception, or that there is a correlation of y between one’s own opinion
and the news decisions one has made? Basically, the applicability of such
findings is limited because, considered in the absolute, the interpreta-
tion of a particular frequency or intensity within a statistical complex is
almost impossible. This can only be changed by comparing them with
the same parameters of similarly structured samples.

Considering this, one is astonished to find that most studies in jour-
nalism research manage without comparison or replication. The studies
of journalistic roles conducted by Jack McLeod (1964) and his team
constitute an exception to this. Originally, the work of these schol-
ars was theoretically grounded in the sociological concept of profes-
sionalism. As early as the 1960s, they applied the same survey in-
strument to journalists in different countries or stimulated follow-up
surveys. There are, moreover, studies of editorial control that are also
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international in scope, albeit considerably smaller in number (cf. e.g.,
Esser 1998).

Explanatory comparative analyses, however, are virtually nonexistent,
even though the field is of high scientific interest, especially where theo-
ries of news selection are concerned. How much of the explained variance
can be attributed – technically speaking – to general patterns of hu-
man behavior and how much to specific circumstances, is an interesting
question. We can presume that cognitive patterns of information re-
ception and processing in humans (cognitive dissonance, schemas, etc.)
belong to general human features and therefore are probably invariant
factors, whereas professional socialization, professional standards, and
forms of editorial control belong to specific environmental conditions.
This study, for instance, is the first to our knowledge that replicates
Kepplinger’s (1991, 1992) theory of instrumental actualization in an
international context but more comparative research has yet to be car-
ried out.

Our study’s aim, now, is to contribute to the “amounts of explained
variance” in descriptive and explanatory journalism research. It sought
to examine differences and similarities in the way that journalists in
Western democracies do their jobs. Funded by a grant from the Markle
Foundation, our study included Germany, Great Britain, Italy, Sweden,
and the United States as its case studies. They were selected because,
as will be seen, they vary in their press traditions and structures. In
this chapter, we will describe our methodology; present three examples
from our research that illustrate different uses of a comparative survey;
and conclude with some observations about comparative research that
emerged from our study.

SURVEY DESIGN: CROSS-NATIONAL MEDIA

AND DEMOCRACY PROJECT

The five-country project centered on a mail survey of journalists in
Germany, Great Britain, Italy, Sweden, and the United States. The ques-
tionnaire that the journalists of the different countries received was iden-
tical, except in its language (there were English, German, Italian, and
Swedish translations) and in its reference to particular organizations,
such as a country’s political parties and news organizations.

The questionnaire was administered to journalists who were involved
in the daily news process and who worked on news of politics, govern-
ment, and current affairs (including, e.g., coverage of the environment,
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labor, and business). Journalists who were not involved in the production
of daily news were excluded from the survey. For example, journalists who
produced television news documentaries or who worked for weekly news
magazines were not sampled. Also excluded were daily journalists who
concentrated, for example, on sports, travel, fashion, and entertainment.

In terms of the study, a journalist was defined as a person who makes
decisions directly affecting news content. The category thus includes both
reporters and editors. In some news organizations, other roles, such as
that of owner or newsroom manager, were also included in the category.
As a consequence, the sole criterion for inclusion in the sample was
whether a journalist participated in daily news decisions about politics
and public affairs.

Each country’s sample was stratified. The stratification occurred on
two levels. Medium of communication was one of them. In each country,
50 percent of those sampled were newspaper journalists and 50 percent
were broadcast journalists. The broadcast journalists were weighted to-
ward television: in each country, seven of every ten broadcast journalists
surveyed worked in television and three of ten worked in radio. The
sample was also stratified 50/50 on a national–local basis. Although any
such classification is somewhat arbitrary, distinctions can be made. In
the United States, for example, CBS News and The New York Times are
widely regarded as nationally significant news organizations, whereas
WIXT (a television station in Syracuse, New York) and the Sioux Falls
Argus-Leader (a newspaper in South Dakota) are considered locally or
regionally important news organizations.

The procedure for random selection varied, depending on the avail-
able information. In the case of Italy, the sample was drawn from the
membership list of the National Union of Journalists to which all Italian
journalists belong. Each of the Italian journalists sampled was contacted
directly by mail. Because there is no national roster of journalists in
the other four countries, the samples were obtained through random
selections made from organizational rosters in some instances and by
news editors in others. For example, the British sample included fifteen
journalists from the (London) Daily Telegraph, a national newspaper,
and one journalist from the Kent Evening Post, a local paper. To select
the fifteen Daily Telegraph journalists, we obtained from the Telegraph
a complete roster of its journalists and randomly selected fifteen indi-
viduals from the list who were then contacted directly by mail. In the
case of the Kent Evening Post, we wrote to the news editor, who was pro-
vided instructions on how to randomly select a journalist to whom the
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questionnaire was to be given. The name and address of the Post’s news
editor was obtained from Benn’s Media Directory, a standard reference
book on the British media. The selection process in the United States,
Sweden, and Germany was the same as that for Great Britain, although
the proportion of journalists who were contacted directly and through
news editors varied slightly in each case.

The survey included an original mailing and a follow-up. In each
country, 600 journalists were contacted. The surveys were done sequen-
tially in the 1991–3 period, beginning with the United States and con-
cluding with Italy. The response rates in the five countries varied from
51 percent (303 replies) for Germany to 36 percent (216 respondents)
for Great Britain. The response rates for the United States, Sweden, and
Italy respectively were 46 percent (278 respondents), 45 percent (272
respondents), and 49 percent (292 respondents).

The questionnaire was sweeping in its scope. Among the areas it ex-
plored were the nature of news organizations; the structures and norms
of news processes; journalists’ perceptions of public opinion and groups;
the factors that play a role in news decisions; journalists’ attitudes to-
ward press law and policy; journalists’ conceptions of objectivity; jour-
nalists’ social, economic, and educational backgrounds; how journalists
allocate their time and attention across various news tasks; journalists’
relationship with political officials; and journalists’ partisan and political
views.

In the sections that follow, we will discuss some of our findings for
the purpose of indicating the power of a comparative design.

CASE 1: JOURNALISTS AS POLITICAL ACTORS

The long-term trend in news organizations has been toward increasing
political independence. As McQuail notes, the “party newspaper has lost
ground to commercial press forms, both as an idea and as a viable busi-
ness enterprise” (McQuail 1994, 15). Nevertheless, vestiges of the old-
time partisan press remain, particularly in European newspaper systems
(Donsbach 1983; Köcher 1986; McQuail 1994, 15). Nor are broadcast or-
ganizations completely outside the fray of partisan politics. In Germany,
Italy, France, and some other European countries, broadcasting has at
times been structured in ways that allow parties or governments to af-
fect news content (McQuail 1994, 172). Finally, allegations of a “hidden”
bias among journalists have surfaced in nearly every Western democracy.
Journalists have been described as social critics whose personal beliefs,
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which are more likely to be liberal than conservative, color their reporting
(Schulman 1982).

Through our comparative design, we sought to assess the level of
partisanship in Western news systems and how it varied across types
of news organizations. We used a standard measure – a seven-point
Left-Right scale – to assess journalists’ political leanings. We found, as
Schulman (1982) suggested, that journalists identify more with the Left
than with the Right, although not to the same extent in all countries.
Italian journalists with a mean score of 3.01 were the most liberal group.
British and Swedish journalists with average scores of 3.46 and 3.45
respectively were the least liberal.

One way that journalists could promote their partisan values is to
seek a position with a news organization that subscribes to the same
values. However, the opportunities for such employment vary substan-
tially (Patterson and Donsbach 1993; Curtice 1997; Donsbach 1999a).
The United States provides few opportunities in any area. The British
national newspaper system provides numerous opportunities for right-
of-center journalists but relatively few for those on the Left. The Guardian
and the Mirror are among the few national newspapers on the political
left, while the Daily Telegraph, The Times, Daily Mail, Sun, Express, or
Star are among the many on the Right. (After our study was completed,
some of these papers changed their editorial stance and supported Tony
Blair’s New Labour Party in the 1997 and 2001 British general elections.)
In contrast to Great Britain, Il Giornale is one of the few right-of-center
national papers in Italy; most of the other national dailies have a lib-
eral bias. Germany and Sweden are more evenly balanced in the Left-
Right distribution of their national newspapers; in both countries, there
are several major news organizations on each side of the political spec-
trum. In general, broadcast organizations and local newspapers provide
less opportunity for partisan journalism, although some opportunity
does exist.

These differences in partisan opportunities were associated with jour-
nalists’ organizational affiliations. As Table 11.1 indicates, there was vir-
tually no correlation between U.S. journalists’ political beliefs and their
perception (measured on seven-point Left-Right scales) of the edito-
rial position of the news organization for which they worked. In the
European news systems, there was a closer connection between jour-
nalists’ partisanship and that of their own news organization. The cor-
relation (Pearson’s r) was particularly strong among Italian (.47) and
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Table 11.1 The Correlation (Pearson’s r) Between Journalists’ Partisan
Beliefs and Their Perception of the Partisan Editorial Position of the
News Organization in Which They Work

United United
States Kingdom Germany Italy Sweden

All Respondents .03 .03 .13∗ .20∗∗ .10
National Newspaper Journalists .03 .24∗ .54∗∗ .47∗∗ .23∗

National Broadcast Journalists .03 −.31∗ −.03 .23∗ −.15
Local Newspaper Journalists .09 .03 .16 .11 −.01
Local Broadcast Journalists −.11 −.28∗ −.03 −.17 .03

∗p < .05; ∗∗<.001

German (.54) journalists who worked for the leading national papers
but was also relatively high among their British (.24) and Swedish (.23)
counterparts. When local newspapers in Europe were considered, the
correlations were positive in direction (except for Sweden) but much
weaker than at the national level. In the case of European broadcast-
ing, on the other hand, there was a significant positive correlation only
among Italian national broadcasters. It would appear that, unless jour-
nalists work in an arena where news organizations are overtly partisan,
their partisanship is a small factor in determining the job they hold.

Partisanship in the media, however, is not merely a question of the
news organizations within which journalists work. In the final analysis,
the issue of journalists’ partisanship is a question of whether it affects
their news decisions. If, as news professionals, they make their choices
almost entirely in the context of prescribed journalistic norms and prac-
tices, their partisan beliefs are largely immaterial. Content analysis has
been the primary method for examining this issue. This method, how-
ever, is limited in its ability to isolate and identify bias. It is exceedingly
difficult to determine, for example, whether negative or positive coverage
of a politician or issue is a result of partisan bias, the nature of events, or
other factors. The problem of inference is magnified when country-to-
country differences are at issue because the watchdog role is emphasized
more heavily in some news systems than it is in others.

Accordingly, we developed a quasi-experimental survey method for
measuring bias that exploits the fact that journalists are accustomed to
making news decisions on the basis of event descriptions. Respondents
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were presented textual descriptions of four situations and asked to make
six news decisions (a headline decision, a newsworthiness decision, and
four visual-item decisions) about each of them (thus making a total
of twenty-four decisions). The situations were developed from actual
news stories and were identical in each of the five questionnaires except
for references to country-specific institutions. The following example
(British version) involving the issue of industrial pollution is one of the
four situations contained in the survey (the other three situations dealt
with taxes, prisons, and Third World debt obligations):

Situation: Broad government regulations aimed at eliminating
thousands of tons of air pollutants at chemical plants each year
were put into effect today. The regulations, developed under au-
thority of environmental protection laws, were put into effect de-
spite company arguments that the cost of plant modifications to
meet the new standards could cripple the industry.

A chemical industry spokesperson contended that the rules could
cost more than £50 million over the next decade, although envi-
ronmental officials have estimated the cost to be much lower. The
chemical industry has also asserted that the new rules would have
little effect because companies are already removing more than
90 percent of the pollutants at issue.

Newsworthiness: How would you rate this situation in terms of its
newsworthiness?

LOW HIGH

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Heading: How would you rate the following as a possible heading
for a news story based on the situation?

“Chemical Industry Predicts High Cost and Little Effect from New
Regulations”

UNACCEPTABLE ACCEPTABLE

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Visual: Suppose an editor asked you to select a visual to accompany
a story based on the situation. If the following visuals were available
to you, what would be your preference among them? Please rank
them from 1 (first preference) to 4 (last preference).
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Rank:
a photo showing dark smoke emerging from a plant’s smoke

stacks
a photo of the chemical industry spokesperson at the press

conference called to protest the new regulations
a graph that shows the decline in air pollution over the last

ten years
a graph showing the projected improvement in air quality as

a result of the new regulations

As in this case, each situation dealt with an issue that is a source of partisan
conflict. In addition, seventeen of the twenty-four news decisions were
purposely framed in a way that favored a partisan view (the other seven
were purposely neutral in tone). For example, the proposed headline in
the pollution situation (“Chemical Industry Predicts High Cost and Little
Effect from New Regulations”) was presumed to have a right-of-center
bias because it conveyed the chemical industry’s view of the situation
rather than the regulatory agency’s perspective. On the other hand, the
last of the visual options (“a graph showing the projected improvement
in air quality as a result of the new regulations”) highlighted the expected
benefits of the new regulations and hence was assumed to reflect a left-
of-center and proenvironmental protection bias.

In developing the survey’s four news situations, we aimed to con-
struct decision options where the partisan bias was subtle. We sought
to create plausible options that the respondents might actually face in
the newsroom rather than blatantly partisan options that a professional
journalist would reject out of hand. In this way, if the respondents ex-
pressed a preference for options that were slanted toward their point
of view, we could reasonably infer that partisanship had influenced the
decision.

We correlated journalists’ decisions with their partisanship as mea-
sured by our Left-Right scale (see previous). Because of the small size
of the samples (the average n is about 250 respondents), we examined
the significance of the aggregate distribution of decisions. Each of the
seventeen news decisions can be compared to the toss of the coin. If
the relationship between partisanship and news decisions is random, a
single test is as likely to yield a negative correlation as a positive one.
On the other hand, if partisanship affects news decisions, a single test
is more likely to yield a positive correlation and most of the seventeen
decisions will be positive in direction. The probability of a particular
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outcome (Prob) where the assumed likelihood of a positive or nega-
tive correlation is equal can be determined by the binomial probability
formula (Weinberg and Goldberg 1990, 187):

Prob = (n!/(k!)(n−k)!)pkqn−k

where: p = probability of positive correlation = 1/2
q = probability of negative correlation = 1/2
n = number of tests = 17
k = number of successes (positive correlations)

n−k = number of failures (negative correlations)

When the probabilities for all possible outcomes (zero positive corre-
lations through seventeen positive correlations) are determined, a bi-
nomial probability distribution for seventeen tests can be constructed.
Statistically, if twelve or more of the seventeen tests are positive, the
chance probability of the outcome is about .05. If fourteen or more are
positive, the chance probability is about .01. And if fifteen or more are
positive, the chance probability is about .001.

In all five countries, journalists’ partisanship was significantly related
(p < .01) to their news decisions. The individual correlations (Pearson’s
r) were not particularly large, however. The average positive correlation
using the Left-Right scales was highest for Germany (.16) and nearly
as high for Italy (.13) and Britain (.12); it was lowest for the United
States (.09) and Sweden (.05). The correlations suggest that the hues of
journalists’ partisanship tend to shade the news rather than coloring it
deeply and that the degree of shading is affected by the news culture
in the respective country. Herbert Gans’s conclusion (1979) that most
journalists hold “progressive” but “safe” views is a reasonably precise
summary of the findings of the five-country survey.

CASE 2: JOURNALISTS AS NEWS PROFESSIONALS

As in the previous example, comparative research is usually intended
to explore similarities and differences between each case in the study.
But it can also be used to illuminate a particular case. Through compar-
isons with the other cases, the exceptionalism of a particular case can
be confirmed or disconfirmed. We sought to do this in the case of U.S.
journalists.

Unlike European democracies, which developed in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, American democracy dates back to the eighteenth
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century when liberty rather than equality was the dominant ideal. As a
result of this historical background, U.S. journalists are thought to have a
heightened sense of their rights. The American press also changed more
quickly and completely from a partisan orientation to a commercial one
(Schudson 1978). The news became a full-blown business with profits
outweighing politics in the minds of most publishers (Schiller 1981). This
development culminated in the development of a distinctive objective
style of reporting that centered on “facts” and was “balanced” in the sense
that it fairly presented both sides of partisan debate (Peterson 1956). As
a consequence, new professional roles were created: the reporter who is
sent out to get the news, and the editor who is responsible for the quality
of what is finally printed. And “quality” meant not only factual accuracy
but also balance and fairness to those who were covered in the news. The
journalist became mainly a broker of relevant information.

These tendencies were not uniquely American, but they may run more
deeply among U.S. journalists. Consider briefly the contrasting history
of German journalism. From its beginning the German press was dom-
inated by a strong belief in the superiority of opinion over news. Influ-
ential journalists, such as Joseph Goerres of Der Rheinische Merkur, pro-
moted press freedom on the idea that journalists collectively would reflect
public sentiment (Baumert 1928). The opinionated editor and commen-
tator became the epitome of the journalistic profession (Engelsing 1966).
German journalism was influenced by the continental ideology that ob-
jective or even neutral accounts of reality are not possible (Janowitz
1975). Unlike the liberal consensus in America, European philosophy
claimed that an individual’s Weltanschauung would always determine
his or her interpretation of reality, which hindered the emergence of
the type of objectivity that typified American journalism (Rothman
1979). Studies indicate that German journalists see themselves chiefly
as social analysts and critics who seek to present a well-reasoned in-
terpretation of political reality (Köcher 1986; Donsbach 1999b). To the
German journalist, objectivity is seen less as an issue of impartiality than
as a question of getting to the “hard facts” underlying partisan debate.
Although American journalists would describe this type of reporting as
“subjective,” German journalists would defend it as more “realistic” and
in this sense more “objective” than the American style.

Journalists in the British, Swedish, and Italian news systems employ
interpretive styles that rest between the American and German styles.
The Swedish style, for example, combines the interpretive qualities of
the German model with the less partisan tone of the American model.
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The surveys indicate that American journalists are, indeed, a relatively
distinctive group. They are the most aggressive fighters for a free press.
We collapsed our respondents’ opinions on six different issues concern-
ing freedom of the press into a single index. The six questions concerned
free access to any government documents; disagreement with legal con-
sequences in cases where a journalist breaks confidentiality promised to
a news source; the right to protect sources in the courtroom; difficulty for
libel suits by public officials; disagreement with a private citizen’s right
to reply when he or she has been falsely criticized; and disagreement
with the government’s right to stop publications in cases of national
security. United States respondents supported these rights to a much
greater extent than their colleagues in the other countries, particularly
in Italy.

However, a stereotype that seems weak in the light of the empirical
data is the notion that U.S. journalists are usually attuned to commercial
considerations. We compiled four different questions on this issue into a
single index: the importance of leading competitors as guidance for news
decisions; the frequency with which news the respondent has prepared
is changed to increase audience interest; limitation of his or her work
by the necessity for capturing the audience’s attention; and whether it is
typical of the respondent’s work to seek audience attention rather than to
inform the audience. United States journalists were in the middle range
of this index of “competition and commercialization.”

But U.S. journalists were the most distinctive in the material they
used for their news stories. The survey included a question that asked
respondents to think about the most recent news story on which they
had worked and to indicate the sources that were used, such as eye-
witness observation, person-in-the-street interviews, wire service ma-
terial, archives, and so on. This question was not intended to measure
individual-level behavior; we made no assumption that a journalist’s
most recent story was typical of his or her work. The question was de-
signed instead to uncover patterns that typify news systems. Are jour-
nalists in one system more likely than those in another to rely, say, on
person-in-the-street interviews or wire service copy? The U.S. journalists
relied far more heavily on personal initiative (e.g., obtaining interviews
with newsmakers and people in the street) in covering stories than did
their international colleagues, who relied more heavily on other-initiated
material (e.g., wire service copy).

United States journalists are also rather distinctive in their sharp
separation of the work of the reporter, the editor, and the editorial
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Figure 11.1 Job Motivation of Journalists. Note: Question: “How important is
each of the following aspects for your work as a journalist?” (very, quite,
slightly, not at all)

commentator. We asked our respondents how much time they spend
with several professional activities, some of which described the roles
of the reporter (“preparing reports based on personal observation and
investigation”), the editor (“making content decisions about news other
journalists produce”), and the commentator (“writing editorial com-
mentary”). For reasons of cross-national comparison we avoided the
labeling of these roles with terms that might have a different meaning in
the five countries. A simple cross tabulation of the three roles showed to
what extent in each of the countries the same person exercises different
professional roles. United States journalists showed the highest degree
of role segregation. Only one in four indicated exerting at the same
time reporter and editor functions, only one in ten indicated combin-
ing reporter and editor roles, and almost nobody combines editing and
commentary. In all of these cases the German journalists scored highest.
Three in four indicate that they spend a lot of time on covering events
and at least some time on writing commentaries, often on the very same
event.

In all countries journalists were motivated primarily by the task of
gathering and disseminating information about current public develop-
ments. But they differed in the degree to which they claimed an interest in
influencing politics. United States journalists ranked near the top on this
indicator, which contradicted what we had otherwise found. However,
another survey item puts the finding into perspective (see Figure 11.1).
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United States journalists ranked the lowest (21 percent) in terms of the
importance to them of “champion[ing] particular values and ideas.”
Their German (71 percent) and Italian (74 percent) colleagues ranked the
highest. It was the means of influence that separated the Americans from
the Europeans. Simplifying our data one might say that U.S. journalists
primarily want to affect politics and the public through information (al-
most 100 percent say that it is very or quite important for them to impart
information to others) and not through advocating their subjective ideas,
values, and beliefs in news writing.

To sum up, our look at U.S. journalists from a cross-national per-
spective shows them as a relatively peculiar breed within the profession.
They are aggressive defenders of press freedom, sometimes at the expense
of the rights of those covered in the news. They have by far the high-
est degree of division of labor between different journalistic tasks, and
they face the strongest editorial control for the sake of factual accuracy
and balance. Although they like political influence, they do not pursue
this goal by championing their subjective values and beliefs – as do their
German and Italian colleagues – but by digging out relevant information
through their own research.

CASE 3: POLITICAL ROLES AND NEWS SYSTEMS

Although our study focused on journalists, we were also interested in
identifying differences in news systems. The news organizations and
professionals within a country can be said to constitute a news system
(Seymour-Ure 1974). Such systems could be expected to vary in impor-
tant ways.

We sought, for example, to distinguish news systems by the empha-
sis placed on certain functions, such as the oversight of public officials.
Bernard Cohen (1963) was one of the first scholars to devise a typology
of journalists’ roles; he separated the “neutral” role from the “partici-
pant” role. Johnstone et al. (1976) applied this typology in one of the first
surveys ever of American journalists. A decade later, based on their sur-
vey of U.S. journalists, Weaver and Wilhoit (1986) proposed a three-role
typology: the “interpreter,” “disseminator,” and “adversary” roles. In a
Swedish study, Fjaestad and Holmlov (1977) identified the “watchdog”
and “educator” roles as the dominant orientations of Sweden’s journal-
ists. In a comparative study, Köcher (1986) described British journalists
as “bloodhounds” and used the term “missionaries” to identify German
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journalists. Other analysts have proposed other roles, including that of
“gatekeeper” and “advocate” (Janowitz 1975).

Although these typologies are suggestive, they are not overly helpful in
a comparative context. All roles found in one Western system are found in
varying degrees in all other Western systems. Typologies based on fixed
descriptive categories, such as Weaver and Wilhoit’s, cannot describe
these variations. Those typologies that are based on a continuum (e.g.,
Cohen’s neutral-participant dimension) could be employed, but each is
based on a single dimension only. Our five-country survey suggests that
two dimensions must be used to adequately describe the cross-national
variation in journalists’ roles.

One of these dimensions is a passive-active dimension and the other
is a neutral-advocate dimension. The first is based on the journalist’s
autonomy as a political actor. The passive journalist is one who acts as
the instrument of actors outside the news system, such as government
officials, party leaders, interest group advocates, or others. The key point
is that the journalist takes his or her cues from these actors, rather than
operating independently. In contrast, the active journalist is one who
is more fully a participant in his or her own right, actively shaping,
interpreting, or investigating political subjects.

The second dimension is based on the journalist’s positioning as a
political actor. The neutral journalist is one who does not take sides in
political debate, except for a preference for good (clean, honest) govern-
ment as opposed to bad (corrupt, incompetent) government. The key
point about the neutral journalist is that he or she does not routinely
and consistently take sides in partisan or policy disputes. In contrast, the
advocate journalist takes sides and does so in a consistent, substantial,
and aggressive way. These sides do not have to be those of the opposing
political parties. The journalist could act, for example, as an advocate of
a particular ideology or group.

The two dimensions are largely independent. There was virtually no
correlation (r = .01) between our passive-active and neutral-advocate
indices (each was created from four separate survey questions). Although
it might be assumed that an advocate role conception would be associ-
ated with an active role conception, the absence of a relationship is, by
itself, a justification for the use of a two-dimensional rather than one-
dimensional framework.

Each of the dimensions is, in practice, a continuum, but it is instructive
to temporarily regard each dimension as having two discrete categories –
passive or active, neutral or advocate. When viewed this way, there are
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Figure 11.2 Role Positions of Journalists in Five Countries. Note: The
active-passive scale is based on five survey items indicating to what degree
the journalists hold a critical, adversarial position or a supportive,
mediating position toward political leaders. The advocate-neutral scale
consists of five items indicating to what degree the journalists prefer an
advocacy or a detached type of reporting. Positions are based on deviances
for each country’s journalists from the grand mean for all five countries.

four combinations, and they encompass nearly all of the role conceptions
and metaphors found commonly in the scholarly and popular literature
on the news media:

Passive-Neutral: neutral reporter, mirror, common carrier, dissem-
inator, broker, messenger
Passive-Advocate: hack reporter, partisan press
Active-Neutral: critic, adversary, watchdog, Fourth Estate, progres-
sive reporter
Active-Advocate: ideologue, missionary, interpreter

Although this typing capacity is another indicator of the utility of our
two-dimensional framework, a more critical test is whether it has the ca-
pacity to describe a variety of news systems. Figure 11.2 shows where the
journalists from the five countries are positioned in the two-dimensional
space. They are positioned by their mean scores on the passive-active and
neutral-advocate indices. It will be noted that British print and broad-
cast journalists are located at different points, an indication that their
journalistic cultures differ substantially. And in fact, the partisan-tinged
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world of British newspapers is different from the air of neutrality that
pervades British broadcasting. Sweden is another country where the news
cultures of print and broadcast journalists are measurably different.

In the three other countries – the United States, Germany, and Italy –
the differences in the mean scores of the print and broadcast journalists
are so small as to be insignificant. Journalists in these countries work
through different mediums, but they have a shared conception of news.
In other words, they have a common journalistic culture.

It is important to keep in mind, of course, that these cross-national
differences describe news systems that also have much in common, in-
cluding their primary task: the gathering and dissemination of the latest
information about current events. It is probably fair to say that Western
news systems are more alike than different, although their differences
are important and consequential.

LESSONS LEARNED

The power inherent in a comparative design is evident in these examples.
The chronic problem of a single-country study is that of a weak context
in which to assess the results. They are much richer in a comparative
study because it provides bases for comparison and thus for judging
the significance of a particular tendency or relationship. For example,
when partisanship in the news is examined simultaneously through the
lens of five countries, additional leverage is gained beyond even what five
separate studies could provide. We understand the impact of partisanship
more fully by being able to examine it across news systems that differ in
their media and political structures. We also understand each separate
case better because of the ability to see it through precisely the same lens
as the other cases. For example, as Case 2 illustrated, we have a much
clearer picture of the professional culture of U.S. journalism through
comparison with those of four other countries.

A comparative survey, however, places unusual demands on the re-
searcher. Not only must the survey instrument be a precise one – which
is always the case – but it must also be exact in terms of its applicability
to each case. Anyone undertaking such a survey should not underes-
timate the time and effort required to ensure that questions asked of
journalists in separate countries are identical in their meaning. If this
goal is not accomplished, the researcher is at the mercy of measurement
error. Are observed differences real ones or are they methodological
artifacts? The survey researcher gets some protection from the fact that,
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when numerous questions are asked, a faulty question will stand out
because the responses it yielded are markedly inconsistent with other
distributions. Nonetheless, the burden on survey research is greater in a
comparative study than in a single-country study.

For this reason, a comparative survey requires a substantial initial
investment of time. It took us roughly a year to develop our question-
naire. As a first step, the two authors conducted in-depth interviews
with a dozen U.S. and foreign correspondents in Washington, DC to
explore the various theoretical dimensions of the study. Original drafts
of the questionnaire were then prepared by the principal authors and
were reviewed by scholars in the countries where the survey would be
conducted. English-language versions of the country-specific question-
naires were then pilot tested. The U.S. version was tested on American
journalists while the other versions were tested on foreign correspon-
dents working in the United States. Final versions of the questionnaires
were then developed and translated. A double system of translation was
employed. After the questionnaire was translated into another language,
it was reverse translated to determine its fidelity to the original. Alto-
gether, the survey progressed through nearly two-dozen drafts before
the final version was settled upon. Anything less than this type of effort
would have subjected our study to substantial errors of inference. There
is no doubt we made some errors of this type anyway. But they did not
occur because of hasty execution of the survey.

Although we were careful, we were not tentative. We took advantage
of the fact that journalists are an elite population and could handle a
complex survey, which enabled us to treat it as a flexible instrument.
It would have been enormously expensive for us to conduct a content
analysis of news outputs in five countries of local and national broadcast
and newspaper outlets. Our quasi-experimental news decision questions
allowed us through survey research to address issues that normally would
have required a content analysis component.

The study also indicates that a survey of this type can be a means
of obtaining system-level measurements. For some of our questions, we
used our survey respondents as “expert judges.” Although this chapter
does not provide an example, we had our respondents assess, for exam-
ple, the Left-Right positioning of major news organizations within each
country.

Finally, our study indicates that comparative surveys of journalists do
not require large foundation grants. Although we had some financial
support, the fact that we were able to employ a mail survey kept the costs
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to a modest level. Journalists are accustomed to working with pen and
paper and thus suitable subjects for a mail survey.

Throughout the study, we benefited from the built-in stimulation that
comparative research provides. When cross-national variation is found,
the analyst’s curiosity is immediately triggered. Why the differences?
Many of the questions in our survey provoked from us this type of re-
sponse. The pattern we found was either different from what we had
expected or the variation was substantially greater or less than we had
expected. In every case, the finding launched us on a search for explana-
tion, which, after all, is what inspires all of us in the research community
to do what we do.
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T W E LV E

Political Communication Messages

Pictures of Our World on Television News

Patrick Rössler

Television news is an excellent means of comparing political communica-
tion across countries. News programs are part of almost every television
system in the world. They are usually broadcast at prime time and au-
diences consistently rate them as the most important of all available
information programs (Straubhaar et al. 1992; Hajok and Schorb 1998).
Television news provides “survival-relevant information about novel
events” (Newhagen and Levy 1998, 10). It also influences political orien-
tation, informs opinion building, and serves as a control mechanism of
state power. In the pluralist societies of the western world, television news
exerts a strong influence on the very nature of political communication
(Kamps 1999, 141).

According to Schaap et al. (1998) the research literature on television
news can be organized according to the fields of mass communication,
with a focus on journalist working routines (Esser 1998), audience recep-
tion and the effects of television news at the individual level (Jensen 1998;
Zillmann et al. 1998), and public opinion formation at the societal level.
Thus, Iyengar and Kinder note for the United States: “television news
obviously possesses the potential to shape American public opinion pro-
foundly” (Iyengar and Kinder 1987, 1). This chapter will elaborate on a
fourth approach to examining television news: the content and structure
of television news (Bonfadelli 2000, 33–6). In a comparative empirical
study, we have analyzed news programs from different countries ac-
cording to three main categories of content and structure: news geogra-
phy, issue/actor representation, and topical integration.
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TELEVISION NEWS CONTENT AND STRUCTURES:

EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE FROM SELECTED STUDIES

Comparing media content in different languages is a demanding task
that raises fundamental methodological questions. This is particularly
the case when languages other than English (as a lingua franca) or the
researcher’s own are involved. Distributing fieldwork to in-country teams
may reduce difficulties concerning the collection of raw material and
coder training, but it causes huge problems with coding reliability (Lauf
and Peter 2001). This may be the reason why international comparisons
of news coverage are rare, and why those that do exist tend to focus
on print news material, such as newspapers and magazines, rather than
on broadcast news (Stevenson 1985). Comparative research on television
news across countries and cultures is currently limited to a handful of
empirical studies.

The Foreign Images Project is a landmark study in the field that was
conducted by a group of researchers organized by the International Asso-
ciation for Media and Communication Research (Sreberny-Mohammadi
et al. 1985) and supported by the United Nations Educational, Scientific,
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). This study explored the extent
to which different regions and continents appeared within the foreign
news reporting of countries (see the News Geography section). Using
both qualitative and quantitative methods, it assessed news in print and
audiovisual media from twenty-nine countries for a fictitious and an ac-
tual week in 1979. National teams of coders in thirteen countries shared
a coding manual; native speakers living in the United States completed
the coding for sixteen further countries (Sreberny-Mohammadi et al.
1985, 14–15).

Unlike the Foreign Images Project, the studies by Cohen et al. (1990),
Straubhaar et al. (1992), and Cooper Chen (1989) included all coverage
and not just foreign news in their samples. Cohen, Adoni, and Bantz
(1990) were interested in the amount of conflict represented in the news
in five industrialized nations. Their analysis of news programs in 1980
and 1984 revealed that there was more conflict in British and Israeli tele-
vision news than in German, South African, and U.S. news. Their study
also showed that foreign news was generally more conflict oriented than
domestic news (Cohen et al. 1990, 156). Straubhaar et al. (1992) used
translated transcripts to compare the structure of news in China, Ger-
many, India, Italy, Japan, Colombia, the Soviet Union, and the United

272



P1: KaF
0521828317c12.xml CY425/Esser 0521828317 May 26, 2004 17:4

Political Communication Messages

States. Contrary to their expectations, there was a strong correspon-
dence of the conceptualization, format, and issues in television news in
all countries, whether emanating from industrialized, socialist, or devel-
oping societies. These results are supported by Cooper Chen (1989), who
studied the main news programs in the United States, Japan, Sri Lanka,
Jamaica, and Colombia but used a rather limited sample of twenty-three
news shows for analysis.

A study by Heinderyckx (1993) of television news from seventeen
programs in eight West European countries analyzed four weeks of cov-
erage in the winter of 1991. He found that news in all countries exhibited
great conformity (Heinderyckx 1993, 448), due to its common emphasis
on political issues and the relative balance between national and inter-
national coverage. He attributed differences in coverage to a German
or Roman news culture, which he based on both formal criteria (pro-
gram duration, item number, and length and presentation) and content
criteria (issue selection and personalization).

A study by Meckel (1996) comparing news formats of national
(German ARD, BBC, French TF2) and international (Arte, CNN,
Euronews, ITN) broadcasts, encompassing formal, topical, and geo-
graphic aspects of coverage, found that news programs in all countries
are structured similarly and make use of a limited set of visual features
(Meckel 1996, 198–9).

The Foreign News Study was conducted by some of the scholars in-
volved in the initial UNESCO project (Stevenson, 2003). In response to
the renewed discussion of international news flows, the group used a
modified code scheme for the analysis of two newspapers and the main
television news program in each of the thirty-eight participating coun-
tries. However, as with the original study, this project only considered
international coverage, leaving out the domestic news. The analysis re-
vealed the profile of news values guiding the selection of foreign news in
the countries under study (Hagen et al. 1998; Wu 2000; Stevenson, 2003).

The brief overview of comparative research into television news allows
us to identify three crucial fields of interest in the study of information
coverage:

News geography: evidence of how, where, and how intensively topics
concerning a certain country are covered

Country-specific representation of issues and actors
Issue diversity or issue convergence in and across different countries
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News Geography
The UNESCO study was the first to introduce into the debate about

a “new world information order” the way in which countries are por-
trayed in the foreign news of other countries (Sreberny-Mohammadi
1991). A basic and unsurprising characteristic of almost all television
news is its orientation toward the territory (city, region, or country)
where it is distributed. Information offered by the media concentrates
on developments in the broadcaster’s local (home) region, thereby
fulfilling one of media’s basic informational functions (see Stevenson
and Cole 1984, 37). This orientation of media as overwhelmingly
“local” corresponds with observations made within international au-
dience research, in which television viewers unanimously emphasized
the difference between here and there as an important dimension of
television news (Jensen 1998, 165). Schulz (1983, 283) found a pat-
tern that he called “universal regionalism”: No matter where a pro-
gram was distributed, the home (local) region always played the most
important role in news coverage. This result has regularly been con-
firmed by studies in single countries (for an overview see Kamps 1999,
278).

In a study done in Germany, purely domestic news amounted to
about 50 percent of coverage for the ARD, ZDF, and RTL in the mid-
1990s (Kamps 1999, 284). Similar results were reported by Heinderyckx
(1993, 431, 440) for different European news programs, with Italian
RAI 1 coming out on top, broadcasting 69 percent domestic news.
Compared internationally, the share of domestic news varies markedly,
from Belarus (38 percent) and Mexico (45 percent) to more Western-
oriented countries with more than two thirds of coverage (United
States: 72 percent; Israel: 73 percent; Italy: 79 percent; see Jensen 1998,
201). Even for explicitly internationally oriented channels such as CNN
or ITN, a high portion of coverage deals with the locality, although
the percentages do not reach the level of domestic channels (Meckel
1996, 202–3).

Of course, national news programs also include coverage of foreign
and international events. Such coverage varies insofar as it focuses on
different countries. The term communication magnetism reflects the ex-
tent to which events in one country are reported on by another country.
“Some nations cover each other, regularly reporting on the events in the
other country; these nations attract each other in their coverage, while
other nations are ignored” (Kamps 1999, 111 [translated by the author]).
In German and Anglo-American news programs, France, Great Britain,
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and the remaining G7-countries play the most important role (apart
from Germany and the United States), while other European Union
(EU) countries or even nations with the same language (Austria and
Switzerland, in the case of Germany) seldom appear.

As a result, four different types of countries were identified (Kamps
1999, 241–2):

(1) News Centers: countries that are consistently presented in coverage
(usually the United States and the broadcasting country itself)

(2) News Neighbours: countries that are frequently included in cover-
age (e.g., the G7 countries or political organizations)

(3) Topical News Neighbors: countries that are covered mainly be-
cause they are central to ongoing political issues and themes (e.g.,
Bosnia, China, or Iraq)

(4) News Periphery: countries that make news only arbitrarily or very
occasionally (in the case of natural disasters or accidents)

This typology reflects a consistent pattern of news construction, in which
pure geographical proximity is not the dominant factor per se in news
selection. Centrality is a relational factor: Apart from the United States
as an international news center, the respective broadcasting country is a
second center that is connected to a distinct set of news neighbors. Topical
news neighbors and the news periphery do not vary greatly between
broadcasters located in the same region, because coverage of these groups
is mostly event driven.

It is a tradition in the television news business that most coverage
is related to the country of broadcast, even if the developments re-
ported on occur in other countries. Gans (1979, 38) described this phe-
nomenon in the American media as the domestication of international
news: “As in most other countries, American foreign news is ultimately
only a variation on domestic themes.” Events that take place in a faraway
nation are “made” part of the domestic issue agenda by pointing out
similarities with events at home, by focusing on nationals affected, or
by emphasizing the relevance of the event for domestic affairs. In the
United States, for instance, it is largely such “domesticated” events that
make up the international agenda for the American public (Wanta and
Hu 1993).

In German television news, Schulz (1983) showed that no more than
58 percent of international reports actually dealt with foreign affairs;
the remainder of international coverage was related to Germany or even
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qualified as domestic news, with some implications for other countries.
This phenomenon, called the Aberdeen Effect1 was also prevalent in a
study by Kamps (1999, 284–5), where almost a quarter of international
news items made explicit reference to Germany. These findings, however,
do not indicate how legitimate it was for broadcasts to relate international
news to domestic issues. In other words, it is not clear whether the
domestication was an inherent part of the event, emphasized, or merely
constructed by the media themselves.

Issues and Actors
Television news research usually compares the amount of coverage

a program dedicates to different issues. Not surprisingly, Meckel (1996,
194–5) found that political and economic issues are the dominant themes
in television news programs all over the world accounting for roughly
two thirds of coverage. In contrast, about one out of ten reports dealt
with natural disasters or catastrophes.

When considering the portrayal of countries (news geography), im-
balances emerge if nations from the news periphery predominate in
coverage of disasters, catastrophes, or other negative events, such as vi-
olence, war, or conflict. Western media in particular have been accused
of covering developing countries negatively because of the economi-
cally dominant position of industrialized countries in the news market
(Nordenstreng and Kleinwächter 1989). However, the evidence is thus far
inconclusive: The UNESCO study showed that negativism was a general
characteristic of news coverage, but was more pronounced in coverage
of Third World countries. Meanwhile, positive news was often limited to
coverage of industrialized countries (Sreberny-Mohammadi et al. 1985).
Another interpretation of the same data is provided by Schulz (1983, 289;
translated by the author), who argues that “news media selection focuses
on current conflicts and crisis, but there is no obvious bias in coverage
of third world countries.” Similar results were reported by Stevenson
and Cole (1984), Stevenson and Gaddy (1984), and Straubhaar et al.
(1992).

Nevertheless, the Politics in TV News Study found that reports on
countries in the news periphery reflect a limited set of topics, such as
conflicts and crisis, natural disasters, or sporting events. For a consider-
able number of countries, no coverage of political affairs was found at all

1 A Scottish newspaper reported on the Titanic catastrophy in 1912 with the headline
“Aberdeen Man Lost at Sea.”
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(Kamps 1999, 289–90). Within Europe, this same result emerged when
small and less important EU nations were reported on infrequently, and
then only outside a political framework (Meckel 1996, 205).

The predictability of events provides another criterion for the differ-
entiation of issues across broadcasters. Predictability refers to the ability
to characterize events as genuine, taking place without media coverage
(e.g., disasters); or as mediated, staged with an aim to create news me-
dia resonance (e.g., press conferences). Across channels and different
countries there is a rather high percentage of coverage of predictable
events, which are planned and announced in advance. However, because
it was not always possible to classify events as predictable, a large part of
coverage remained ambiguous or unidentified (Kamps 1999, 294).

Meckel (1996, 200) showed that the position of selected news events
varied on the agenda of different countries. This does not mean, however,
that different criteria for selection were applied. Instead, the same events
were rated differently because of regional proximity or other interests
such as the target group of the broadcast. Although the first items on news
programs consistently deal with international issues, they preferably stem
from the news centers and news neighbours (Kamps 1999, 313).

In terms of the actors represented in television news, politicians and
government officials contribute to the coverage more often due to their
elite status in political and public life. In fact, news programs usually fo-
cus either on political and societal elites, prominent sports athletes, or on
criminals and individuals accused of crime. Furthermore, the concentra-
tion in news programs on news centers is also relevant to the portrayal
of actors, as events in other countries are covered more frequently, if
fellow nationals from the home country are involved (Kamps 1999, 155,
254–5). A European case study supports these results: stations largely
reported on the Maastricht EU summit by interviewing political actors
from their own country (Heinderyckx 1993, 445), which also refers to
the domestication effect previously mentioned.

Eventually, news coverage relies on symbolic visuals for topics that
do not lend themselves easily to visual material. “Political action then
manifests itself in ritualised media routines: approaching limousines,
hand shaking, ceremonies, debates, speeches and the welcome gestures
of laughing politicians” (Kamps 1999, 81; translated by the author).
Such visuals account for an increasing part of political coverage, as po-
litical events are portrayed using a set of standardized motifs. Again, a
discrepancy can be observed when pictures from nations in the news
periphery contain more arrival and departure scenes (e.g., visits of
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statesmen and other important politicians) than those from news centers
and news neighbors, where press conferences dominate (Kamps 1999,
334).

Pulling the results of his various studies together, Kamps (1999, 348)
concludes that news centers are most frequently and consistently covered;
feature earlier-in-the-news line up and are part of the longest stories; and
appear in conjunction with a large variety of topics and visuals.

Degree of Issue Diversity and Integration
One basic function of mass media in society refers to agenda setting,

which is to provide a set of issues for public debate. Thus, news media
fosters a mutual understanding of which political and social problems
are the most necessary to solve (Rössler 1999). The analysis of media cov-
erage reveals the tension between issue diversity and issue convergence;
the former leads to negative (plurality/fragmentation) and the latter to
positive (integration/monopolisation) societal consequences (McQuail
2000, 72). News is information critical for the public life of the nation
(Newhagen and Levy 1998, 10), and issue diversity and convergence is
most often relevant to issues at the national level. For instance, if there
is a discussion going on in the United States about a tax reform, is-
sue integration and/or diversity must be determined primarily for the
U.S.-American audience and related to the media coverage in the United
States. A similar logic can be applied for different levels of analysis:
On the local level, relevant issues should be communicated to a local
audience by local media; and consequently, on the transnational level,
issues such as the War Against Terrorism should be communicated by
media in different countries to an international audience. Assuming
greater social-spatial integration (Jarren 2000) in a globalized world, a
basic set of issues that are relevant for more than one country could
be communicated to generate international public awareness in them
(Shaw 1997).

Most empirical studies of this aspect of international coverage – the
representation of issues in different national media – only compare the
structure of coverage. To describe the diversity or convergence of is-
sues, a different approach is required, one that takes as its basis each
report and determines its representation in the broadcasts of different
countries (for a detailed description of the procedure, see Rössler 2000,
2001). At country level, there are few systematic studies of news content.2

2 For an overview of German research, see Rössler (2002).
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From a transnational point of view, only Cooper Chen (1989, 7) has pro-
duced some results: During one week of coverage, no more than four
common events were covered in three out of five countries, and the is-
sues in the news of the five countries varied heavily. Coverage converged
most strongly in the case of an air crash in California and a hijacking
event in Pakistan, but no single political issue was covered in all coun-
tries. Looking at the formal criteria of television coverage, Heinderyckx
(1993, 443–7) analyzed news on the EU summit in Maastricht and
found differences among countries in the length and choice of top-
ics. The author concluded that, from a formal news structure point of
view, European audiences did not receive a homogenous picture of the
event.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND METHODOLOGY

The following comparison of television news in nine European coun-
tries and the United States is based on a quantitative content analysis.
It assesses news geography, the representation of issues and actors, and
the degree of issue convergence and divergence, providing some initial
answers to the following four research questions:

� Were the four dimensions of news geography still valid at the end of
the 1990s, and do they hold true for countries other than the United
States and Germany?

� To what degree and for which types of issues can we observe a
domestication of issues?

� How does news geography relate to issues and actors in media
coverage?

� Do common news topics in different countries exist that may indi-
cate a topical integration across different nations?

The present study extends the Politics in TV News Study to a wider ar-
ray of countries (as the Foreign News Study did), but is not limited to
the analysis of foreign news.3 Furthermore, by including countries other
than the United States and Germany, the study allows for a perspec-
tive beyond that of television news broadcast from news centers. The
study analyzes the complete coverage of main news shows on eighteen

3 The study avoids coding in different countries, because lack of cross-national reliability
tests makes it difficult to conclude whether national differences in results are due to
factual differences in coverage or are artifacts of differences in coding.
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television channels in eight European countries and the United States4

that were broadcasted in one week in December 1998. The content anal-
ysis was based on a detailed, multilevel coding scheme. For the program,
formal characteristics were recorded. Then, the content of the coverage
was coded for length, representation of issues and persons, partisanship
of politicians, and additional characteristics, such as the depiction of vi-
olence, the differences between pictures and text, the degree of scandal,
the inclusion of prototypical exemplars, and the way the audience was
addressed. According to Lauf and Peter (2001, 200–1), there are different
approaches to coding and reliability testing in cross-national studies. In
the present case, we chose a project language approach, where the coding
manual, coder training, and all coding are done in the native language
of all the researchers.5 Reliability testing is then conducted in the project
language.6

Overall, the study reviewed forty-five hours of television news from
124 different news shows.7 In these shows, we identified 1,727 reports,

4 For the week between December 14 and December 20, 1998 the following news pro-
grams were collected: Germany: Tagesschau (ARD, 8 p.m.), heute (ZDF, 7 p.m.), RTL
aktuell (RTL, 6:45 p.m.), 18:30 Nachrichten (SAT.1, 6:30 p.m.), PRO 7 Nachrichten
(PRO 7, 7:30 p.m.), Kabel 1 Nachrichten (Kabel 1, 8 p.m.), and RTL 2 News
(RTL 2, 8 p.m.). Switzerland: Tagesschau (SF DRS, 8 p.m.). Austria: ZiB (ORF 1-2,
8 p.m.). France: Journal (France 2, 8 p.m.). Spain: Telediario 1 (TVE 1, 3 p.m.). Italy:
Telegiornale (RAI 1, 8 p.m.). Norway: Dagsrevyen (NRK, 7 p.m.) and Nyhetene (TV2,
9 p.m.). Denmark: TV-Avisen (DR 1, 9 p.m.). United States: World News Tonight (ABC,
6:30 p.m.), NBC Nightly News (NBC, 6:30 p.m.), and CBS Evening News (CBS,
6:30 p.m.). Due to technical problems we were not able to include two programs
from Great Britain into the sample as it was originally planned. The most impor-
tant events during these days were the attack of American forces against Iraq and the
possible impeachment of the American president Bill Clinton.

5 This method requires some compromises in field organization – for example,
the media outlets of different languages cannot be distributed randomly to the coders.
It also limits the reliability of data, which cannot be controlled within countries.
Nevertheless, this was the most effective and valid approach for researchers who are
all native speakers of the same language.

6 Intercoder reliability was tested using a German program (PRO 7 news, December 14).
We chose a day prior to the Iraq crisis to ensure greater variety in news reporting, which
requires more coder decisions. We calculated the equivalence in the work of all coders
(Merten 1995, p. 304, type 2), which is a stronger criterion than the mutual agreement
of two coders. Our test was performed for all ten teams of coders and on all three levels
of analysis. Our overall intercoder reliability of 0.88 across all categories indicates a
satisfying quality of coding, if we take into account the complexity and variety of
dimensions to be coded. Selected single coefficients were as follows: identification of
reports 0.98; identification of report element 0.91; issue coding 0.88; location of events
0.76; valence of coverage 0.87; and relevant persons 0.75.

7 Two shows could not be included in the sample: one from RAI1, due to recording
problems, and one from NBC, due to a change in programming caused by breaking
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consisting of 3,397 content elements. We found that formal features
of the news displayed the expected differences in the duration of pro-
grams, ranging from 11.7 minutes on average for a program on RTL2
to 39.8 minutes on average for a program on France 2. We also found
that the number and length of reports varies heavily among news pro-
grams. To produce results comparable across channels, we weighted all
reports by their length in seconds; for cross-national comparisons, we
aggregated data for channels and countries. To examine news diversity,
we rearranged the data set, resulting in 914 single events representing
the number of cases for analysis (Rössler 2001, 147).

FINDINGS ON NEWS GEOGRAPHY, ISSUES,

AND PERSONALIZATION

Our data corroborate the findings of previous studies of television
news: Universal regionalism is a central characteristic of news coverage.
Weighted by the length of a report, more than half of the time available
in a news show is filled with domestic events related to the broadcasting
country (see Figure 12.1). This tendency is less obvious in the German-
speaking countries (particularly in Austria, with just 36 percent domestic
coverage), but was predominant in the United States and even stronger
in Italy and France. In the latter countries, two-thirds or more of the
news time is devoted to domestic information. However, these results
depend on the news context: events with an international impact (e.g.,
the Clinton impeachment) are coded as domestic in one country (the
United States) but international in all others.

To further illustrate the influence of breaking news on news geography,
we divided our sample in two parts, one before and one following the
Iraq crisis. Comparing both parts, there is a dramatic shift: Although
speculation about a forthcoming attack was discussed early in the week,
there was still a strong concentration on domestic events in Spain, Italy,
Norway, and Denmark. In the second half of the week, domestic coverage
in the latter two Scandinavian countries was reduced to half. A similar
shift is observed in the Austrian news.

Figure 12.1 shows the location of events and the countries they refer
to in detail. The Iraq crisis was the most important issue during the week
sampled, which is why we displayed its share of coverage separately in

news. We took this into account by performing weighting procedures where applicable
in our analysis.
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 Location of the event: own country (shares) 
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Figure 12.1 Location of Events and Countries of Reference in News Coverage
(percentages; n = 1,727 reports, weighted by their length in seconds)
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Figure 12.2 News Geography in Foreign News by Countries (percentages)

each column. Except for the United States, the Iraq crisis amounts to
about 20 percent of coverage in each country. As the United States was
directly involved in military operations in Iraq, a larger part of the Iraq
coverage had to be coded as “referring to the broadcasting country.” But
apart from the United States, the “domestication” of foreign events was
rather low, except in the German and Norwegian news.

To look at the news geography, all foreign news items were coded
according to a country-specific definition of news centers, news neigh-
bors, topical news neighbors, or news periphery (Kamps 1999, 241–2).
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Table 12.1 News Geography – Topical Background and Issue
Categories (Percentages)

Topical Background Issue Categories

Before Iraq During Iraq Other
Crisis Crisis Politics War Issues Sports

News Centers 69 56 62 1 29 8
News Neighbors 4 1 53 0 36 11
Topical News 11 28 63 37 1 1

Neighbors
News Periphery 16 15 62 9 21 8

Figure 12.2 illustrates the distribution for each country in the time pe-
riod preceding the attack on Iraq; per definition, Iraq had to be coded
as a “topical news neighbor” as it had become part of the coverage due
to a single, but very important, event.

Our results indicate the predominance of news centers, which account
for more than two thirds of coverage in all but the German-speaking
countries. News centers attain an even higher share of coverage in Italian
and Spanish news programs, where the focus on the home country cor-
relates with an emphasis on news centers in the remaining foreign cov-
erage. In Germany, Austria, and Switzerland foreign news is less focused
on news centers. Instead, the news periphery plays an important role,
comprising up to a third of coverage. In all countries, news neighbors
and topical news neighbors are not important for the period before the
Iraq crisis.

We also sought to explain how an extraordinary event (such as the
Iraq crisis) would influence news geography. Based on Figure 12.2, we
calculated mean values for all countries and compared these shares with
the results for the period during the Iraq crisis (see Table 12.1). As ex-
pected, the asymmetry in foreign news coverage is somewhat reduced:
Only 56 percent of the coverage focuses on news centers during the cri-
sis itself (as compared to 69 percent before the attack on Iraq), while
the share of topical news neighbors (meaning Iraq) rises from 11 to
28 percent in the second half of the week. However, this increase is not
part of a trade-off with the news periphery, whose coverage remains al-
most constant (16 percent). The change in communication magnetism
caused by events in Iraq shifts emphasis only from the news centers to
the topical news neighbors.
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Figure 12.3 Influence of the Iraq Crisis on News Geography in Foreign News
Coverage (Germany and the United States, percentages)

If we take a closer look at the results for news programs in Germany
and the United States, the results found at the aggregate level for all
countries need modification (Figure 12.3). In contrast to the general
trend, coverage of news centers in Germany is not reduced but re-
mains at about the same level in both parts of the week (45 versus
47 percent). Here, the dramatic increase in coverage of topical news
neighbors (again, Iraq) coincides with a loss in influence of the news
periphery (from 31 to 17 percent). The same holds true for American
news programs, where the move toward topical news neighbors reduces
the share of the news periphery to a mere 4 percent. After the attack on
Iraq, U.S. news contained almost no coverage of countries in the news
periphery.

In terms of the issues covered in the news, our study confirmed that
political events dominate the content of news programs. Comparing
across countries, coverage in the United States, Germany, and Norway
focused to a higher degree on the Iraq issue. In the United States, this
was combined with a second focus on domestic policy (the Lewinsky
scandal). In Italy, television news showed more accidents and crime; in
Spain, more sports. But evaluating issues in the context of news geogra-
phy (see Table 12.1) does not support the argument that countries from
the news periphery only become part of coverage due to negative events,
such as disasters or crime. This type of news (other issues) focused less
on countries from the news periphery (21 percent) than on news cen-
ters (29 percent). Attention to direct news neighbors is based on higher
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shares of sports and other news issues, while the strong emphasis on the
“war” category in the case of topical neighbors can almost completely be
explained by the Iraq crisis. Hence, there is no evidence that coverage of
the news periphery was limited to events with little political relevance.

Obviously, the important role of political issues in television news
coverage has an influence on the type of persons represented in news
reports (Table 12.2): Politicians were the main actors in all countries
under study. In the United States, Bill Clinton was included in about
every third report, as he was involved in the Iraq crisis as well as in the
Lewinsky scandal. Except for Saddam Hussein, politicians from other
countries appear only occasionally in the American news. News items in
European countries are more likely to include other nation’s politicians
(among them Bill Clinton) in their coverage, particularly in Denmark.
News reports in Austria and Italy portray their own political leaders most
frequently. A considerable share of coverage in Germany and Norway is
devoted to nonpolitical actors such as sports athletes or “people on the
street” involved in events.

For our analysis of issue diversity, we used all 914 single events that
were reported at least once in any country during our one-week sam-
ple period.8 The distribution of frequencies shows that nine out of ten
events make the news in only one country (Figure 12.4). In other words,
national coverage focuses on events that are rarely mentioned in an-
other country. In our sample week, less than 100 events were prevalent
in the news of at least two countries, and only five issues were able to
attract the attention of newsmakers in seven or more countries. How-
ever, the attack on Iraq was covered in all nine countries (comprising
3,829 seconds of coverage); seven countries also covered reactions to
the attack (3,449 seconds) and a summary of the air raid against Iraq
(1,327 seconds.). Significant attention was also given to the possible im-
peachment of Bill Clinton (6,749 seconds) and the collapse of a house
in Rome that killed twenty-seven people (1,612 seconds).

The level of issue convergence seems rather small at a first glance, but
the results need to be reinterpreted in the context of the amount of cover-
age. We weighted each issue according to the length of reports, measured
in seconds. Then almost 20 percent of the coverage refers to issues that
were represented in six or more countries. To put it differently: if we con-
sider all news broadcast in our sample, nearly one fifth deals with issues

8 In the following, only cross-national results are reported. The country-specific analysis
for Germany is published in Rössler (2002).
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Figure 12.4 Issue Diversity in News Shows of Different Countries
(percentages; unweighted events = number of countries only;
weighted events = including story length)

presented to television news viewers in more than six European coun-
tries. This result may seem improbable, but it holds true for other media
as well (Rössler 2002). It can best be explained by two coinciding factors.
First, reports that were calculated only singly when counting events be-
come more influential with the weighting procedure, as their multiple
representation is also considered. Second, according to the research on
news values, coverage of important events is longer by nature.

How can we describe those issues that were the focus of coverage in
several countries? Additional analysis reveals that those issues that were
a part of coverage in more than four countries mostly dealt with political
issues (80 percent) or war and conflict (12 percent). Apart from these,
only accidents and disasters are covered in multiple countries’ coverage.
In contrast, events that appear only in one country are mostly economic
issues or topics related to domestic policy (22 and 14 percent respec-
tively). Furthermore, cultural events, human-interest stories, crime, and
sports are also largely country specific.

Issue convergence varies both among countries but also among chan-
nels within one country, depending on whether we compare the un-
weighted story count or those weighted by story length (Figure 12.5).
If we look at the overlap in story selection among ABC, CBS, and NBC
in the United States, the result is low – 3.5 percent of events in the
news of all three – and seems hard to believe. But these few events were
absolutely dominant, and accounted for 34.7 percent of the news cov-
erage in these programs. In other words, more than one third of the
main American broadcast news at that time was devoted to the same
events. The same tendency was found in the four main German news
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Issue diversity: channels in the United States (113 single events, unweighted versus weighted values) 

Tagesschau Ð Sat.1: 1,9 % /Heute Ð  RTL: 2,8 % Tagesschau Ð  Sat.1: 2,5 %/Heute Ð  RTL: 2,5 % 

Issue diversity: channels in Germany (213 single events, unweighted versus weighted values) 
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Figure 12.5 National Issue Convergence in the United States and Germany
(unweighted and weighted percentages, relations between areas not
proportional)

shows: the number of common events was rather low, but their por-
tion of the overall coverage was substantial. More than half of the news
time included issues presented by at least three of the four German
programs.

LESSONS LEARNED: ONE WORLD – DIFFERENT PICTURES?

Our comparison of main news programs from several European coun-
tries and the United States proved that, beyond rather similar visual
formats, significant differences exist with regard to the issues and ac-
tors represented in news coverage. In this study, the fourfold model of
news geography is neither valid in all nations, nor at all times. The data
supported the fact that news centers play a dominant role in cover-
age. The Iraq crisis illustrates how the borderline between general and
topical news neighbors can become blurred under certain political cir-
cumstances. News programs in all countries favor domestic events, but
foreign news coverage consistently portrays countries from the news
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periphery. Indeed, the news selection process in newsrooms around
the world is likely driven by an internalized schema that guarantees a
certain quota of coverage of news from the periphery. This coverage
does not only include catastrophes and disasters, as suggested by earlier
research, but also contains “serious” political events. Furthermore the
“domestication” of events is commonplace, but events are not always
linked to the broadcasting country in our sample. In terms of actors,
the emphasis in all countries is on coverage of politicians, with domes-
tic politicians appearing most often on the screen. A main exception is
globally important actors such as Bill Clinton or Saddam Hussein. Al-
most no events were covered by broadcasters in all nations, but selected
events did obtain a substantial portion of overall coverage, due to their
length. Nevertheless, we conclude that television news does not sub-
stantially contribute to the emergence of an integrated “transnational
public.”

Despite these conclusions about the nature of international news,
additional research is needed.9 Thus far, research on news factors, as one
of the mid-range approaches in media effects theory, already includes
aspects of news geography and actor representation. We may want to ask
whether similarities and differences in the coverage in different countries
is caused by the application of a common set of news factors (with varying
results in selection), or if the set of news factors differs among nations
and their news cultures.

Communication research thus far does not offer a sufficient theoret-
ical framework to integrate the impact of differential coverage across
countries into a general model. To create such a framework, we could
imagine extending of the cultivation hypothesis: The description of news
coverage in different countries can be perceived as a type of “message
system analysis” (Shanahan and Morgan 1999). The variation in the se-
lection of issues and actors represented in each country’s coverage may
lead to distinct perceptions of (political) reality in the respective country.
For nonfictional news content, which aims at the construction of valid
pictures of reality, the hypothesis of a mid-term and long-term cultiva-
tion of regional or topical stereotypes (independent from a certain news

9 The limitations of our pilot study include (1) the short time period analyzed, mak-
ing single events overly influential on the results; (2) the limited number of channels:
not all channels in all countries could be considered; (3) the absence of other infor-
mation programs and other media, which undoubtedly exert a strong influence on
public opinion formation; and (4) the lack of data on the selection mechanisms in the
newsrooms of our media outlets.
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background) may form the basis for further comparative research on
international television news.

REFERENCES

Bonfadelli, Heinz. 2000. Medienwirkungsforschung II. Anwendungen in Politik, Wirtschaft
und Kultur. Konstanz, Germany: UVK Medien.

Cohen, Akiba A., Hanna Adoni, and Charles R. Bantz. 1990. Social Conflict and Television
News. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Cooper Chen, Anne. 1989. Televised International News in Five Countries: Thorough-
ness, Insularity and Agenda Capacity. International Communication Bulletin 24 (1–2):
4–8.

Esser, Frank. 1998. Editorial Structures and Work Principles in British and German
Newsrooms. European Journal of Communication 13 (3): 375–405.

Gans, Herbert J. 1979. Deciding What’s News. A Study of CBS Evening News, NBC Nightly
News, Newsweek and Time. New York: Pantheon.

Hagen, Lutz, Harald Berens, Reimar Zeh, and Daniela Leidner. 1998. Ländermerkmale als
Nachrichtenfaktoren. Der Nachrichtenwert von Ländern und seine Determinanten in
den Auslandsnachrichten von Zeitungen und Fernsehen aus 28 Ländern. In Christina
Holtz-Bacha, Helmut Scherer, and Norbert Waldmann, eds. Wie die Medien die
Welt erschaffen und wie die Menschen darin leben. Opladen, Germany: Westdeutscher
Verlag, pp. 59–82.

Hajok, Daniel, and Bernd Schorb. 1998. Informationssendungen europäischer Fernseh-
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T H I RT E E N

Political Communication Effects

The Impact of Mass Media and Personal Conversations

on Voting

Rüdiger Schmitt-Beck

In recent years there has been a revived interest in the question of whether
the media can not only inform, but also persuade their audiences. Opin-
ions, attitudes, and even behavior are no longer believed to be totally
immune from media influences (Page et al. 1987; Ansolabehere et al.
1993; Bartels 1993; Kepplinger et al. 1994; Joslyn and Ceccoli 1996; Zaller
1996; Dalton et al. 1998; Kinder 1998; Schmitt-Beck 2000; Denemark
2002; Farrell and Schmitt-Beck 2002). This chapter will discuss this
theme in comparative perspective, with a particular focus on voting
decisions.1 Two different angles of comparison will be applied. One con-
cerns differences and similarities between various countries and societies.
As Blumler and Gurevitch note, inspecting political communication in
more than one systemic context can serve as an “essential antidote”
against ethnocentrism and premature generalizations (Gurevitch and
Blumler 1990, 308–9). The empirical basis for analytical statements is
extended, and above all it becomes clear to what extent observed rela-
tionships are tied to specific settings and contexts (Dogan and Pelassy
1984, 5–19; Kohn 1989, 21–2).

Another dimension of comparison concerns different modes of po-
litical communication. Voters not only participate in processes of mass
communication, thus opening up avenues for media influence; to varying
degrees, they also talk to other people and discuss political matters. The
messages they receive during such conversations may also influence their
attitudes and behavioral intentions (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995). As a
consequence, it may be asked which form of political communication –
mass communication or interpersonal communication – is more impor-
tant with regard to the formation and change of political orientations.

1 The chapter profited much from helpful comments by David Farrell.
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Logically such a comparison between different modes of communication
is equivalent to a comparison of the role of the same type of communi-
cation across countries or societies (van Deth 1995). By comparing the
influences of mass communication and interpersonal communication
the study reconsiders a theme that was already discussed in the classic
studies of the Columbia school of social research (Lazarsfeld et al. 1944;
Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955), but rarely subjected to stringent empirical
scrutiny, least of all comparative scrutiny.

The next section will discuss these two types of comparison in more
detail. Taking into account the problems of conceptualization and mea-
surement raised by the two comparative research problems dealt with
in this chapter, the subsequent section will outline a strategy of analy-
sis. The final section presents the findings of empirical analyses. Using
cross-nationally comparable surveys of voters the study investigates how
individual voting decisions are influenced by the voters’ exposure both
to the mass media’s political reporting and to political conversations in
their everyday lives, and how these patterns vary in five societies: Britain,
East Germany, West Germany, Spain, and the United States.

TWO COMPARATIVE RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Comparing Societies
Societies differ in many respects. One of these is the degree of change

in electoral behavior, which is manifest in smaller or larger shifts in the
parties’ or candidates’ vote shares at elections. Table 13.1 provides an
example. Based on the well-known Pedersen Index of electoral volatility
(Pedersen 1990), the table displays the average aggregate vote shifts for
all elections since 1960 in Britain, East Germany, West Germany, Spain,
and the United States,2 revealing huge differences across these five cases.
The index values are on the relatively low side in West Germany and
Britain over the past four decades (ranging from 6 to 7 percent), whereas
they are much higher – in fact nearly twice as high – in the other three
cases.

How can these differences be explained? Following a simple model
proposed by Converse election results can be decomposed into two com-
ponents (Converse 1966; Zaller 1992). The first is a baseline determined
by the distribution of core political predispositions within a given society.

2 In Spain and East Germany only democratic elections, that is, since 1977 in Spain,
since 1990 in East Germany.
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Table 13.1 Electoral Volatility in Five Societies (1960–2001)

Britain West Germany East Germany Spain United States

6.8 6.2 13.4 13.0 12.0

Basic predispositions, such as partisanship, ideology, and social group
identifications, are ingrained in citizens’ minds by processes of early so-
cialization. These define a basic distribution of electoral preferences that
is highly stable, with any change tending to occur only in the course of
generational succession. The second component of the model consists of
short-term oscillations around this baseline. These fluctuations are the
consequence of responses by voters to political information that reaches
them through processes of political communication. The information
component in political decision making is the necessary precondition for
any short-term or medium-term change of political preferences within
societies. Hence, in this model political predispositions represent a static
component of inertia and continuity, while political information, con-
veyed through political communication, and received and processed by
voters, is the source of electoral dynamics. Were voters never reached and
influenced by new information, election results would invariably mirror
the baseline distribution of traditional political loyalties.

According to this view, the information conveyed through processes
of political communication is crucial for any electoral change. If this
assumption about the relationship between the intensity and nature of
societal flows of political information and electoral volatility is correct,
the differences displayed in Table 13.1 should correspond to similar dif-
ferences with regard to the importance of political communications for
electoral behavior in these societies.

In this chapter this proposition is explored by means of compara-
tive analyses. To develop a research strategy for testing this proposition
empirically, a theory of political influence is needed, where “influence”
means that in response to information a person acts differently than
he or she would have were they not exposed to this information (Dahl
1957, 202–4; Chaffee and Mutz 1988, 30). Such theoretical guidance can
be derived from the Receive-Accept-Sample (RAS) model of political in-
fluence (Zaller 1992, 1996). According to this model, political decisions
come about as the result of a succession of distinct steps. The first step
is the reception of some information by an individual, where it is cru-
cial that this information bears some evaluative content – favorable or
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unfavorable – about the political object, say, a political party or candi-
date, to which the decision refers. Some, but not all recipients of such
persuasive messages will accept them as valid statements about this at-
titude object. The recipients’ political predispositions filter the received
information and induce some selectivity in the acceptance process. Once
accepted, the persuasive messages are stored in recipients’ long-term
memories. In subsequent decision situations regarding the attitude ob-
ject, such as an election, individuals will sample some of these considera-
tions from their memories, and use them as reasons for deciding one way
or the other. The outcome of the decision depends on the specific mix
of retrieved considerations with regard to their evaluative content. The
latter is subject to the composition of all considerations that are stored,
and in principle available, for such retrieval within one’s memory, as well
as on cues emerging from the specific circumstances of the situation.

According to this model, political information may be influential, and
thus relevant for the outcome of decisions, if it carries evaluative con-
tent. Both the amount and the directional composition of the evaluative
information to which an individual is exposed are crucial for the extent
and direction of its influence. Following the RAS model, persuasion by
political communication cannot be expected to come about in reaction
to one or even a few particularly effective messages. Editorial endorse-
ments are not likely to be very effective in this regard, and neither is an
occasional chat about a party or a candidate. Only by means of the cu-
mulative effect of a larger number of evaluative messages, disseminated,
received, and accepted over a protracted period of time, can media re-
porting and political conversations gain a potential to influence voting
decisions. Similarly, under this perspective media or discussant influ-
ence on voting behavior takes the form not of a punctuated conversion,
but of a gradual shifting of the probability of a particular choice at an
election, caused by the continuous reception of a steady stream of per-
suasive messages that on the whole are rather favorable to a particular
alternative.

Comparing Modes of Political Communication
There is no denying that for citizens the mass media are an important

source of political information. But they are not their only source. Polit-
ical messages also reach voters during the conversations in which most
people engage more or less regularly with members of their primary en-
vironments. Spouses, relatives, friends, co-workers, neighbors, and other
persons with whom they interact in everyday life are all potential sources
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of politically influential information. However, it is not clear which of
the two sources of information – mass communication or interpersonal
communication – is more important with regard to political persuasion.
Beginning with Lazarsfeld’s Erie County and Decatur studies, many au-
thors have maintained that political discussion is the stronger – or even
the only relevant – force in the process of political influence (Lazarsfeld
et al. 1944; Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955; Chaffee 1972, 1986; Chaffee and
Mutz 1988).

Summarizing their findings, Katz and Lazarsfeld noted that “the effect
of the mass media was small as compared to the role of personal influ-
ences” (Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955, 3). However, only indirect evidence
and inductive reasoning could be referred to in support of this claim.
In addition, this proposition dates from pretelevision times. Media sys-
tems and media usage have undergone striking transformations since
then. The assumption that political conversations are more influential
than watching the news or reading a newspaper lacks sufficient empirical
support and cannot be taken as a proven fact. In fact, surprising as this
may appear, there are few studies that have attempted to analyze both
mass communication and interpersonal communication simultaneously
(cf., e.g., Robinson 1976; Lenart 1994). One of the main reasons for this
unsatisfactory state of affairs is the theoretical fragmentation of politi-
cal communication research. “Communication theory lacks integration.
Today there is one set of theories for interpersonal communication, and
a different set of theories for mass media communication” (Reardon and
Rogers 1988, 295).

Without a model that is similarly applicable to both types of political
communication, no theoretical guidance is available for a systematic
comparison of mass communication and interpersonal communication.
Fortunately, the RAS model is general enough to allow for the necessary
theoretical integration. As a general theory of political influence, it allows
for the development of a research strategy to study simultaneously the
influence of both modes of political communication on voters’ political
decisions.

In the remainder of this chapter, I will concentrate on two research
questions:

(1) Is the importance of political communication for voting behavior
higher in societies that are characterized by higher levels of elec-
toral volatility, and lower in societies characterized by lower levels
of electoral volatility?
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(2) Does mass communication have an impact on electoral behav-
ior, and/or does interpersonal communication have an impact
on electoral behavior? If so, which of the two types of political
communication is more influential?

These questions involve different forms of comparison. Question 1 re-
quires a comparison between societies with regard to the relevance of
political communication in general for electoral behavior. Question 2
aims at a comparison between two forms of political communication with
regard to their importance in influencing electors’ choices. In addition,
both questions need to be combined, because it is of interest whether
the relationship between mass communication and interpersonal com-
munication is the same or differs across the various societies.

CONCEPTUAL CONSIDERATIONS AND THE LOGIC

OF COMPARISON

The starting point in this chapter was the highly abstract notion of so-
cietal information flows through processes of political communication.
One step down the “ladder of abstraction” (Sartori 1970) and thus some-
what less general is the distinction between political information flows
that originate from the mass media or from individuals (Figure 13.1;
cf. Schmitt-Beck 1998). Mass communication involves information that
is produced by media organizations and disseminated by means of tech-
nical carriers to audiences that are potentially unlimited, heterogeneous,
and anonymous to the producers of the messages. It is predominantly
unidirectional, because the audience has only limited possibilities to
respond to the media’s messages. In contrast, interpersonal communi-
cation is typically not public but private, and it involves only a small
number of participants, often not more than two. It is unmediated and
bidirectional, and it usually takes the form of personal conversations
(Rogers 1973).

For the purpose of comparing mass communication and interper-
sonal communication with regard to their influence on voting, this level
of abstraction may still be too general. As Zukin notes, “all media are
not created equal” (1977, 245). The general concept of mass media is a
“catch-all term” (Semetko 1996, 255), and may mask differences between
various media that are of key importance for their persuasive potential.
They should, therefore, be taken into account when trying to analyze the
media’s political influences. Similarly, Knoke maintains that the general
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POLITICAL COMMUNICATION IN GENERAL 

 FIRST STEP OF SPECIFICATION
BY TYPE OF POLITICAL COMMUNICATION 

Mass communication: Interpersonal communication: 

• Number of habitually used media 

• Frequency of usage of each of these 
media 

• Number of political discussants 

• Frequency of political conversations
with each of these discussants 

SECOND STEP OF SPECIFICATION
BY QUALITATIVE ATTRIBUTES OF COMMUNICATION CHANNELS

AND SOURCES

Media formats:

• Type of medium (print vs. television) 

• Factual reporting (daily newspapers, 
television news) vs. opinionated 
presentation of politics (magazines,
talk shows)

• For factual reporting:  
information quality (quality press vs. 
'middle market press' vs. tabloids; 
news of public broadcasters vs. news
of private broadcasters) 

Role relationships: 

• Primary relationships vs. secondary
relationships 

• For primary relationships:  
spouses vs. relatives vs. friends 

• For secondary relationships: 
co-workers vs. neighbors vs. 
acquaintances from clubs and 
churches vs. other relationships

THIRD STEP OF SPECIFICATION
BY POLITICAL DIRECTIONS OF MESSAGES

Political directions of media (content 
analyses and audience perceptions): 
Pro vs. contra party or candidate 1, 
Pro vs. contra party or candidate 2, etc.

Political preferences of discussants 
(perceptions of respondents):
Pro vs. contra party or candidate 1, 
Pro vs. contra party or candidate 2, etc.

Figure 13.1 Reception of Political Information: Dimensions of
Operationalization

notion of interpersonal communication may be too unspecific to allow
for meaningful analyses of phenomena of persuasion through political
discussion (Knoke 1990, 33–4). Apparently, the concepts of mass com-
munication and interpersonal communication are still too general. More
specification is needed, and it can be attained by moving further down
the ladder of abstraction.
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However, this descent should stop short of the level of “proper names”
(Przeworski and Teune 1970). For obvious reasons this must in any case
apply to studies of interpersonal communication: Social scientists are not
interested in particular individuals. When it comes to analyses of media
effects, this is even more complex. Under certain conditions studies of
the relationship between particular newspapers or television programs
and their audience’s political behavior may make sense, for instance
if we are interested in explaining the outcomes of specific elections. A
notable example is Curtice’s (1997) study of the influence of the British
tabloid Sun on its readers’ party preferences in the 1990s. However,
such case studies lack generalizability and have no clear implications
for research interested in the general mechanisms and regularities of
media influence on political behavior. Comparative studies in particular
must take note of the fact that – with the exception of transnational
media such as the International Herald Tribune or CNN – the media
are national institutions. Hence, in order to become cross-nationally
comparable, their “proper names” must be substituted by variables, that
is, dimensions with a well-defined range of attributes (Przeworski and
Teune 1970).

Cross-national studies of media influence are by definition multilevel
analyses, because they are inquiries into the relationships between indi-
viduals and specific aspects of their social contexts, namely the institu-
tions of mass communication (van Deth 1995). To allow for meaningful
cross-national statements about their importance for political behavior,
they must be carefully conceptualized in theoretical terms. The concepts
used must be abstract enough to “travel” between various national con-
texts, that is, they must be so general as to allow for the classification
of media from diverse contexts into a common conceptual framework.
Otherwise they would not be comparable, and there would be no basis
for genuine comparative analysis.

To determine the appropriate level of abstraction for our compara-
tive study of persuasive communication two dimensions must be taken
into account for both mass communication and interpersonal commu-
nication. Choosing a more general level of analysis would entail the risk
that communication influences would become empirically blurred and
remain undetected, even if genuine.

One dimension concerns qualitative attributes of communication
channels beyond the general distinction between communication orig-
inating from mass media and communication originating from other
people. Perhaps some channels with particular attributes are more
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influential than others. If so, chances to observe effects are enhanced
by distinguishing analytically between these attributes.

In the case of the mass media we may think of various “media for-
mats” (Altheide and Snow 1988). Often it is assumed that because of its
vividness television has a higher capacity to influence its audience than
the “dry” press (Noelle-Neumann 1979). In addition to the rather gen-
eral differentiation between audiovisual and print media it is possible
to draw some further distinctions. One concerns the difference between
media whose political reporting is rather factual and those whose pre-
sentation of politics is more opinionated. While daily newspapers and
television news are of the more factual type, magazines typically offer
more space for opinions. Perhaps media outlets with a special emphasis
on opinion are more persuasive than news seeking to concentrate on the
“plain facts.”

In addition, news media can be further distinguished by their infor-
mation quality, that is, the amount and complexity of the information
they convey (Kleinnijenhuis 1991). With regard to the press there is
the common threefold distinction between the quality press on the one
hand, tabloids on the other, and the “middle-market” press in between.
In the case of television, the news programs of public broadcasters can be
contrasted to those of private stations. While the former tend to present
politics in a more serious fashion, the latter are characterized by a stronger
emphasis on “infotainment” (Pfetsch 1996). Previous research has shown
that with regard to knowledge gain, these differences are crucial. People
tend to learn more about politics from media of higher information
quality (Schmitt-Beck 1998). Perhaps these different styles of presenting
the political world are also important moderators of persuasive media
effects.

A qualitative distinction that may be relevant with regard to the impact
of political conversations concerns the roles within which people interact
with each other. In particular it has been assumed that the distinction
between “strong” primary relationships and “weak” secondary relation-
ships mediates the effects of interpersonal exchange (Schenk 1989). The
early studies of personal influence focused on primary groups and tended
to ignore secondary relationships altogether (Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955;
McClosky and Dahlgren 1959). In recent years, authors such as Huckfeldt
and Sprague emphasized that secondary relationships may also be im-
portant sources of political influence (1995).

Further differences within these two more general categories may also
be relevant. Relationships between spouses, relatives, and friends are all
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Rüdiger Schmitt-Beck

of a more or less intimate kind, but nonetheless they may not all be
similarly influential when it comes to the effects of political discussion
on political behavior. Similarly, with regard to secondary relationships,
the distinction between, for instance, neighbors and co-workers may also
be relevant (Simon 1976).

Communication effects can be hard to detect if such mediating at-
tributes of the channels or sources of communications are overlooked
and not specified with sufficient precision. A further dimension of differ-
entiation concerns the political direction of the communicated messages.
According to the RAS model, political persuasion is a consequence of
the reception of messages that carry evaluative content. Only one-sided
information can be expected to lead to persuasion. Thus, what is crucial
about the messages a person receives is the degree to which they favor
one party or candidate over the others. In trying to identify communica-
tion influences this gives rise to the methodological problem of mutual
cancellation. The mass media may differ considerably with regard to the
political tone of their reporting. Media audiences are therefore usually
exposed to information flows consisting of many competing voices. The
same applies for people discussing political matters with associates of
different sympathies and positions on parties, candidates, or issues.

Failing to take this into account may produce misleading findings be-
cause, due to mutual neutralization, influences in opposing directions
remain invisible. In order to solve this problem it is necessary to identify
“influence gaps whereby individuals receive and accept messages from
one campaign but not from the other” (Zaller 1996, 42). Political infor-
mation flows must be decomposed according to their political direction.
With regard to mass media this can be accomplished by distinguishing
media of different political tendencies. Similarly, concerning political
conversations, discussants need to be distinguished according to the dif-
ferent parties or candidates they support. All of these dimensions need
to be taken into account when developing a strategy for operationalizing
the key independent variables for the analysis of communication effects.

DATA AND VARIABLES

This study is based on a unique collection of cross-nationally compara-
ble surveys of voters, conducted during the early 1990s in four Western
democracies, on the occasion of national elections: Britain (1992 par-
liamentary election); Germany, with independent samples of East and
West Germans (1990 parliamentary election); Spain (1993 parliamentary
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election); and the United States (1992 presidential election).3 Represen-
tative random samples of the voting-age population were probed for
their political communication habits and electoral preferences.

The dependent variables of the analyses reported in this section are
voting decisions. Both multinomial and binary logistic regression anal-
ysis are used to estimate the effects of political communication on these
decisions. Multinomial models are applied to get an impression of the
overall importance of blocks of variables for voting decisions in general
within each of the five societies. Binary analyses are used to model voting
decisions for or against particular parties or candidates. For each party in
the European cases a dichotomous variable was constructed, indicating
whether a respondent chose this party or any of the competing parties.
The same procedure was applied with regard to candidate choices in the
United States. Nonvoters were excluded.

Strictly speaking, the approach of this study is static. Given the interest
in the importance of political information for electoral volatility, a dy-
namic perspective focusing on changes in political preferences between
two elections would be clearly more appropriate. Panel data linking two
consecutive elections would be ideal for such an approach. Unfortu-
nately, only cross-sectional data are available for the present analysis.4

Thus, the story told by the analyses in this chapter is whether long-term
exposure to political communication may be consequential for politi-
cal behavior, allowing also for the possibility that this behavior may be

3 Data were collected by national project teams cooperating in the Comparative National
Elections Project (CNEP). The British CNEP survey was conducted as a postelection
survey in the context of the British Election Study 1992 (ESRC archive no. 2981;
N = 2,855, weighted to correct for oversampling in Scotland); principal researchers
were John Curtice, Anthony Heath, and Roger Jowell. Principal researchers of the
German project were Max Kaase, Hans-Dieter Klingemann, Manfred Kuechler, and
Franz Urban Pappi; the project was directed by Rüdiger Schmitt-Beck. The survey (ZA
archive no. 2517) was realized by means of personal face-to-face preelection interviews
(N = 1,340). The analyses for Spain are mostly based on data collected in the second
wave of a two-wave panel survey (face-to-face; N = 1,448 and N = 1,374, for the
first [preelection] and second [postelection] waves respectively). The Spanish project
was directed by Richard Gunther, Franceso Llera, José Ramón Montero, and Francesc
Pallarès. In the United States the CNEP survey (ICPSR archive no. 6541) was conducted
as a postelection survey (CATI; N = 1,318). Principal researchers were Paul Allen Beck,
Russell J. Dalton, and Robert Huckfeldt. The author wishes to thank these colleagues
for allowing him to use their data for the analyses presented in this paper.

4 Given the cross-sectional design of the surveys, a dynamic analysis could be applied
only by relying on a comparison of present preferences with vote recall. However,
recall data are typically biased toward the present preference to a degree that such an
approach would by necessity produce results of very dubious validity (cf. Weir 1975).
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stable and not changing over time. In other words, the analysis indicates
if, and to what extent, electoral choices at a given point in time can be
attributed to political communication, and whether there are variations
across countries and between modes of communication.

The regression models include three blocks of independent variables.
Both to take care of the partial dependence of the political coloring of
voters’ personal environments on their political predispositions (Rogers
and Bhowmik 1970), and to control for the possibility that voters let
themselves be guided by these predispositions when deciding which mass
media to use (Klapper 1960), a broad array of political predispositions is
taken into account. These include partisanship, cultural predispositions
(ideological identifications, value orientations), and social-structural
predispositions (class, affiliation to trade unions, religious denomina-
tion, affiliation to churches; for U.S. voters also region and race [cf., e.g.,
Lipset and Rokkan 1967; Conover 1984; Erikson et al. 1989; Inglehart
1990; Richardson 1991; Listhaug et al. 1994; Miller and Shanks 1996;
Levine et al. 1997]).

The second and third blocks of independent variables consist of de-
tailed measures of respondents’ exposure to mass communication and to
interpersonal communication. As discussed previously, the RAS model
requires measures that register the habitual reception of political infor-
mation (Zaller 1992). Because information reception cannot be mea-
sured directly with survey data, exposure to information through mass
communication and interpersonal communication is used instead. The
exposure measures serve as proxies for the number of – potentially
influential – persuasive messages received by the voters. The more fre-
quently voters expose themselves to political communications, the more
messages they are likely to receive. To operationalize respondents’ expo-
sure to mass communication and interpersonal communication, mea-
sures need not be identical. In fact, it is hard to see how they can be iden-
tical, given the differences between these two forms of communication.
However, measures need to be equivalent in registering the typical aspects
of each form of communication in a valid way (Chaffee and Mutz 1988).

In the surveys used, media exposure was registered in an unusu-
ally fine-grained fashion, by means of open-ended questions for up to
two newspapers read, and by means of closed, though highly specific,
questions for the main television news programs watched. Exposure
to magazines was measured by somewhat simpler instruments. On the
whole, the surveys delivered very detailed data on respondents’ usage of
a broad array of mass media: daily newspapers, weekly newsmagazines,
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television news programs, television magazines, and – only in the United
States – television talk shows. Characteristic features of respondents’ par-
ticipation in processes of interpersonal communication were explored
by means of detailed questions on their ego-centered networks (Burt
1984), including up to five alteri in Germany and the United States, and
up to three in the other countries.

The frequency of media exposure was measured in days per week for
daily newspapers and television news programs, with the exception of
Britain where a less fine-grained scale was used (ranging from 0 to 4). For
magazine formats both in print and on television, a scale ranging from
0=“no exposure” to 3=“regular exposure” was used. The same scale was
used to register the intensity of political discussion between respondents
and each of their network associates. In addition, the network questions
also probed the role relationships between the respondents and each of
their alteri, as well as their perceptions of the alteri’s voting intentions.

The amount of potentially influential information obtained by a voter
through mass communication is a function of both the number of media
used, and the frequency with which each of them is used. Hence, the
more media one attends to, and the higher the frequency of the usage
of each, the stronger their influence on a recipients’ voting decision
can be expected to be (see Figure 13.1). Analogous to this, the number
of persuasive messages received through interpersonal communication
is determined by the number of other persons with whom one discusses
politics, and the frequency of such conversations with each discussant.
The more associates one talks to and the more often this occurs, the
more information is obtained, and accordingly the greater the expected
influence on voting decisions.

However, as discussed in the previous section, such pure exposure
measures cannot be expected to deliver an unveiled view on commu-
nication effects. They can only serve as a starting point. In addition to
the mere extent of exposure to mass communication and interpersonal
communication, we must also take into account qualitative attributes of
the various sources and channels of information, as well as the direction
of the political messages they convey. To classify the mass media by for-
mats, descriptive studies of national media systems prove helpful (e.g.,
Østergaard 1997; Gunther and Mughan 2000; for details cf. Schmitt-
Beck 2000, 182–95). The role relationships between respondents and
their discussants were registered directly in the surveys.

Apart from these qualitative attributes of sources and channels, the
political direction of the conveyed messages is also crucial. Indications
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of the media’s political leaning can be obtained from content analy-
ses and from the perceptions of these media’s audiences. Of course, as
party media are no longer important in most Western democracies, and
most media subscribe to the principle of objective reporting, clear-cut
partisanship is likely to be an exception rather than the norm. Still, if
significant segments of the audience of a newspaper or a television chan-
nel believe that this medium favored a particular party or candidate
in its reporting, one may conclude that some degree of political one-
sidedness is present. Correspondingly, content analyses confirm that not
all parties or candidates are portrayed similarly in all media (cf. Schmitt-
Beck 2000, 236–55; 2003). At closer inspection, an important difference
between European and American media becomes obvious. European
newspapers and to some degree also television stations are characterized
by clear alignments along the left-right axis of party-political conflict.
In contrast, as Page et al. observed, American media “are very much of
a piece. They all tend to report the same kinds of messages. [ . . . ] [T]he
contents of one medium is a good indicator of the content of many me-
dia” (Page et al. 1987, 39). During the 1992 campaign in most media the
Democratic candidate Bill Clinton was portrayed more positively than
his competitors. On the whole, the pattern of reporting of American me-
dia is indicative of a clear “structural bias,” while European media appear
more characterized by varying “political biases” (Hofstetter 1976).

What follows from these findings is that European and American me-
dia should be treated differently when constructing the exposure mea-
sures for the regression analyses. In the European countries the danger
of mutual cancellation of opposing influences can be avoided only by
distinguishing as far as possible between specific newspapers and sin-
gle broadcasters when measuring respondents’ media exposure. Only in
some cases, where methodological reasons left no alternative, are media
classified into summary categories.5 These summary categories are then
constructed according to the qualitative dimensions (media formats)
previously discussed. In contrast, the American media can be generally
combined into broader categories, distinguishing media only by for-
mats. As a rule, if respondents used several media of the same format,

5 The reasons for subsuming media to summary categories were high correlations of ex-
posure measures for various news magazines (West Germany); no distinction between
specific news magazines, television magazines, and talk shows in survey questions
(Spain, United States); and too small numbers of cases for readers of specific newspa-
pers (regional press in general, West German quality press and tabloids). Newspapers
were combined with others if they were read by less than twenty respondents.
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the respective frequencies of exposure are combined into an additive in-
dex. For instance, if an American respondent habitually read two quality
papers, say the Washington Post on a daily basis and the New York Times
on Sundays, he or she is assigned a value of 8 (7 + 1) on the index of
exposure to the quality press.

Effects of media exposure on voting are expected to be in line with the
political leanings of the various media, but perhaps moderated by the
format properties of these media. Television may be expected to exert
stronger influences than the press. Media with an emphasis on opinion
should be more influential than media with a more factual style of pre-
senting politics. And media of higher information quality should be more
influential than media of lower information quality. If measures of me-
dia exposure, controlling for political predispositions (and exposure to
interpersonal communication), reveal statistically significant effects on
voting decisions, indicating that the likelihood of preferring a particular
party or candidate varied with the amount of information respondents
received from particular media, it can be concluded that these media
exerted a positive or negative influence on the vote.

Because the content of political conversations is impossible to mea-
sure directly in survey-based studies, respondents’ perceptions of their
discussants’ party-political leaning are used as a surrogate indicator.
Respondents infer their discussants’ political leaning usually from the
content of their statements during political conversations, so this proxy
measure for unobservable actual communication content should be suf-
ficiently valid. For each of the various parties or candidates, binary
regression models and for all types of role relationships, specific in-
dices of exposure to interpersonal communication are constructed that
are based on the same dichotomization of discussants’ partisanship as
the dependent variable. This means that for each model discussants
who were supporters of the respective parties or candidates (pro) were
distinguished from supporters of any of the other parties or candi-
dates (contra). The multinomial models contain all provariables, but no
contravariables.

The final indices of exposure to interpersonal communication that
are entered in the regression analyses are constructed by summarizing
the frequency of political discussions across all alteri of the same role
relationship and the same party or candidate preference. Take the ex-
ample of the models estimating communication effects on the vote for
or against Bill Clinton in 1992: If a respondent named one relative with
whom he talked from time to time, but not regularly, about politics and
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whom he perceived to be a supporter of Bill Clinton, an index value of
2 is assigned for exposure to political conversations with relatives sup-
porting Clinton (pro). If the same respondent named two other relatives
who were sympathizers of either George Bush or Ross Perot, and with
each of whom he discussed political matters regularly, the corresponding
index of exposure to interpersonal communication with relatives sup-
porting candidates other than Clinton (contra) is assigned a value of 6.
Similar indices are constructed for spouses, friends, and other types of
relationships.

Effects of exposure to political discussions on voting are expected that
are in line with the perceived political preferences of the discussants, but
perhaps not similarly strong for all kinds of role relationships between
respondents and discussants. Within primary relationships political dis-
cussions may be particularly influential. And perhaps there are also dif-
ferences between various kinds of relationships. For instance, because
of the particularly intimate character of their relationship, spouses may
be expected to be particularly influential. If indices of exposure to inter-
personal communication, again controlling for political predispositions
(and exposure to mass communication), reveal statistically significant
effects on voting decisions, indicating that the likelihood of preferring
a particular party or candidate varied with the amount of information
respondents received during political conversations with other people,
it can be concluded that these communications exerted a positive or
negative influence on the vote.

FINDINGS

Despite the high specifity of the communication variables in the models
the main focus of my analyses is on fairly global comparisons. Nonethe-
less, it is essential to work with such fine-grained measures of commu-
nication exposure, since, as discussed previously, otherwise it would be
unlikely for patterns of influence on voting decisions to become mani-
fest. Accordingly, in the following I will restrict myself mostly to inspec-
tions of goodness-of-fit measures that capture the global importance of
whole sets of variables. The indicator used for that purpose is a modified
version of McFadden’s Pseudo-R2 that adjusts for the variable number of
parameters in the equations and thus allows for more precise compar-
isons (cf. Andress et al. 1997).

I start my analysis with a global view of the importance of political
communication for voting behavior in each of the five societies. The
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Table 13.2 Global Explanatory Power of Mass Communication and
Interpersonal Communication for Voting Decisions (Adjusted
Pseudo-R2 from multinomial logistic regression analyses)

(M+D)|P M|(P+D) D|(P+M)

Britain (Nmin=1,803) .030∗∗ .007∗∗ .019∗∗

West Germany (Nmin=781) .079∗∗ .044∗∗ .034∗∗

East Germany (Nmin=424) .141∗∗ .023∗∗ .128∗∗

Spain (Nmin=928) .119∗∗ .029∗∗ .082∗∗

United States (Nmin=929) .191∗∗ .005∗ .182∗∗

∗∗P < .01, ∗P < .05
Note: (M+D)|P Interpersonal communication and mass communication,
controlling for political predispositions. M|(P+D) Mass communica-
tion, controlling for political predispositions and interpersonal communi-
cation. D|(P+M) Interpersonal communication, controlling for political
predispositions and mass communication.

left column of Table 13.2 is based on multinomial regression models and
displays the combined explanatory power of all communication variables
on voting behavior in each of the five societies.6 The displayed values
are increments, indicating the difference in explanatory power between
restricted reference models including only political predispositions, and
full models including also the entire range of communication variables.
The significance of these incremental differences is evaluated by means of
likelihood ratio tests. In all five societies, knowledge of voters’ exposure to
political communications increases significantly one’s ability to predict
their voting decision, over and beyond the explanatory contribution of
a broad range of political predispositions, including structural, cultural,
and party-political identifications. With an incremental Pseudo-R2 of
almost .20, the largest contribution of communication variables is to be
found in the United States. In East Germany and Spain, the importance of
political communication for electoral behavior is also remarkably high,
well over .10. In contrast, the contribution of communication variables
to predicting voting decisions is far lower in the remaining two societies,
Britain and West Germany. On the whole, across all five societies, the
pattern pertaining to the explanatory power of societal information flows

6 Categories of the dependent variables–Britain: Conservatives, Labour Party, Liberal
Democrats, other parties; West and East Germany: CDU[/CSU], SPD, FDP, Greens;
Spain: PSOE, PP, IU, other parties; United States: Clinton, Bush, Perot.
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for electoral behavior nicely matches the pattern for electoral volatility
displayed in Table 13.1.

Next, I am interested in the independent contributions of mass com-
munication and interpersonal communication to predicting voting de-
cisions. Because both modes of political communication may be cor-
related, a stringent comparison requires that the contribution of each
type is estimated while controlling for the other mode. The findings of
these analyses are displayed in the remaining columns of Table 13.2. The
second column shows the incremental goodness-of-fit values for mass
communication, over and above the combined impact of political pre-
dispositions and interpersonal communication. Column three contains
the corresponding values for interpersonal communication. They are,
again, based on multinomial logistic regression models.

In four of the five societies, voters’ engagement in political discus-
sions had more sizable consequences for their voting decisions than
their exposure to mass media. In the United States the impact gap be-
tween mass communication and interpersonal communication appears
especially large, but in Spain and East Germany it is also substantial.
In Britain, both forms of political communication do not seem to have
been very relevant for electoral behavior. However, in direct comparison,
political conversations again appear more consequential. These findings
support the common assumption, initially formulated by Lazarsfeld and
his colleagues, that the informal political exchange between voters in
their everyday life world has a higher capacity to influence their votes
than the mass media. Yet, this rule does not seem to be universal: West
German voting behavior was influenced more by the mass media than by
political discussions. On the whole, however, the analysis suggests that
in comparison to mass communication, interpersonal communication
is indeed the stronger force when it comes to influencing decisions at
national elections.

A closer look at the decisions for or against particular parties or can-
didates by means of binary regression analyses reveals the same basic
pattern, but with interesting details. Table 13.3 is constructed analogous
to Table 13.2. These findings suggest that within societies the importance
of political communications in general, and of mass communication
and interpersonal communication in particular, is not necessarily the
same for all parties or candidates. Particularly striking is that in West
Germany media exposure is clearly more important than political con-
versations only with regard to voting for one of the two small parties:
the liberal FDP and the Greens. However, on the whole – including the
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Table 13.3 Explanatory Power of Mass Communication and
Interpersonal Communication for Specific Voting Decisions
(adjusted Pseudo-R2 from binary logistic regression analyses)

(M+D)|P M|(P+D) D|(P+M)

Britain (Nmin=1,938)
Conservatives .027∗∗ .013∗∗ .011∗∗

Labour .027∗∗ .005∗ .018∗∗

Liberal Democrats .035∗∗ .005+ .030∗∗

West Germany (Nmin=814)
CDU/CSU .089∗∗ .042∗∗ .043∗∗

SPD .075∗∗ .016∗∗ .054∗∗

FDP .148∗∗ .101∗∗ .042∗∗

Greens .095∗∗ .065∗∗ .029∗∗

East Germany (Nmin=424)
CDU .130∗∗ .023∗∗ .113∗∗

SPD .151∗∗ .009 .144∗∗

FDP .164∗∗ .030+ .153∗∗

Greens .088∗∗ .006 .090∗∗

Spain (Nmin=928)
PSOE .128∗∗ .023∗∗ .124∗∗

PP .109∗∗ .004 .099∗∗

IU .098∗∗ −.005 .107∗∗

United States (Nmin=929)
Clinton .137∗∗ .009∗ .125∗∗

Bush .185∗∗ .006∗ .177∗∗

Perot .192∗∗ .006+ .176∗∗

∗∗ P < .01, ∗ P < .05, + P < .10
Note: (M+D)|P Interpersonal communication and mass communication,
controlling for political predispositions. M|(P+D) Mass communication,
controlling for political predispositions and interpersonal communica-
tion. D|(P+M) Interpersonal communication, controlling for political
predispositions and mass communication.

two large parties in West Germany – we again find consistent evidence
for the superior capacity of interpersonal communication to influence
votes.

These analyses have taken a general perspective, inspecting only the
total net impact of mass communication and interpersonal communica-
tion. A closer look at the detailed findings of these analyses is necessary to
see if the assumptions about qualitative differences between the various
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sources and channels of communication that guided the construction
of our measures are justified with respect to media effects. The patterns
of relationships between these communication activities and voting can
be inspected, and we can explore whether these patterns are the same
in all societies, or whether there are important differences. Table 13.4
displays the parameter estimates corresponding to the goodness-of-fit
values shown in Table 13.3. For the sake of simplicity, only the statistically
significant coefficients are displayed in the table. Insignificant coefficients
as well as coefficients for political predispositions and constants are not
shown. In terms of the RAS model the size of the effects indicates the
extent to which received persuasive messages were accepted by their re-
cipients and referred to as reasons for voting one way or the other. The
models include a number of interaction terms between communication
exposure and partisanship as the strongest political predisposition. To
represent – again in terms of the RAS model – selectivity in the ac-
ceptance of persuasive messages within the regression equations, such
interaction terms were constructed for all forms of political commu-
nication that prove influential, but only retained in the models if they
attained sufficient levels of statistical significance.

First of all it should be noted that the overwhelming majority of the
media effects we see in Table 13.4 has the right sign, given the political
leaning of the respective media (cf. Schmitt-Beck 2000, 236–55; 2003).
But the patterns of media effects are complex, and to some degree at odds
with our assumptions about the influence of mass media on voting. For
instance, they suggest that the press is no less important than television,
at least in Europe. In Britain, Germany, and Spain newspapers seem to
be no less influential on electors’ decisions than television (perhaps they
are even more so) – arguably a consequence of the (moderate) partisan-
ship of the European press. In contrast, apart from a positive effect of
exposure to news magazines on voting for Bill Clinton, American voting
behavior appears responsive only to television. Thus, the general dis-
tinction between audiovisual media and print press does seem to be of
some importance, although with important variations by country that
most likely mirror crucial differences between media systems. However,
there are no systematic indications that differences in the media’s infor-
mation quality, or in the degree to which they openly express opinions
are of relevance for the persuasive effects of mass communication. All
kinds of media seem to bear a potential for influencing voting decisions,
whether these be daily newspapers, news magazines, television news
programs, television magazines and even talk shows, and outlets of high
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Table 13.4 Effects of Exposure to Mass Media and Political
Conversations on Specific Voting Decisions (exp(B))

Britain (Nmin=1,938) Conservatives Labour Liberal Democrats

Independent (QP) 1.28+

Daily Express (MP) 1.26∗ 1.22−1+

Daily Mail (MP) 1.48∗∗ 1.27−1∗ 1.25−1∗

Today (MP) 1.44−1∗ 1.26+

Sun (TP) 1.27∗∗ 1.13−1+

Daily Mirror (TP) 1.11+

ITN news (PubTV) 1.14∗

Spouse pro 1.59∗∗ 1.59∗ 2.14∗∗

Spouse contra 1.61−1∗∗ 1.72−1∗∗ 1.20−1+

Relatives pro 1.57∗∗

Relatives contra 1.42−1∗∗

Friends pro | PId contra 1.53∗

Neighbors pro 2.00−1+

Neighbors contra 2.45−1+

Same clubs pro 1.67∗

West Germany (Nmin=814) CDU/CSU SPD FDP Greens

Leftist quality press (QP) 1.17+ 1.36−1∗

Regional press (MP) 1.26−1∗∗

Regional press (MP) | PId pro 1.25∗

Bild (TP) 1.13+ 1.32−1∗

Spiegel and Zeit (MagP) 1.56∗∗ 1.81∗∗

Spiegel and Zeit (MagP) | PId pro 1.86−1∗∗ 1.64−1∗∗

ARD news (PubTV) 1.13∗∗ 1.20−1∗∗

SAT1 news (PrivTV) 1.51∗∗

Spouse pro 1.38+ 1.97∗∗ 3.26∗ 4.22∗∗

Spouse pro | PId contra 2.69∗∗

Spouse contra 2.20−1∗∗ 1.39−1+ 1.73−1∗

Relatives pro 1.54∗∗ 3.77∗∗

Relatives pro | PId contra 3.51−1+

Relatives contra 1.57−1∗

Relatives contra | PId contra 2.37−1∗

Friends pro 1.52∗∗ 1.43+

Friends contra 1.21−1+ 1.30−1∗

Co-workers pro 1.62∗

Neighbors/same club/other − − 5.21+

relationships pro

(continued)
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Table 13.4 (continued)

East Germany (Nmin=424) CDU SPD FDP Greens

Regional press (MP) 1.08−1+ 1.18∗

DFF news (PubTV) 1.14−1∗∗

ARD and ZDF magazines (MagTV) 1.06+

DFF magazines (MagTV) 1.12∗ 1.23∗

Spouse pro 1.31∗ 2.36∗∗ 2.80∗∗ 2.20∗∗

Spouse contra 1.89−1∗∗

Relatives pro 1.23∗ 2.44∗ 2.56∗∗

Relatives contra 1.29−1∗

Friends contra 1.29−1∗

Co-workers pro 1.29∗∗ 1.23+

Co-workers contra 1.32−1∗∗

Neighbors/same club/other
relationships pro

1.25+ 3.83∗∗

Neighbors/same club/other
relationships contra

1.49−1∗ 1.57−1∗∗

Spain (Nmin=928) PSOE PP IU

El Paı́s (QP) 1.18−1+

ABC (QP) 2.07∗

El Mundo (QP) 1.66−1∗∗ 1.32+

Vanguardia (QP) 1.40−1∗

Regional press (MP) 1.14−1∗

News magazines (MagP) 5.19∗

TVE news (PubTV) 1.07∗∗

Canal+ news (PrivTV) 1.67∗∗

Spouse pro 2.71∗∗ 3.02∗∗ 2.59∗∗

Spouse pro | PId contra 7.44∗∗

Spouse contra 2.14−1∗∗ 3.42−1∗∗ 2.06−1∗∗

Relatives pro 3.26∗∗ 2.62∗

Relatives pro | PId contra 5.35−1∗∗

Relatives contra 2.96−1∗∗

Friends pro 2.29∗ 2.36∗∗ 2.10∗∗

Friends contra 1.46−1∗ 2.86−1∗∗

Co-workers pro 8.23∗∗

(continued)
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Table 13.4 (continued)

United States (Nmin=929) Clinton Bush Perot

News magazines (MagTV) 1.20∗

National TV news (PrivTV) 1.09+ 1.14−1∗

TV magazines (MagTV) 1.31∗ 1.31−1+

Talk shows (MagTV) 1.27−1∗

Spouse pro 1.77∗∗ 2.23∗∗ 2.27∗∗

Spouse contra 1.88−1∗∗ 2.10−1∗∗

Relatives pro 1.31∗∗ 1.48∗∗ 1.56∗∗

Relatives contra 1.33−1∗∗ 1.21−1∗∗

Friends pro 1.25∗ 1.87∗∗

Friends contra 1.25−1∗ 1.30−1∗∗

Co-workers pro 1.19+ 1.31+

Co-workers contra 1.18−1+

Neighbors pro 1.25+ 1.33∗ 1.55∗

Neighbors contra 1.76−1∗∗

Same church pro 2.05∗∗

∗∗ P < .01, ∗ P < .05, + P < .10
Notes: Constants and effects of political predispositions as well as insignificant
effects of political communications not shown (for an overview of all indepen-
dent variables and their effects cf. Schmitt-Beck 2000, 272–4, 338–9). Media
formats: Quality press (QP), Middle market press (MP), Tabloid press (TP),
News magazines (MagP), News programs of public broadcasters (PubTV),
News programs of private broadcasters (PrivTV), TV magazine formats
(MagTV).

information quality (quality press, public television) just as well as media
of low information quality (tabloids, private television).

In sum, none of the hypotheses guiding my classification of media
appears to be fully supported by these findings. The general ideal that
the difference between print and television matters, is justified to some
degree. However, only in the United States do we find a pattern that
is consistent with the hypothesis that television is the stronger force,
whereas the European results suggest that on the other side of the Atlantic
print media bear the greater potential for political influence. The more
specific considerations about the role of media formats for media effects
are not supported by the findings displayed in Table 13.4.

In contrast to the somewhat ambiguous media effects, the patterns of
results concerning interpersonal communication are very clear. In all five
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societies, the potential of discussants to influence votes runs consistently
in the right direction, but depends crucially on the nature of their rela-
tionship to the respondents. Political conversations held within primary
relationships were far more influential than discussions that took place
in the context of secondary relationships, like those between co-workers
and neighbors. To be sure, even that kind of exchange, taking place not
between intimate associates but between more distant acquaintances, is
by no means irrelevant. However, it manifests itself primarily in those
societies where the total impact of interpersonal communication is high,
and much less so in the other societies. Yet, on the whole there is no deny-
ing that the personal exchange taking place on an everyday basis between
spouses, relatives, and (close) friends is a major factor of influence on
decisions taken by voters on election day. In addition, the data suggest
that even among these more intimate relationships, spousal relationships
stand out as particularly conducive to interpersonal influence.

DISCUSSION

This chapter started with the observation that the extent of electoral
volatility differs between electorates. From election to election, in some
societies there is considerable movement between parties, while others
remain fairly stable, and the outcomes of the contests fluctuate only by
a narrow margin. Comparing five societies in four countries, it became
obvious that two of them – Britain and West Germany – are charac-
terized by only a limited degree of aggregate electoral change, while in
the remaining three – East Germany, Spain, and the United States – the
extent of mobility between parties or candidates is quite substantial. The
patterns of differences with regard to the importance of habitual polit-
ical communication for voting behavior support the assumption that
societal information flows are the source of electoral change.

Remarkably, a complementary pattern can be detected with regard
to the relevance of political predispositions for electoral behavior
(Table 13.5). In those cases where we observed high degrees of elec-
toral volatility, the incremental impact of political communication, over
and above the impact of political predispositions, is high. However, as
Table 13.5 reveals, these same societies are also characterized by a rather
limited importance of political predispositions for citizens’ electoral be-
havior. The combined effect on the vote of identifications with social
groups, ideological identifications, value orientations, and partisanship
is quite low, and in the case of East Germany extremely low. The small
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Table 13.5 Global Explanatory Power of Political
Predispositions for Voting Decisions (adjusted Pseudo-R2

from multinomial logistic regression analyses)

Britain West Germany East Germany Spain United States

.544∗∗ .491∗∗ .070∗∗ .443∗∗ .288∗∗

(2,196) (840) (474) (999) (969)

∗∗ P < .01 (N in parentheses)

role of political predispositions for explaining voting behavior can be
put down to several factors. Electoral procedures are one of them. At
Presidential elections American voters choose persons, not parties, and
that makes for a much more limited effect of political predispositions on
voting than in established European democracies, where parties are at
the core of the electoral process. In addition, the United States has gone
through a period of delignment, and the proportion of voters with firm
loyalties to a political party has decreased substantially. In contrast, the
postauthoritarian societies of East Germany and Spain are characterized
by a state of “prealignment.” With democratization having taken place
only in the recent past, parties in these countries did not have sufficient
time to take root in society – arguably something that in some of the new
democracies actually may never happen, as they “leapfrogged” (Pasquino
2001) from their authoritarian past directly into the age of “postmod-
ern” politics, bypassing the stage of mass politics with its strong mutual
linkages between party organizations and social groups (Norris 2000).

As it seems the importance of political communication for electoral
behavior increases as the grip of political predispositions on electoral
behavior gets weaker, leading to more electoral mobility. If current di-
agnoses are correct that we are witnessing a general trend toward a
more “individualized” electoral behavior, that is decoupled from its
social-structural foundations and cultural underpinnings (Dalton and
Wattenberg 2000), then we can expect to see further increases in the
importance of political communication for the outcomes of elections,
more mobile electorates, and, ultimately, less predictable election results
(Schmitt-Beck and Farrell 2002).

Political information can reach its recipients through various chan-
nels. Mass media and personal conversations with other people are
among the most important of these. This blends into a general renais-
sance of the idea that mass media can affect their audiences’ orientations
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not only by means of complex cognitive processes, such as priming or
framing (Ansolabehere et al. 1993), but also in a more directly persuasive
way. The analysis presented in this chapter suggests that the reception of
persuasive messages, carrying evaluative content, from the mass media
can indeed be consequential for individual electoral behavior. Depend-
ing on which media they use, citizens differ systematically with regard to
the likelihood of voting for or against particular parties or candidates at
national elections. This was shown for different countries. However, the
importance of the media for electoral behavior turns out not to be the
same in each society. Arguably, conditions for the influence of the mass
media are particularly favorable in media systems that are characterized
by a significant, though moderate “press-party parallelism” (Seymour-
Ure 1974), where reporting by a particular media organization tends to
advantage specific parties, but not in such a blatant way that it becomes
strikingly obvious for each and every recipient. Thus, the hurdle of selec-
tive exposure may be overcome. Media market structures may also play a
role. Media influences are more likely when there is a shortage of genuine
alternatives, because readers’ inclinations toward selective exposure are
preempted by a lack of choices. Processes of press concentration in press
landscapes that are mostly regional and not national, ultimately limiting
readers’ choices to one or two outlets, or government interference in
the operation of public broadcasters are examples of developments that
may lead to such constellations. These features are typical of the media
systems of West Germany and Spain (Gunther and Mughan 2000) – the
two countries where according to this analysis the media’s impact on
electoral behavior is strongest.

If such a constellation coincides with a rather limited importance of
political discussions for electoral behavior, one may well find that mass
communication is the stronger source of political influence. This peculiar
pattern is characteristic of the small parties in West Germany. Apart from
this, however, electoral decision making depends more on who voters
discuss politics with, rather than on which media they use. In each of the
three societies that is characterized by weak political predispositions
the sizable impact of political communication is to a large extent due to
the strong effects of interpersonal communication, especially between
intimates such as spouses, relatives, or friends, but to a lesser degree
also between co-workers, neighbors, and other more distant acquain-
tances. As Lazarsfeld and his colleagues maintained half a century ago,
on the whole we may conclude that interpersonal communication is
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more important than mass communication when it comes to influences
on “the people’s choice” (Lazarsfeld et al. 1944).
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F O U RT E E N

State of the Art of Comparative Political

Communication Research

Poised for Maturity?

Michael Gurevitch and Jay G. Blumler

This chapter attempts an assessment of the current status of comparative
political communication research. Its core concept is maturity. Com-
parative approaches to political communications, albeit promising and
sometimes impressive, can seem ragged when compared, say, with the
solidity of their application in other social sciences (e.g., sociology and
political science). Our central point is that the quality of comparative
research can vary not only in scientific rigor but also, and perhaps more
importantly, in its ability to reveal fundamental and broadly influential
features of the structures and cultures of the societies being examined.
Our concern throughout this chapter therefore is that of how to recog-
nize and to achieve such maturity in the subfield of comparative political
communication scholarship.

In fact, this is our third attempt to take stock of the “state of the
art” of comparative political communication research. In the first such
effort, more than a quarter century ago (Blumler and Gurevitch 1975)
we depicted comparative political communication research as a “field in
its infancy.” The dominant tone was one of uncertainty, illustrated by
the opening paragraph of the essay:

Writing in 1975, nobody could claim to be able to paint an assured
portrait of the field of investigation to be described in this essay. It
is not merely that few political communication studies have been
mounted with a comparative focus. More to the point, there is
neither a settled view of what such studies should be concerned
with, nor even a firmly crystallized set of alternative options for
research between which scholars of diverse philosophic persuasions
could choose.
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Reviewing the field again fifteen years later (Gurevitch and Blumler
1990), we were more positively struck by its growth and emergent
identity. But some qualifications remained. As we summed up:

The results of a number of scientifically motivated comparative
research efforts have by now seen the light of published day. Al-
though, taken as a whole, their fruits may still appear patchy, quite
a few have demonstrated the theoretical fertility and empirical util-
ity of macrocomparative approaches to political communication
analysis. It is as if comparative research has progressed from infancy
to, if not yet full adulthood, at least late adolescence.

What follows then, carrying the biological metaphor forward, focuses
on the issue of maturation. Can encouraging signs of such maturation
be discerned in approaches to comparative political communication
enquiry published after 1990? If so, how might these be built on and
strengthened? By what criteria may such maturity be identified?

WHY “POISED”?

A fundamental change has taken place in attitudes to comparative re-
search from the earlier periods of our writing. There is no longer that
need to urge others to “go comparative,” to proselytize for more involve-
ment in comparative political communication research, which animated
us in both 1975 and 1990. There is now a widespread appreciation of its
potential. Mentions of its value and calls for its further adoption abound.
Bennett and Entman (2001), for example, call for “comparative dialogue
about the impact of market forces on media systems, the blurring of tra-
ditional boundaries between entertainment and news, and the political
uses of new communication technologies” as well as for study of “the
comparative qualities of, and the deliberative outlets for, citizen infor-
mation both within and between societies.” Reese (2001) considers that,
“The many opportunities available for cross-national research have the
potential for providing important new insights into global journalism,
particularly as US and British media sociology is compared and tested
against experience and evidence from other systems.” Corner (2001)
recommends creation of a “stronger European and then international
network for media research” to exploit “those comparative opportuni-
ties which do so much to illuminate both what is specific to certain situ-
ations and what is more general and requires, perhaps, broader terms of
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explanation.” And Schudson (2001) declares that, “whatever phenom-
enon I look at I try to see located in space (how does it compare with
the same or similar things in other countries or other locations?) and
located in time (how does it compare with the same or similar things in
earlier or later historical periods?). Far from being neglected, compara-
tive political research has almost become fashionable!

Many factors are probably responsible for this increased interest. One
is awareness of globalization as a process driven by communications
technology, raising the prospect of an increasing homogenization of po-
litical communication across previously more diverse societies, polities,
and cultures (as in Mancini 2000). The increased conglomerization of
media organizations and their assembly into an ever smaller number
of corporate behemoths has also triggered concerns over a threatened
homogenization of the voices and interests given space to express them-
selves and to be heard in the globally disseminated media.

Other incentives to engage in comparative work may also be men-
tioned. In a world shrunk by easier travel and by instant electronic com-
munication, researchers from different points on the globe are now able
to meet more frequently, to converse almost as if face to face, to ex-
change ideas, and sometimes to mull over new projects of a collaborative
nature. International conferences and workshops proliferate. Visiting
lectureships in other countries have become more common. Research
proposals wing their way electronically from one country to another.
Awareness of the similarities and differences between cultures and social
and political systems becomes more widespread. The growth and increas-
ing use of the Internet has also played a part, facilitating easier access to
information and databases on political communication arrangements
in different societies. Data that were once difficult to come by have now
become accessible through the application of computer-based search en-
gines. But here pitfalls begin to emerge. The easier availability of data is
not always unalloyed gold. Sifting out what is comparatively most signif-
icant can be difficult. The task of standardizing such data to allow truly
comparative analysis is also daunting.

And more comparative work doesn’t necessarily equate with better.
The easier it becomes to undertake cross-societal research, the easier
it is to neglect or fail to exploit its distinctively comparative potential.
This may encourage what may be termed a comparativism of conve-
nience, which uses other countries merely as places to situate the same
investigation that one would have conducted at home, instead of
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designing research that aims to find out how key characteristics of di-
verse political-media systems differently shape political communication
processes within them.

We need therefore to distinguish between more conventional cross-
country investigations and more ambitious comparative research.
Unfortunately, the two are often conflated and the boundaries between
them have become blurred. Observance of this distinction and greater
commitment to demanding comparative conceptualizations and design
could further the maturation of the field.

Nevertheless, several fine specimens of political communication re-
search in this more ambitious sense have appeared in the literature since
we last reviewed the field. What can we learn from them about the criteria
of mature comparative scholarship? After briefly summarizing the ap-
proaches of eight such pieces of work in the following text, we generalize
about the elements that make them exemplary.1

Some Recent Studies
An outstanding effort was Swanson and Mancini’s (1996) analysis

of the innovations in election campaigning techniques adopted in re-
cent years by political parties and leaders in eleven different societies.
The locales ranged across long-established democracies, new or recently
restored ones, and ones that have latterly experienced destabilizing pres-
sures. The participating scholars, who were invited to write national case
studies, received in advance a remarkably elaborated theoretical essay
(Mancini and Swanson 1996), which included hypotheses about the un-
derlying generators of change in campaign communication tactics (the
increased “modernization” and complexity of social organization allied
to processes of “Americanization”); a specification of the kinds of changes
most likely to happen have emerged; and a discussion of systemic factors
by which the processes of change might have been mediated or mod-
ified in different democracies (such as the countries’ election systems,
media systems, structures of party competition, and political cultures).
Provision of this brief ensured that the national case studies could be
composed along comparable lines and that their authors could com-
ment on the applicability of the framework to their national situations.

1 These should not be regarded as our top eight list of best comparative analyses of
political communication conducted in the 1990s. They reflect what impressed us as
illustrative of good comparative practice only among the readings we happen to have
consulted – which we do not claim to have been comprehensive. We realize that other
equally valuable studies could have been included.
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It enabled Swanson and Mancini (1996) to revisit that framework in light
of the completed case studies, stating how far its expectations had been
confirmed, and along what lines it required amendment. Some of the
changes were not minor, including, for example, significant reservations
about the concept of Americanization.

A number of national case studies shaped by a comparative purpose
also appear in Gunther and Mughan (2000). This team operated on a
broader and more overtly normative canvass than Swanson and Mancini,
aiming to explore the relationship of political communication to the
health of democracy generally in light of the increasingly vocal criticism
in recent times of media roles in politics. Although the approach was less
theoretical than that followed by Swanson and Mancini, the national
contributors (coming, respectively, from established democracies and
transitional ones that had emerged from formerly totalitarian or author-
itarian regimes) were armed in advance with several lines of guidance:
to relate their analyses to specified criteria of democratic media perfor-
mance (mainly impartiality plus provision of a volume and substance
of political coverage sufficient to inform citizens’ voting choices); to be
sensitive to the reciprocal interactions of communication and political
influences; and to identify those macrolevel factors that appeared most
conducive to a well-functioning democracy. Three broad conclusions
emerged from this project. First, media roles in politics differed greatly
in the two kinds of democracies chosen for analysis – mixed at best in
the established ones but often positively supporting adoption of demo-
cratic norms in transitional ones. Second, there was clear cross-national
evidence of a reduction and dilution of information dissemination by
the media in the established democracies. And third, the most impor-
tant macrolevel factors resistant to such deterioration appeared to be the
presence and civic mission of strong public service broadcasting orga-
nizations and firm regulation of the broadcasting media. Also evident
from the comparisons were the distinctiveness of the U.S. case (hosting
the most commercial and adversarial and least regulated journalism in
the democratic world) and uneven tendencies for other democracies to
approach, without yet fully adopting, the American model.

In Pfetsch (2001), a pivotal but empirically rarely explored area is
opened to a detailed and revealing comparative U.S.-German analysis:
the culture that governs interactions over media publicity between politi-
cians and journalists. Based on interviews with both groups of commu-
nicators, the area for investigation was theoretically predefined in terms
of a “political communication system as jointly fashioned by political and
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media roles, both transcending their purely sectional interests” (drawing
here on Blumler and Gurevitch 1981). The cultural codes of such systems,
it was further postulated, could be more politically or more media-driven
(adapting Mazzoleni’s distinction between political and media “logics,”
Mazzoleni 1987). Also postulated were potentially relevant structural
differences between the United States and Germany, such as the former’s
weaker party system, the tendency for its presidential political system
to favor communication strategies of “going public” (in Kernell’s sense,
Kernell 1986) and a stronger public element in the German broadcasting
system. All this served to generate prior expectations about likely cross-
national similarities and differences in the interviewees’ role orientations;
to focus the questions put to those interviewees; and to guide the anal-
ysis of the resulting data. The findings revealed more differences than
similarities in the culturally governed interactions between politicians
and journalists in the two societies; confirmed the validity of the distinc-
tion between more politically and more media-driven sources of such
influence; and countered “popular ideas about Americanization trends
in German political communication” – at least in the mid-1990s when
the research was conducted.

A predefined conceptual framework of a different kind organized the
Semetko et al. (1991) examination of political and media influences upon
the formation of campaign agendas in television and press coverage of
U.S. and British elections in the 1980s. This was based on five systemic
factors or dimensions, which the researchers considered likely to favor
or inhibit journalistic intervention into the agenda-setting process –
namely, the degree of esteem for politics and politicians in the culture;
newspersons’ more “pragmatic” or “sacerdotal” attitudes to politics and
politicians; the degree of professionalization of electioneering by parties
and candidates; a public service versus commercial organization of the
broadcast media; and strength of media competition for audiences and
revenue. This framework led the team to expect more journalistic in-
fluence on coverage in the United States than in the United Kingdom.
It suggested ways in which such influence could be operationalized in
content analysis. And it anchored the concluding interpretation of the
empirical findings, which broadly confirmed the impact of the posited
dimensions.

But the authors also cautioned that the systemic dimensions of the
framework might themselves be “undergoing gradual change,” which
could lessen differences in the campaign roles of the media in the two
societies in the future. Following this up, Blumler and Gurevitch (2001)
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revisited that 1980s portrait of two quite contrasted political commu-
nication systems to see how far it still prevailed or had been blurred,
when account was taken of what was known about media performance
during the U.S. presidential and U.K. general elections of 1996 and 1997,
respectively. They thus aimed to combine a temporal with their spatial
comparison of election communication in the two societies. Two main
conclusions emerged from their analysis. First, the abiding utility of the
five originally specified dimensions of system difference was confirmed –
in the sense that they had helped to make sense of the later compar-
isons of Anglo-American data. Second, complex light was shed on the
Americanization hypothesis: whereas the evidence suggested that by the
1990s the British political communication system had moved closer to
the American model along three of the dimensions, the American sys-
tem appeared to have moved away from the British pattern along two
of them. It was not that the U.S. system was fixed while others evolved
toward it; it too was caught up in dynamic processes of change.

A more specific, recently emergent, and highly significant political
communication phenomenon was the focus of Esser, Reinemann, and
Fan (2001): coverage in the United States, the United Kingdom, and
German newspapers of “spin doctoring” and the related news manage-
ment practices of politicians. Like the other examples of comparative
research reviewed previously, the empirical work of these authors was
preceded by extensive prior conceptualization. This centred on (a) the
idea that the press is increasingly becoming a collective political insti-
tution in its own right (as defined by Cook 1998); (b) the notion of
“metacoverage” as a new stage of political journalism in which reporters
comment on their own roles in political communication (citing Johnson
et al. 1996); (c) its division into “self-referential” and “process” news
(where stories of spin doctoring belong); and (d) the assumption that
many political journalists are disposed to resist news management by ag-
gressively exposing it (as Blumler 1997 had suggested). After presenting
the results of their comparative content analysis, the authors specified
three macrolevel influences that seemed responsible for differences in the
amounts and framing styles of stories about spin doctoring in the three
countries’ press systems: the extent of national politicians’ commitment
to strategic public relations and campaign news management, result-
ing in more extensive and pejorative coverage; the longevity of national
politicians’ involvement in such practices, defusing pejorative coverage
as journalists became accustomed to and made their peace with spin
doctoring over the longer term; and linkages between national political
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and media systems, with closer ties tending to reduce the amount and
aggressiveness of the coverage.

Wilke and Reinemann (2001) is interesting for showing how even a
single-country study can make a significant contribution to comparative
knowledge, if deliberately designed to do so. Their point of departure
was suggestions in the literature that certain trends, especially charac-
teristic of U.S. campaign coverage, were recasting political journalism
in many other democracies – notably reduced attention to politics, in-
creased personalization, increased negativity, and increasingly interpre-
tative reporting (entailing less scope for politicians to be heard due to the
“shrinking sound bite”). After analyzing the content of German newspa-
per coverage of election campaigns from 1949 to 1998, the authors found
an overall trend in line with only one of the hypothesized developments –
toward more interpretative coverage, including a marked reduction in
the latter part of the period in the length of politicians’ statements quoted.
They ascribed the failure to confirm the other expected trends to a num-
ber of mutually reinforcing macrolevel differences between the United
States and Germany, such as their election systems, strength of party sys-
tems, structures of political competition, media systems, lines of access
of politicians to the media, politicians’ and journalists’ communication
cultures (as in Pfetsch 2001), and peculiarities in the criteria by which
German political journalists select campaign news (drawing here on the
research of Schönbach and Semetko 2000).

Awareness of a normatively defined problem was the point of de-
parture of Schönbach et al.’s (1999) comparison of trends over time in
newspaper reading in the United States and Germany. “Newspapers,”
they said, “were an endangered species,” a cause for concern because,
among other things, the press tends to be a more substantial and ef-
fective conveyor of civic information than television. But the decline
has been less precipitate in Germany than in the United States, and
the scholars postulated three possible macrolevel differences that could
have been responsible for this: differences in competition for audiences
from other media; differences in the attempts of newspapers to make
themselves stylistically and linguistically attractive to readers; and dif-
ferences in the impact on readership habits of sociodemographic trends.
Although the results (combining content analyses with readership sur-
veys) gave somewhat more weight to the first two explanations, a closer
look at some of the sociodemographic evidence proved more interesting.
Newspapers in the United States were increasingly serving as what the
authors termed “an instrument of social distinction” (whereby readers
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separated themselves from the lower-strata groups in which newspapers
circulated less extensively). Not only was this process less advanced in
Germany; other social relationships were more important there, such
as being married, and having deeper roots and more ties in the local
community.

Criteria of Maturity: Individual Projects
Six criteria of maturity in the design, conduct, and analysis of compar-

ative political communication research appear common to these cases.
We state them as prescriptions in the following text.

First, the purpose of going comparative should be explicated. Why
have the scholars involved in the research chosen to do so? What partic-
ular benefits do they hope to gain by situating their studies in more than
one society or more than one time frame? All this should be articulated,
not taken for granted.

Second, the research should be situated in a theoretical or concep-
tual perspective, which will not only determine the phenomena to be
investigated but will also shape their comparative treatment. Often that
perspective will draw from theoretical ideas that were initially proposed
by scholars for application to their own national conditions. The transna-
tionalization of such ideas through comparative research enlarges and
enriches our field by exposing them to, and refining them in, more diverse
testing grounds. Involvement in prior theorizing has another advantage.
It ensures what may be termed the comparative sufficiency of the research –
that it focuses not on “any old bits and pieces” that happen to be open
to comparison but on those features and trends of political communi-
cation, which matter because of their organizing power and influence or
their normative implications.

Third, comparative research should be designed to realize “double
value.” That is, it should aim to shed light not only on the particular
phenomena being studied but also on the different systems in which
they are being examined. In other words, more mature comparative
research will be “system sensitive.” This can be achieved by trying to
specify in advance certain macrolevel dimensions along which the po-
litical communication systems concerned may vary in their impact on
the empirical phenomena. This may be accompanied by a rationale for
basing the research in the selected places or time periods. And as the
findings of such system-sensitive research cumulate, our understanding
of what matters most in the organization of political communication
systems and the influences that play on them should increase.
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Fourth, initial conceptualizations should include a prior statement of
expectations (or hypotheses if appropriate) about what might emerge
from the empirical comparisons. This will usefully guide both the re-
search design and analysis of the findings.

Fifth, more mature work will revisit some of the preconceived ideas
and expectations about comparative similarities and differences in light
of the results of the empirical research. This will identify what has
been confirmed, what has not (with suggested explanations where pos-
sible), and what unanticipated additions to comparative knowledge or
the framework of comparative analysis seem to have emerged.

Sixth, although it is natural to think of comparative research as a
predominantly spatial (i.e., cross-national) exercise, its temporal com-
ponent should always be borne in mind. After all, almost everything to
do with political communication is in flux these days: social formations
and lifestyles; strategies of persuasion; politician-journalist relations;
and media technology, organization, and finance (Blumler 1999). Such
changes, or trends allegedly resulting from them, provided a context for
most of the examples of comparative research reviewed previously. The
preoccupations of several of the authors with the validity or otherwise
of the concept of Americanization illustrate this. And a master theme of
political communication research for some time to come is likely to be
how far posited processes of change are taking place universally and how
far they are being blocked or modified by enduring structural differences
in present-day political communication systems.

Collective Criteria of Maturity
Maturity is manifested, however, not only in how individual scholars

or teams conceive and pursue the comparative task. For the political
communication subfield collectively, two other criteria apply.

One is the criterion of “comparative scope.” How broadly have com-
parative designs been applied across the political communication terrain
as a whole? The short answer to this question at present is “not very!”

Much recent comparative work (as the examples reviewed in the pre-
ceding text tend to show) has focused on the conduct of election cam-
paigns. An overarching theme has been the notion of Americanization,
an offshoot of the debate on the globalization of politics and the media.
Arguments have been put both in support of this notion (with campaign
practices in many countries said to be approximating the U.S. model)
and against it (stressing the persistence of cultural differences and re-
sistant or mediating structural factors). Heavily examined in this work
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both nationally and cross-nationally have been processes of political
marketing (e.g., Newman 1999) and party publicity professionalization
(e.g., in Plasser’s surveys of the deployment, roles, and status of political
consultants, Plasser 2001).

In itself, this is neither surprising nor unwelcome. The question is
whether this focus has been at the expense of other significant issues and
trends to which comparative effort could and should also be devoted.

POLITICAL CULTURE: A FRAMEWORK FOR

FUTURE RESEARCH

But how might the objects of comparative investigation be most effec-
tively expanded? What intellectual strategy might broaden our compar-
ative lines of attack? Rather than produce a shopping list of discrete fea-
tures of political communication, for comparativists to address (which
could be endless), we prefer to concentrate instead on the relationship of
political culture to political communication as an organizing framework
for future attention. Political culture may be defined for the sake of this
discussion as “the values, norms, beliefs, sentiments and understandings
of how power and authority operate within a particular political system.
Generally, political culture sets informal and unwritten ground rules as
to how the political process is to be performed” (Amin 2002) – and, we
would add, how relationships between key actors within them should be
conducted and managed.

We regard the notion of political culture as particularly useful for
our purpose because of its all-encompassing character. It constitutes
a framework within which all political communication takes place. It
is certainly multifunctional, for it can be regarded as facilitating and
legitimizing existing forms of political communication; implying stan-
dards by which existing arrangements may be criticized and pressured to
change; and constraining proposed changes within limits of acceptability
(including ruling out some as beyond the pale). Its essential usefulness
for comparative research is that it allows and enables consideration of the
differences between political communication arrangements in different
societies and hence it is a unifying conceptual framework for such work.

Just as comparative communication research can be regarded as a
subset of the comparative study of culture, comparative political com-
munication research should be seen as the examination of political cul-
tures and their impact on political communication in different soci-
eties. The main concern here would be to generate a broad conceptual
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approach, designed to identify key dimensions along which political cul-
tures may differ, resulting in different forms of political communication
in turn. Yet the role of political culture in political communication has
been little explored to date and rarely been subjected to comparative
investigation.

To demonstrate the wide-ranging impact of political culture, we men-
tion here some facets of political communication that are influenced by
it and that could provide fertile areas for comparative research. These
are merely illustrative and not an exhaustive or definitive list.

The encoding of political messages. Culture is the context, the frame-
work within which all forms of communication, be they interpersonal or
mass, takes place. Political culture is thus key to understanding the con-
struction and encoding of political messages. It shapes political rhetoric;
the symbols commonly invoked; appeals for support; claims to rights and
needs; and ways of framing political issues and controversies in the news.

Political culture and the vocabulary of politics. Closely related to the en-
coding of political messages is “the semiotic turn,” which has led media
scholars to pay increasing attention to the meaning systems that un-
dergird the flow of mediated messages. The manner in which political
cultures impinge on the uses of language and the diversity of possible
meanings embedded in media messages is of major significance for the
comparative analysis of political communication. Clearly, the language
of politics varies from one society to another, not only in terms of sheer
vocabulary but also in terms of the meanings it carries. The vocabu-
lary of democratic politics is obviously different from that deployed in
nondemocratic regimes. But even among different democratic societies
political vocabularies vary, rooted as they are in different political cul-
tures, historical legacies, and traditions.

Constraints on the decoding of political messages. The counterpart of
the encoding of political messages would be comparative study of the
processes of decoding. Just as political cultures define and shape en-
coding, so they impinge on the meaning systems that message receivers
deploy to interpret those messages. The role of audience members in
decoding media messages is the core issue of reception analysis, as it
has evolved over the past two decades. Much of this work, however, has
focused on single-country audiences. Applying that approach to com-
parative studies of audiences across diverse societies would be beneficial
in identifying the similarities and differences between the processes of
decoding prevalent among audiences in different countries and different
cultural settings.
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Political culture and the culture of journalism. An intriguing area
for comparative work concerns the culture of journalism in different
societies. The issue here is how the culture of journalism is articulated
to the political culture of different societies. Because political cultures
may vary, do they also generate variations in the culture of journalism –
or is the latter relatively immune to such influences? How do the prin-
ciples of different political cultures relate to the character and degree of
professionalization of media practitioners in diverse political systems?
An often-presumed attribute of professionalism is its universality, that
is, that the profession’s values and basic principles are shared by its prac-
titioners everywhere. Yet the connection of media systems to political
cultures implies a cultural specificity that precludes the profession’s uni-
versality. Comparative research could help to sort this out.

Interrelationships of media institutions and political institutions. More
comparative research has probably been devoted to this area than to any
of the others listed here but little attention has been paid to the cultural
influences that play on and possibly variegate these relationships in dif-
ferent societies. In question here are the values and norms that prescribe
and guide these relationships and the rules and practices derived from
them to specify the normative guidelines and the boundaries of the per-
missible in the reciprocal interaction between both sides. Pfetsch (2001)
has made an excellent start in empirically discovering and comparing
the role and systemic origins of such cultural influences in the United
States and Germany. This is enormously promising and should be built
on in other societal contexts.

Reciprocal relations of citizens and elites. Citizenship is above all a
culturally impregnated idea. It is also essentially relational, prescribing
how the members of a society should regard and participate in their
political institutions. It is a rich notion as well, incorporating, among
others, attitudes to political authority (e.g., deferential or skeptical); en-
titlements to participate, be heard, have one’s claims satisfied; all degrees
of partisanship or its opposite; sentiments of duty and efficacy; even
attitudes toward the rightful place of reason and emotion in politics.
Yet this cornucopia has almost entirely escaped comparative scrutiny –
other than through a cross-national charting of citizens’ increasing dis-
engagement in recent years from mainstream politics in many advanced
democracies.

Of course much conceptual work will be required to develop the idea
of political culture into a strong comparative tool. This is not the place
to embark on such a project, but we close this part of our discussion by
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mentioning a particular need that arises from what we have emphasized
so far.

Dimensions of Political Culture
The notion of political culture is at this point quite broad and open to

different interpretations. To advance comparative research, its dimen-
sions need to be specified and defined more clearly. In earlier work we
have suggested certain dimensions along which political cultures may
vary. These include “the valuation of politics as such” (Blumler and
Gurevitch 1975), that is, the extent to which politics is valued highly
rather than denigrated; the degree to which different political cultures
embrace or resist populism (Blumler and Gurevitch 2001); and degrees
of cultural support for international or nationalist/ethnocentric goals
(Blumler 1983).

While these dimensions may well be useful in specific studies, they
are evidently ad hoc. Political culture must be structured before it can be
broken down into a set of field-spanning dimensions. The structure of a
political communication system offers one basis for such a framework.
This points to three areas of potentially fruitful dimensionalization. The
first concerns the prescriptions of different political cultures about the
relationship between their media and political systems. The second con-
sists of the norms that define the roles and functions of the media for
society. And the third concerns the relationship between citizens and
their political system.

For example, a key dimension of the relationship between the media
and the political system is the continuum of autonomy versus subordi-
nation (which, however, may subsume a host of subsidiary dimensions).
Probably all societies can be placed at different points on this contin-
uum, according to the degree to which their political cultures accord the
media a relatively high measure of autonomy from the political system
or conversely subordinate the media to that system. Democratic societies
will thus be placed closer to the autonomy pole of the continuum while
authoritarian societies will be located nearer the subordination pole –
but there will be considerable variation within both camps as well.

Political cultures also prescribe norms concerning the functions of
the media in society. Defining and sorting these could be a worthwhile
endeavor. For example, certain cultures may expect the media to perform
an essentially critical/watchdog function, exposing abuses of power by all
social institutions; while others might support a nation-building role for
the media, as if maintaining or guiding society toward an idealized state
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and thus collaborating with the political leadership, or elements within
it, who view themselves as the vanguard in pursuit of the appropriate
goals.

Finally, a cluster of dimensions could apply to varying orientations in
the political culture toward the relations of citizens to government. We
have already noted the many-faceted richness of the concept of citizen-
ship. Again, some of these facets might be dimensionalized as continua
with positive and negative poles at opposite ends. The former would en-
courage high levels of political engagement among citizens, while the lat-
ter would entail alienation or apathy. However, many distinctions would
have to be kept in mind when entering this area. There are different sorts
of positive and negative sentiments (e.g., disengagement does not neces-
sarily equate with indifference). There are different parts of the political
system to which they might be applied. And different population groups
might be under the influence of different cultural orientations.

Thus, the areas recommended for dimensionalizing cover the three
key elements of a political communication system – political system,
media system, and citizenry.

THE NEED FOR THEORETICAL EXCHANGE

The extent and vigor of theoretical debate that permeates a field is a
second criterion of its collective maturity. On this count, comparative
political communication analysis still falls lamentably short. Subfields
of political science and sociology are far more advanced in this respect.
The literature on political parties, for example, is rich with frameworks
for analyzing them cross-nationally, connected and advanced by a vein
of cumulative debate about their respective merits and demerits. There
is no such tradition in comparative political communications.

It is not that conceptual frameworks are absent from its literature but
that they are almost never critically discussed after their publication. In
fact, a near abundance of conceptual frameworks have been proposed
to guide the comparative investigation of diverse facets of political com-
munication – for example:

� On the media’s subordination to or autonomy from political power –
as in Alexander’s (1981) differentiation theory and in Blumler
and Gurevitch’s (1975) specification of four dimensions of
subordination-autonomy, including hypotheses about their impli-
cations for political content in the media and its effects on audience
members.
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� On the media’s subordination to or autonomy from economic
power – including the often used distinction between public-service
and commercial broadcast media; hypotheses about the effects
on political communications of increased competition between
news media; and John McManus’ (1995) “market model of news
communication.”

� On journalists’ roles in political communication – including not
only the long-standing adversarial-exchange dichotomy but also
Patterson’s (1998) two-dimensional typology, combining “passive-
active” with “neutral-advocate” distinctions and hypothesizing con-
sequences for media content and audience reception there from.

� On politicians’ efforts to secure positive coverage in election news –
including such distinctions as professional versus amateur; capital-
intensive versus labor-intensive; proactive versus reactive, and so
forth.

� On influences upon the access of sources to political news – as
in Schlesinger’s (1990) model of competition for such access (tak-
ing account of the distribution of symbolic and material resources
plus opportunities for strategic action) and Blumler and Gurevitch’s
(2000) discussion of the impact of media abundance on the terms
of such competition.

� On sources of change in the overall organization and workings of po-
litical communication systems – such as change in communication
technologies; changes in the structure and culture of surrounding
social and political systems; the dynamics of politician-journalist
relations; and changes in the values, lifestyles, civic concerns, and
attitudes to authority of audience members.

It is not the discreteness of these frameworks and their lack of integration
into a more comprehensive comparative theory that most concerns us.
The preceding listed examples may be regarded as specimens of what
Merton once termed middle range theories, and, given both the multi-
level complexity of political communication and its linkages to many
other institutional domains, it is probably no bad thing that scholars
have tailored frameworks to suit particular areas of the field. But left
uncriticized, there is no spur to conceptual improvement or indeed to
broader integrative theorizing.

In the future the situation we have described may become less lamentable.
As more scholars break out of their national shells, pursue their interests
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collaboratively with colleagues from other societies, seek systemic ex-
planations of discovered similarities and differences, and compare their
findings and conclusions with those of other researchers, theoretical ex-
change may become more natural, common, and productive. Productive
opportunities for such discussion should arise when Dan Hallin and
Paolo Mancini publish a path-breaking attempt they are making to gen-
erate a framework of three distinct media system models, each with inter-
related characteristics, which have not co-occurred accidentally but have
arisen from different sociopolitical and cultural patterns of historical de-
velopment. A taster of what may eventually emerge from their project
can be consulted in Hallin and Papathanassopoulos (2002).

CONCLUDING NOTE

The inadequacy of research that stops short at fielding identical or similar
instruments in several societies and reporting the results was an open-
ing theme of this essay. In a sense, our argument now comes full circle.
If conceptual analysis, and critical discussion thereof, were to become
higher priorities and were more prominent in the literature, more schol-
ars might be encouraged to engage in genuinely comparative rather than
merely cross-national political communications research.
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From Political Culture to Political

Communication Culture

A Theoretical Approach to Comparative Analysis

Barbara Pfetsch

The scholarly debate on the development of political communication
in modern democracies makes reference to concepts of Americaniza-
tion, modernization, and globalization (Chapter 2, in this volume). The
framing of political communication in connection with macropolitical
economic and societal processes of change raises the question of the con-
vergence of political communication processes, which elicits ambivalent
answers depending on the level of analysis, the point in time, the coun-
try, and the cultural context. While one can best speak of convergence
in electoral campaign communication, the issue of parallel development
tendencies in other areas of political communication still largely remains
to be investigated. This is because, firstly, we have neither convincing the-
oretical concepts nor a comprehensive body of empirical studies on the
processes of everyday political communication between elections, com-
munication between government and citizens, or interaction between
political actors and the media (Chapter 14, in this volume). Secondly, po-
litical communication in national arenas is often considered a constant
factor in the policy process and scarcely conceded to have an independent
explanatory contribution to make to political analysis.

The most routinized communication relationships between political
actors and journalists are nevertheless a critical factor in the democratic
process in all Western countries. Democratic systems of government
depend on political action and political decisions being publicly com-
municated and legitimated. The structures and rules of political commu-
nication are therefore an important variable in understanding the public
representation of political objects. The analysis of interaction between
politics and the media is not least of all a challenge for international
comparative research. Why is political public relations successful in one
country and not in another? Why is the same political problem an issue
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for the media in one country but not in another? Why do news broadcasts
tend to give politics a populist format in one country while in another
they tend to bespeak the state?

The demand for international comparative research in political com-
munication has far-reaching consequences, for it requires implicit
premises and national particularities to be left aside in both politics
and media communication in the search for generalizable patterns in
communicating political content and, above all, in the consequences
thereof. Thus, in speaking about the modernization of political com-
munication (Swanson and Mancini 1996) or the global convergence of
political communication systems, or even seeking to demonstrate them
empirically, it is not sufficient to describe only isolated phenomena in the
outward manifestations of electoral campaigns, television appearances
by politicians, or the practices of political public relations. In order to
explain similarities and differences in political communication in dif-
ferent countries, it is necessary to understand the processes of political
communication and the public forms it assumes in the context of both
actors and structures. That is to say, political communication in Western
democracies is to be understood firstly as a process of interaction between
political actors and media actors. Secondly, these processes take place in
different structural contexts of the political system (e.g., the mechanisms
of the electoral system or the constellation of the party system) and of
the media system (e.g., in media markets with a strongly differing degree
of commercialization).

One upshot of these considerations is that political communication is
to be regarded in comparative approaches as a system that has a structural
and a cultural dimension. The structure of political communication in-
volves the institutional conditions of the political system and the media
system at the macrolevel and the mesolevel. The cultural dimension in-
volves describing actors and the subjective action orientations, attitudes,
and norms of actors in professional political communication roles. If
political communication processes are seen as interplay between the
actors’ behavior and structural conditions, the comparative approach
offers considerable potential for analyzing these processes. Comparison
makes it possible to vary structural and contextual conditions and to ask
what constellations of actor orientations correspond.

Nevertheless, comparative research designs mark not only a strategy
of empirical inquiry. They also require the issues and theoretical con-
cept of the subject under study to be sufficiently specified. This is the
motivation for the present chapter. The aim is to develop a conceptual
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perspective for the comparative study of interaction between political ac-
tors and media actors in modern democracies. The focus is on actors in
political communication, who supply political information in exchange
for media publicity, and whose orientations form a political communi-
cation culture. It is assumed that the interaction space at the interface
between politics and the media in which political communication actors
move is crucial in understanding the representation of political objects
in national public arenas. This milieu is characterized by the orientations
of journalists and political spokespersons, which, following Blumer and
Gurevitch (1995, 19), can be termed the political communication culture
of a country. The political communication culture plays a central role
in how politics is thematized, and this has implications for the demo-
cratic process. In Dahl’s democracy theory terms (1989, 111), the quality
of political communication can be measured by whether it contributes
to an “enlightened understanding” among citizens. What is meant is
the possibility and capacity of the individual to judge the performance
and decisions of political decision makers in order to participate on the
basis of this knowledge. It is therefore a democracy-theoretical test of
every political communication culture whether it permits or generates
discourses that allow a rational understanding of political processes on
the part of the public. Vice versa, a political communication culture is
dysfunctional for the democratic process if it impairs the rationality of
the political discourse.

This chapter addresses the thesis that the political communication
culture is an essential component of the political culture of a country.
The relationship between politics and the media is thus a central factor
for the legitimacy and stability of the democratic process and for the style
and quality of the political discourse. Given these premises, the concept
of political communication culture is to be presented and discussed as a
possible approach for the comparative analysis of political communica-
tion. The approach focuses on the role-specific conditions for the action
and attitude patterns of political communication actors that shape the
profile of different types of political communication depending on the
actor constellation and structural conditions in the given country. It is
also assumed that the public representation of politics varies with the
structure and culture of political communication.

A first step toward underpinning this thesis is to deal in greater de-
tail with the conceptualities and the notion of political communication
culture and its substantive dimensions. The second step is to present a
heuristic concept for the typification of political communication cultures
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useful for international analysis. This is followed by a consideration of
what types of political communication culture are conceivable under
what structural conditions in different national arenas, and what pro-
files of political discourse are to be expected in each case. The goal is to
make a contribution toward the theoretical conceptualization of political
communication that can serve as a basis and point of departure for the
international comparative empirical study of political communication
systems.

POLITICAL CULTURE AND POLITICAL COMMUNICATION

CULTURE: SPECIFICATION AND DIMENSIONS

OF THE CONCEPTS

Clarification of the Original Concept of Almond and Verba
The concept of political communication culture was introduced in

communication research by Blumler and Gurevitch (1977, quoted as
Blumler and Gurevitch 1995) in the 1970s. The issue and point in time
were no accident, for the authors were in the direct tradition of political
culture research, which had begun in the 1960s with the study “Civic
Culture” by Almond and Verba (Almond and Verba 1963; Almond 1980).
Political culture research is interested in the interplay between subjective
orientations of citizens, that is, the ideas and value codes that regulate
political action (Verba 1965), and the structural conditions of democratic
systems. “When we speak of the political culture of a society, we refer
to the political system as internalized in the cognitions, feelings, and
evaluations of its population. . . . The political culture of a nation is the
particular distribution of patterns of orientation toward political objects
among the members of the nation” (Almond and Verba 1963, 13). On the
assumption that a political system can be stable only if the fundamental
values and orientations of the members of society are compatible with
the sociopolitical and institutional structure, political culture research
seeks to describe the attitudes and norms of the citizens who act within
the framework of political institutions (Verba 1965, 514).

If the concern of political culture research is transferred to the sub-
area of political communication, the political communication system is
to be explained not only through indicators of the institutional struc-
ture of the political and the media systems. It is rather the subjective
orientations of actors in politics and the media that lend meaning to
this system. What is decisive in this view of political communication is
that exchanges between political actors and journalists are regulated by
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a set of orientations and norms within the media and political context,
in other words, by the political communication culture1 (Blumler and
Gurevitch 1995, 19). One can go so far as to say that the attitudes of the
actors are a decisive criterion for the quality and stability or change in
the political communication of a country.

If one basically accepts the idea of a political communication culture,
certain questions arise on the status and content of the concept, which
have to be put not least of all because political culture research has
had a critical reception history (cf. Almond 1980; Kaase 1983; Pappi
1986). However, the criticism directed at political culture research does
not lend itself to question that political communication culture can be
understood as a component of general political culture of a country, and
that by comparing political communication cultures across countries
the fabrics of political communication systems can be analyzed in a
systematic way.

In the debate on political culture it has been questioned whether
the national-state level is a meaningful unit of reference for analysis,
because the aggregation from individual orientations up to the level of
the nation state is quite a large step (Pappi 1986). Thus, Verba (1980,
406) suggests that the units of analysis be kept smaller. Instead of large,
national aggregates, it would be useful to examine specific subcultures
and their value structures. Kaase (1983, 161–3) and Pappi (1986, 281)
stress that one could just as well choose smaller political units or social
systems, for example, a regional, cultural, or structural subsystem for the
fruitful analysis of political culture. Studies of specific subcultures have
the advantage over total analyses of being closer to social reality.

Against this background, it seems obvious and plausible to choose
the political communication system as a relevant subsystem of political
culture and as a unit for analysis. The focus then is on the orientations
of actors in political communication, that is, political spokespersons
and journalists. In analogy to political culture, political communication
culture can be defined as the empirically observable orientations of actors
in the system of production of political messages toward specific objects of
political communication, which determine the manner in which political
actors and media actors communicate in relation to their common political
public.

1 This culture concept has little to do with the usual semantics of “Kultur” as the totality of
intellectual and artistic forms of expression in general German usage. It refers rather to
the observable norms and rules that regulate interactions between mutually dependent
actors in a given relationship.
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Dimensions Objects of Orientation
System in General Political communication system as interpenetration 

system of media and politics 
Input Public opinion
Output Political public relations, news management, 

strategic communication 
Self-Image Communication roles, interaction norms

Figure 15.1 The Dimensions of Political Communication
Culture

The Objects of Political Communication Culture
As for the concept of political culture, the dimensions of the political

communication culture and its empirical desiderata need to be clarified.
By analogy with political culture research on this point, the dimensions2

proposed by Almond and Verba (1963) can also be useful for the Po-
litical Communication system (Figure 15.1). The following objects can
be identified: the system of producing, processing, and communicating
political messages; the input side of this system; the output side of the
system; and the role allocations and norms that ensure the maintenance
of political communication.

THE POLITICAL COMMUNICATION SYSTEM. In contrast to other societal
subsystems such as politics, law, or the economy, which can largely be
distinguished from one another by their functions and codes, the political
communication system is a construct composed of elements from two
other social systems, politics, and the public sphere in its mass-media
format. If this is the case, German proponents of systems theory, in
particular, will ask what mechanisms integrate the two subsystems to
form the political communication system. Münch offers a solution to
the problem of integrating functionally differentiated subsystems (1997,
89). He argues that the integration of two social systems occurs to the
extent in which the subsystem-specific media of communication (e.g.,
power in the political system or attention in the public) transport the
input and the output of the subsystems across their borders. The idea is
that the generation of power in the political system depends explicitly on
the import of resources from other social systems, for example, attention,
value commitments, and material resources. Similarly, the production
of attention in the media depends on resources from other systems, such
as political autonomy, freedom of speech, information, certainty of the

2 Almond and Verba (1963, 16) propose an analytical schema based on Parsons that
identifies four objects of the political system as attitude dimensions: the political system
in general, input structures, output structures, and the self-image of the individuals
acting in the system.
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law, money, and so forth. According to Münch, integration then means
institutionalizing the exchange process between the subsystems.

The political communication system can be regarded as such an insti-
tutionalization in the sense of the integration of two functionally differ-
entiated subsystems. In other words, the political communication system
regulates cross-border communication between politics and the media,
and develops a “common language of communication that is assigned to
no subsystem,” and the more contacts are maintained, the more a “sense
of belonging together over and beyond systems and group borders” de-
velops (Münch 1997, 90). From this point of view the political commu-
nication system is an “empirical system” (Münch 1997, 93). The concept
of empirical system is concerned with both the institutionalization of
exchange relations and with the actors. Renate Mayntz (1988) argues
that one can speak of a differentiated subsystem if the functions ascribed
to it are to be found in the subjective orientations of the actors operating
both within the system itself and in the environment of the system.

THE OUTPUT SIDE OF THE POLITICAL COMMUNICATION SYSTEM. The out-
put side of the political communication system is concerned with the
production, processing, and communication of political messages. The
functional area of cross-border communication in the political system is
political public relations. At the level of concrete organization, the job of
political public relations workers is to generate issues, to frame and eval-
uate issues, and to time when they are to be made public (Baerns 1985).
The issue-generation function of political public relations is fraught with
consequences, for the choice of issues has an impact on the image of the
actors involved. This means that political public relations not only offers
issues but, using these issues, can influence the generation of public opin-
ion about organizations and actors, and does so with persuasive intent,
that is, with the aim of generating consent (Gerhards 1994, 97–100).

THE INPUT SIDE OF THE POLITICAL COMMUNICATION SYSTEM. The com-
mon unit of reference for actors of the political communication system is
the public. The preferences and demands of the media audience with cer-
tain information needs and the preferences and demands of the electorate
with specific political demands converge in the construct of public opin-
ion. From a democracy theory point of view, public opinion is a central
normative factor in public choice in democratic systems, which provokes
and sustains communication about politics. In this sense the social con-
struction of public opinion on the part of political communication actors
can be understood as the input side of the political communication sys-
tem and as a central dimension of the political communication culture.
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THE SELF-IMAGE OF ACTORS IN THE POLITICAL COMMUNICATION SYSTEM.

The orientations of system members toward their roles as actors in po-
litical communication, which are endowed with specific competencies,
can be described as the fourth dimension of the political communica-
tion system. Members’ own roles are concerned with the understanding
spokespersons and journalists have of themselves and the expectations
they have of their interlocutors in the process of producing political mes-
sages. As far as journalism is concerned, communicator studies suggest
that the orientation of journalists toward their professional role depends
strongly on the professional environment and functional context (Scholl
and Weischenberg 1998, 221). Nevertheless, national media cultures can
be described in terms of the specific orientation patterns of journalists
(Chapter 11, this volume).

It is difficult, however, to assess the role understanding of political
spokespersons uniformly, just as it is difficult to delimit the area of
activity and socialization background of these actors. With regard to
the development of spokesperson roles in political communication, two
types can initially be distinguished: Politicians who act as “communica-
tion managers for their own cause” (Bentele 1998, 136) and the “special
category of experts” (Neidhardt 1994, 15), who operate in professional
communication positions that have emerged through the differentia-
tion of political communication. Tenscher (2003) describes the latter as
“political communication experts,” that is, people who work in or for
a political institution or actor without himself or herself holding polit-
ical office. Their job is the public presentation of politicians and their
messages in a manner adapted to the media logic.

The areas of action for actors in political communication, both in
journalism and in political public relations, are underprofessionalized,
because socialization in both areas takes the form of “learning on the
job.” It is important to note in the present context that the self-image of
political spokespersons and journalists, that is, their norms and values,
are characterized by tensions resulting from their situation as cross-
border “commuters” of their organization of origin.

TYPES OF POLITICAL COMMUNICATION CULTURE

The political communication system develops firstly through an intend-
edly lasting exchange relationship between political spokespersons and
journalists and, secondly, through tensions between these groups. The
constellation and type of tension can be taken as a theoretical criterion
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for categorizing political communication culture. The opposing orien-
tations of political spokespersons and journalists can theoretically relate
to all the dimensions of political communication culture. Realistically,
however, the relationship of tension between the two sides is manifested
primarily on two levels, firstly the self-image level, that is, the norms of
one’s own professional action, and secondly the level of action orien-
tations in relation to the output of interaction, that is, specifically the
gearing of political public relations to the production and framing of
political messages. In these aspects of the political communication cul-
ture, the differing interests and profiles of the systems and organizations
of origin collide most violently.

Self-Image and Role: Proximity vs. Distance
The fact that the images – of themselves and of others – held by political

spokespersons and journalists differ is typical of every political commu-
nication culture. Sarcinelli (1998, 255) accordingly calls for empirical
studies of interaction relations between political and media actors “that
permit statements about the institutionally and normatively appropriate
and inappropriate proximity or distance between politics and journal-
ism.” It is nevertheless difficult to find a yardstick for “appropriate”
proximity or distance between political spokespersons and journalists.
Realistic analyses of communication relations can therefore seek only
to ascertain greater or lesser proximity, greater or lesser freedom for a
given side. Communication cultures can therefore be distinguished only
by the extent of the differences or distance between the normative ori-
entations of the two groups. The two extreme positions recorded in the
literature on the relationship between journalists and politicians or their
spokespersons are occupied by the United States with comparatively
strong tensions and Japan with markedly close, symbiotic relations.

Output: Media Logic vs. Party-Political Logic
At the output level of the political communication culture, orien-

tations toward the goals of action in political public relations are the
relevant factor likely to influence the nature of a political communi-
cation culture. Mazzoleni (1987, 85) has developed a dichotomy for
electoral campaign communication that proposes two basic directions
in the production of political messages. Media logic is concerned with
the values and formats of the media through which events and issues are
addressed, treated, and interpreted. The media-oriented variant of polit-
ical public relations aims directly and exclusively to attain positive media
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Figure 15.2 Types of Political Communication Culture

presentation and the broadest possible attention. This orientation can be
more or less equated with political marketing, in which communication
forms have been fixed beforehand and substantive messages formulated
only subsequently. The political content or substance of the message is
secondary. In party logic, the normative and power political aspects and
calculations of political actors and parties are the focus in the produc-
tion of political messages. In this variant of political public relations, the
media are a means to an end. Communication therefore aims to position
political actors favorably and to their strategic advantage in the political
competition between parties and vis-à-vis the public, and to put through
political programs.

In classifying political communication culture on the two dimensions
of self-image and political communication output, the combination of
the two levels and their attributes produces a four-field schema offering a
heuristic procedure for classifying political communication cultures. The
combination of differences in the self-image of political communication
actors (distance versus proximity) and the orientation of political public
relations (media logic versus political logic) produces four possible types
of political communication culture (Figure 15.2).

(1) Media-Oriented Political Communication Culture: Characteristic
of a media-oriented political communication culture is that polit-
ical spokespersons have to accept the maxims of media produc-
tion as their own rules if they are to be in any position at all to
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communicate their messages. In view of the distance between the
two groups, acceptance of the rules of the media game is prerequi-
site for all communication, because no other social mechanisms –
such as personal trust or esteem – are available to overcome the
clash of interests.

(2) Public Relations–Oriented Political Communication Culture: In a
public relations–oriented political communication culture, mutual
agreement develops between actors that political messages are to
be generated by the rules of mass-media attention generation.
This agreement is backed by social proximity and personal con-
sensus. This variant of political communication culture, which
lives primarily from the close relationship between journalism
and public relations, corresponds to what Bentele (1998) calls
“intereffication.”

(3) (Party) Political Communication Culture: In a (party) political com-
munication culture, political logic, especially the power-political
calculations of political parties or governments, determines com-
munication relationships, as expressed in the determination hy-
pothesis (Baerns 1985). When social or political relations between
political spokespersons and journalists are close, political public
relations can succeed comparatively easily in determining both
issues and timing and, ideally, also opinions in media reporting.
Communication proceeds in accordance with the rules of the po-
litical actors, even though this means a loss of autonomy for the
media.

(4) Strategic Political Communication Culture: The dominance of po-
litical logic with simultaneously greater role distance produces a
communication culture in which political spokespersons have to
deploy strategic measures to communicate their messages. They
do so by taking political public relations as a strategic political
resource and use their technical knowledge about the production
and impact of political messages purposively for the specific and
short-term objectives of political elites (Manheim 1997). Charac-
teristic of a strategic political communication culture is that political
spokespersons seek to instrumentalize the media with the aid of
their own rules of the game in the pursuit of their power-political
goals.

One of the problems of heuristic proceedings is that demarcation is diffi-
cult and cannot be powerful on all dimensions. It is therefore realistic to
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assume that there are intermediate areas between the types of communi-
cation culture presented here. But it can be expected that exploring the
orientations of actors in political communication will provide at least
some indication of whether one is dealing with a more media-oriented,
(party) political, public relations–oriented, or strategic political com-
munication culture. This involves two considerations.

� First, every actually observable political communication culture is
an expression of specific structural constellations of conditions in
the political system and in the media system. The question is there-
fore what structural conditions of political communication and
what types of political communication culture correspond.

� From a democracy theoretical point of view and with regard to
the general problem of political communication in Western demo-
cracies, it must secondly be asked how different types relate to the
democratic process. In other words, which communication cultures
tend to be functional from the democracy theory perspective and
which tend to be dysfunctional for the representation of issues or
for political discourses?

INTERNATIONAL COMPARISON OF POLITICAL

COMMUNICATION CULTURES

The special charm of the concept of political communication culture
is that it provides a heuristic basis for the international comparison of
political communication processes. Only comparative analyses can help
answer the question as to whether the types of political communica-
tion culture presented here are empirically acceptable and generalizable.
International comparative political communication research will have
taken a major step forward if it can be shown that certain structural con-
texts of political communication in the political system and the media
system can be related to the development of certain types of political
communication culture. One of the few works that deal with the struc-
tural conditions of the mass media and the public sphere as explanatory
factors for processes of political communication is by Dan Hallin and
Paolo Mancini (1984, quoted from Hallin 1994, 125). “Political structure
thus comes to be embodied in certain ways of speaking about politics,
conventions of communication that in their turn profoundly affect the
possibilities for political discourse in the society.” The link between the
structural conditions of political communication and the given dom-
inant constellations of actor attitudes is an empirical issue and would
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therefore have to be the subject of a large-scale comparative research pro-
gram. Nonetheless, such research requires a notion about the relevant
dimensions and criteria of the structural contexts that could influence
the political communication culture of a country. This is to be outlined
as a basis for well-directed hypothesis formation in future research.

Structural Conditions in the Media System
and the Political System

It is in the nature of the political communication culture that the
key structural framework conditions for interaction between political
spokespersons and journalists are located in both the media and the
political system. The structural conditions of the media system are as-
sociated with specific expectations vis-à-vis media organizations on the
part of politics and with political mechanisms and opportunities for
exerting influence on the media. On the other hand, the structural con-
ditions of the media system influence how media organizations position
themselves in a national media system and in the public sphere. This is
relevant for political communication because it is associated with a spe-
cific commitment to the public and the intention or obligation to service
certain segments of the public. Finally, the structural conditions of the
media influence the norms of professional orientations and modes of
behavior, the way political spokespersons and journalists deal with one
another, and the content of media reporting on politics.

Hallin and Mancini (quoted from Hallin 1994) introduce commer-
cialization as the decisive and obvious criterion in the domain of the
media system. Media organizations in highly commercialized media sys-
tems obey profit-oriented imperatives of maximum audience reach and
thus higher advertising revenues. Although commercial systems are also
subject to certain regulative mechanisms, the market-economy logic is
at the same time associated with a high degree of media freedom and
autonomy from government and political institutions. This is in contrast
to media systems that are either dominated by the party press or char-
acterized by structures of press-party parallelism (Seymour-Ure 1974).
Media organizations in such systems obey political-ideological imper-
atives that are imposed by media owners who are themselves political
actors or openly commit themselves to a given political line. The oppo-
sition between party press and commercial press is not realistic insofar
as, in almost all Western media systems, the party press no longer plays
any role. The media systems in the vast majority of modern countries
follow some form of dual model.
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Basically, however, the difference in the structure of media systems
lies in the distinction between commercial and political logics. In the or-
ganizational forms of the electronic media, the dichotomy – commercial
versus public – is associated with the assumption that commercial sys-
tems may operate largely without obligation toward the public interest.
For public systems, in contrast, such an obligation is politically charged
because political elites legitimate their communication and publicity de-
mands with the argument that publicly subsidized media organizations
are committed to the public interest and to offering a comprehensive
information service. For the processes of political communication it can
thus be said that profit-oriented structures are associated with politi-
cal autonomy and strong orientation toward the audience, and public
system structures with politicization and relevance for elites, producing
(according to the hypothesis) specific variants of political communica-
tion relationships and actor attitudes.

There is a functionally equivalent distinction in the field of the press,
which in Western countries is traditionally in private hands. Crucial for
political communication in the press is whether pluralism is constituted
by a multiplicity of politically independent print media or by a spectrum
of newspapers and magazines committed to a particular politics or to
specific parties and that reflects the party system (Voltmer 2000). The
commercialization/politicization dichotomy can also apply for national
systems of print media. Politicization in the sense of elite orientation
appears to be particularly marked in print media systems with a range of
newspapers and magazines that show a party-political profile. By con-
trast, in media systems with a large number of politically uncommitted,
internally autonomous newspapers and magazines, the profit motive is
much more important.

Establishing the structural context conditions on the side of the
political system is difficult insofar as the constitutional arrangements
of modern Western democracies offer many different government and
party systems that shape the political process and political communica-
tion in combination with cultural and historical traditions. According
to Hallin and Mancini (quoted from Hallin 1994), the decisive substan-
tive dimension in classifying political structural conditions in relation to
communication processes is how major political agenda-building insti-
tutions structure the political public sphere. This may sound abstract, but
what is meant is whether the political public sphere is interpenetrated by
strong political organizations and interest groups who claim the power to
define issue agendas and political decisions, and which actively perform
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this role. The contrasting notion is that political organizations and in-
terest groups are so weak and fragmented that the definition of political
issues and decisions and their public interpretation is left to the media.
To this extent, every system of government can be examined to see if in-
stitutional design and constitutional arrangements produce a politicized
or mediatized public sphere.

As far as the structural parameters of political systems are concerned,
constitutional arrangements have a decisive influence on other institu-
tional factors of the political process. They include the characteristic
profiles of government practice in a parliamentary system of govern-
ment as opposed to a presidential system, which have to do with the
control mechanisms of parliament, the functions and strength of po-
litical parties, and the structure of interest representation. Ideally one
can cite a presidential system of government with an elaborate system
of control mechanisms operating between government and parliament
(checks and balances), a weak role for political parties, and a highly
fragmented system of highly specialized interest and lobby groups. In
contrast to this system are representative systems of government with a
government carried by parliament, where political parties play a strong
role, and where interest groups are less strong and corporatistically inter-
dependent. These constitutional differences are generally named when
distinguishing between European party democracies and the American
presidential system. In European party systems the processes of political
agenda building and the interpretation of political issues are driven by
parties and interest groups along ideological cleavages and decided in the
parliamentary negotiating arenas. In the American model, by contrast,
the organization of parties as electoral campaign machines for gaining
political office according to Schumpeter and Down’s competitive democ-
racy model and the specialization and fragmentation of interest groups
mean that the interpretation of politics depends on two institutions: the
president and the media (Hallin 1994). Because the president is strongly
controlled by Congress and has no right to initiate legislation, he has to
embrace a strategy of “going public” (Kernell 1986) to ensure the support
of the media, which assume the real role of interpreting politics in the
public sphere.

Structural Conditions, Political Communication Cultures,
and Public Discourses

Combining the proposed dimensions and distinctions between struc-
tural conditions in the political system and those in the media system
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produces four constellations of political communication context, which
can be confronted with the outlined types of political communication
culture. The first constellation is a commercialized broadcasting sys-
tem and a pluralistic, internally autonomous press with a high degree of
political autonomy combined with a political public structure where po-
litical agenda building and the interpretation of politics is in the hands
of the media owing to the weak role of political parties and the frag-
mentation of societal (interest) groups. Under these conditions, it seems
plausible that political communication is largely dominated by the media
and that a media-oriented political communication culture consequently
develops.

The consequences of a media-oriented political communication cul-
ture for the public discourse on politics are contradictory. At any rate, it
can be assumed that what the media report in the way of messages ema-
nating from the political system predominantly uses media formats that
promise high audience reach. Such high public attention is in keeping
with the economic requirements of the media, especially television. The
literature discusses tendencies in media reporting such as the personal-
ization of politics, a preference for political human-touch aspects, and a
predilection for visual and (television) dramaturgical infotainment for-
mats. In the long term, this way of representing political issues could
lead to situations in which material politics no longer plays a role in
the public discourse, although, from a superficial point of view, it has
occasioned the message. Thematization in a media-oriented political
communication culture tends to develop a dynamic of its own, which, in
extreme cases, builds up to such an extent that the political content is no
longer perceptible. In a worst-case scenario, this would depoliticize the
public discourse on politics. A situation would arise in which the pub-
lic can no longer recognize the connection between issues and political
performance and decision making.

It is no wonder that the media-oriented political communication cul-
ture described here corresponds closely to what is to be observed of po-
litical communication and the public sphere in the United States. Many
different studies on processes of political communication (Bennett 1988;
Entman 1989) and electoral campaign communication; analyses of com-
munication relations between the American government and the media
(Pfetsch 2003); and studies on the representation of politics on televi-
sion show that a media-oriented political communication culture can
be a plausible explanatory pattern for the way in which communication
about politics takes place in the United States.
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The second variant of communication context produced by combin-
ing structural characteristics is the constellation of a dual broadcasting
system with radio and television stations committed to the public inter-
est and thus politically robust in combination with a press more or less
reflecting the structure of the party system, in other words, the media
system is comparatively strongly politicized. If this constellation is com-
bined with a structure of the political public sphere in which the political
agenda and the interpretation of issues is determined by ideologically
oriented parties and interest groups and structurally safeguarded by the
parliamentary system of government, there is a good chance that inter-
action between the media and politics will be accompanied by a (party)
political communication culture.

As far as the consequences of a (party) political communication cul-
ture for the political discourse are concerned, the political instrumen-
talization of journalism is to be feared. Political actors must ideally be
suspected of seeking to enhance their image in public primarily through
their ideologically charged positions on certain substantive programs
or decisions. From this point of view, this constellation of political
communication culture would be more likely to lead to the themati-
zation of different policy options by competing actors. From a democ-
racy theory perspective, one could thus expect this type of political
communication culture to contribute to citizens being able to com-
prehend alternative policy options and the process of their generation.
However, this idealized view of a possible outcome of the (party) po-
litical communication culture presupposes that the actors participat-
ing in political competition do indeed offer alternative policy options.
Realistically, divergence in material policy tends to be small, and the
symbolic dramatization of political differences (Schmidt 1996) is now to
the fore.

The Federal Republic of Germany might offer an example for a (party)
political communication culture in a national context. In any case, studies
on communication in internal party decision-making processes (Jarren
et al. 1993); analyses of the milieus in which government and journal-
ists act (Pfetsch 2003); and studies on electoral campaign communi-
cation (Sarcinelli and Schatz 2002) show that the functional logic of
party democracy has a still stronger influence on the style and substance
of political communication. Nevertheless, changes in the media envi-
ronment, notably growing commercialization and competition between
media, exert strong pressure to adapt the external public presentation of
political actors and issues. This may blur political-ideological differences
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Types of Political 
Communication Culture (PCC)

Structural Conditions Possible Consequences for the 
Public Discourse on Politics 

Media-oriented Commercial, autonomous
media/weak parties 

Depoliticization 

Public relations-oriented Dual, political media/ 
weak parties 

Dominance of symbolic
politics and surrogate politics

(Party) political Dual, political media/ 
strong parties 

Dominance of party (political) 
surrogate politics and 
policy options

Strategic Commercial media/ 
strong parties 

Dominance of issue of populist 
power preservation

Figure 15.3 Types of Political Communication Culture and Possible
Consequences for the Public Discourse on Politics

between parties in public (media) presentation in favor of meaningless
surrogate politics (Sarcinelli 2001, 138) (Figure 15.3).

The third, a broadcasting system at least partly committed to the
public interest together with a politically committed press may pro-
duce a constellation in which the media are highly responsive to the
communication interests of the political elites, and the political public
sphere and political agenda building are structured by weak parties and
low-profile (interest) groups. This situation suggests that political com-
munication processes are driven notably by the professionalization and
strategies of political public relations. In this case, interaction between
political spokespersons and journalists is strongly influenced by a public
relations–oriented political communication culture.

Discourses dominated by symbolic politics and media-friendly surro-
gate politics are to be expected from a public relations–oriented political
communication culture. It, too, can contribute little to public trans-
parency in material politics. Nevertheless, the total depoliticization of
public thematization is unlikely because journalists, too, when they con-
sider it opportune, become involved with political spokespersons and
their interests. A changeable and hybrid discourse on politics is thus to be
expected, in which political performance and decision making are sym-
bolically overdramatized and taken out of context. From this perspective,
the hope that authors such as Bentele (1998, 142–3) and Ronneberger
and Rühl (1992) entertain with regard to the consequences of the po-
litical public relations culture, namely that the performance of political
public relations generates public trust and societal understanding seem
unrealistic.

On the basis of the given structural conditions, one could expect a
political public relations culture to have developed in a country such as
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Switzerland, where, owing to weak parties and strong consensus democ-
racy elements in the political process accompanied by media respon-
siveness toward elites, styles of a status-quo-oriented public statement
politics develop. At any rate, a study by Saxer (1992, 73) shows that the
political communication culture in Switzerland is driven by the “emo-
tional integration” of political actors and journalists, whose relationship
is fostered by social proximity. This not only inhibits the journalistic in-
clination to criticize dignitaries harshly (Saxer 1992, 59), but also means
that the presentation of politics has hardly any ideological profile, the
focus shifting to symbolic consensus.

The fourth constellation of structural conditions unites a strongly or
predominantly commercial broadcasting system with a pluralistic press
not oriented on party-political elites in a media system whose pub-
lic and profit orientation is accompanied by a high degree of political
autonomy. It is joined by a political system with strong, ideologically
entrenched political parties and (interest) groups. They control polit-
ical agenda building and the interpretation of politics, and safeguard
these processes institutionally. In this situation strong political actors
with their communication interests confront strong media with their
public orientation. The processes of political communication are thus
characterized by strong competition for attention, in which interaction
between political spokespersons and journalists are mostly determined
by a strategic political communication culture.

In a strategic political communication culture, spokespersons instru-
mentalize the organizational goals and control of media enterprises for
their purposes (Manheim 1998, 100–1). The objective of this form of
communication is to gain political competitive advantages by thema-
tizing intraparty and interparty altercations; personnel and coalition
debates; and the tactical ploys of government politics. From a substan-
tive point of view, the dramatization of these aspects of the political
process appear to be best suited to satisfy the attention criteria of the
media, even when the distance between political actors and journalists
is great. In essence, however, it is the utilitarian goals of political actors
that are in play (Manheim 1991, 8–9). According to Manheim (1997,
64–5), “the irony” of this form of communication is that it “is absolutely
democratic, because the management of communication is based funda-
mentally on the observation of the values and needs of target groups, and
messages are designed for the optimum satisfaction of established inter-
ests” (Manheim 1997, 64–5). Nonetheless, dysfunctional effects arise in
relation to what citizens perceive publicly as politics. Because the public
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depends on the information provided by the mass media and these media
are susceptible to “manipulation by the elite of strategic communicators”
(Manheim 1991, 10), the rational political discourse is undermined, be-
cause the difference between material and publicly dramatized politics
can no longer be recognized.

A political communication culture corresponding to this model could
be suspected in Italy, where the fact that the head of government is the
biggest media owner increases the chances of the media being strategi-
cally instrumentalized for political purposes. This is all the more likely
now that personnel changes have brought the public television system
into line with the government. The public representation of politics is
thus prestructured from a political-ideological point of view. At the same
time, the media dramatization and styles of political thematization are
designed to bring competitive advantages for the government vis-à-vis
the public.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

On the basis of the reflections on and discussion of political culture,
this chapter argues that the concept of political communication cul-
ture as a component in the overall political culture of a country can
make an important explanatory contribution to analyzing interaction
between politics and the media in modern democracies. As a basis for
typifying communication relationships between journalists and political
actors against the background of the structural conditions prevailing in
politics and the media, the concept can provide a heuristic foundation
that may give impetus to the comparative analysis of political commu-
nication. In this sense, this chapter is to be understood as a first step
and encouragement for the further conceptual development of research,
which will require greater substantive and methodological elaboration.

However, the basic idea is established: under differing structural con-
ditions in the political system and the media, specific milieus of in-
teraction between political actors and journalists develop that can be
described in terms of empirically observable role constellations and
norms. Depending on the given constellation, a political communica-
tion culture develops that can be dominant for a spatially and cultur-
ally definable system. The relevant consequences of different political
communication cultures for democracy theory are particularly how the
media represent political or pseudopolitical discourses and how they
present politics in the public sphere. It is assumed that ascertaining an
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empirically observable, dominant political communication culture in a
country can help explain the mode and quality of the public discourse
on politics, and, not least of all, influence the quality of the democratic
political process. This chapter offers an outline and illustrative treat-
ment of this idea by localizing the various types of political communi-
cation culture in different countries. To underpin the analytical value
of the concept and test its empirical utility requires further comparative
studies.
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S I X T E E N

Problems of Comparative Political

Communication Research

Culture as a Key Variable

Robert L. Stevenson

Wilbur Schramm, one of the true founding fathers of communication
science in the United States, once described the field as “an academic
crossroad where many have passed but few have tarried.” Later Berger
and Chaffee (1987, 15) noted that the crossroad had developed into a
large urban center, complete with academic departments, research tradi-
tions, and journals. By those criteria, they decided that communications
qualified as an academic discipline. An updated metaphor for the begin-
ning of the new century might be a busy international airport, with the
mixture of cultures and languages, shopping malls, and frenzied activity
that one finds in almost every international airport in the world.

If anything, the field is more successful than ever. In the United States,
there are departments of communication, schools of communication,
and even colleges of communication with specialized communications
departments within them. Total enrollment in journalism and mass com-
munication programs alone – by no means the entire field – is more than
100,000. In most other countries, communication has also established
a beachhead in traditional universities. In some – Germany and Britain
come to mind – there is almost the same confusion of organization and
definition even as universities create their own versions of suburban
shopping centers. International conferences bring together specialists in
animal behavior, hearing problems, cognitive science, journalism, cul-
tural studies, new technologies, public policy, artificial intelligence, and
post-Marxist ideology. By any reasonable criteria, communication is rid-
ing the crest of an expansive wave in almost all parts of the world. Yet one
cannot survey the field – or spend much time in it – without a sense that
success in creating a global academic enterprise is not matched by suc-
cess in creating useful new theories, accumulating persuasive empirical
support for existing theories, or even taking advantage of opportunities
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offered by a global discipline. In this chapter, we will consider the state
of political communication research as a global academic enterprise
and point out how future research might benefit from an international
perspective.

LOCATING COMMUNICATION RESEARCH

In 1984, Paisley provided a useful matrix for locating communication
within the academic structure. He points out a group of disciplines,
mostly traditional sciences, that are defined by the unit of analysis they
focus on. They are all-inclusive in the sense that they are interested in all
aspects of the behavior of the systems at that level. At the highest level are
the social sciences – anthropology, sociology, and psychology; followed
by the biological sciences – physiology and biology; and the physical
sciences – chemistry and physics. At the highest level of all – which
he doesn’t consider – is the global system as a single unit. It assumes
that political and economic elements of the planet operate as a single
system similar to the environment. In the era of globalization, economics,
politics, and environment get the lion’s share of attention, but some
studies of global news and entertainment adopt this approach. It is central
to the dependency theories that were in vogue during debates about
cultural imperialism and a new world information and communication
order.

Studies based on a global systems approach are never very satisfying
because we cannot get outside the system to see if other worlds operate
differently. We cannot disprove any argument about the global system
because there is only one, and any investigation is inevitably a case study
of one. Arguments about the global system tend to become polemics –
starting with a conclusion and amassing evidence that supports it – or
at a minimum, tautologies that make their arguments with definitions.

Paisley argues that the goal of these traditional sciences is reduction: to
explain the behavior of one in terms of its component elements. Thus, we
try to explain the behavior of a – or the – global system on the basis of its
components, typically nations or cultures. A focus on cultures as complex
units or systems defines the traditional field of anthropology. A nation or
culture is composed of groups, the traditional focus of sociology. Groups
are composed of individuals. Explaining the behavior of individuals is
the focus of psychology, the lowest level of the social sciences. Below the
social sciences are the biological sciences, then the natural sciences, and,
finally, classical physics, which reduces the natural world to a handful
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of mathematical formulas. In theory, one could begin with the primal
mathematical laws of physics and from them, reconstruct chemistry;
from principles of chemistry, reconstruct physiology and biology, then
rebuild self-aware human beings and social structures.

Paisley contrasts the traditional sciences with a newer set of disci-
plines that are defined by a specific behavior or set of behaviors that can
be studied at almost any level. The goal of these disciplines is general-
ization, to define each behavior as part of a broader or more complex
behavior. One can study communication as a part of education (learn-
ing), economics (wealth), or political science (power); communication
also includes cybernetics and systems theory as subsets. Feedback and
system maintenance are part of communication, which itself is larger and
more inclusive. When the two sets are crossed, a typology emerges that
allows us to locate most communication studies and to see possibilities
that are usually ignored.

We can define communication as a behavior that is part of learn-
ing, governance, and wealth creation and comprises elements such as
information exchange, feedback, and adaptation. It can be studied at
any level, from a single global system to single cells or atoms. Some cells
at the outer edges of the typology are appropriately blank, of course.
An examination of representative communication research journals or
conference programs would demonstrate that most communication re-
search in virtually all countries where it is carried out falls into a narrow
group of cells from Paisley’s model: Most studies look at communica-
tion exclusively from the perspective of individuals or small groups. In
Europe, the traditional perspective is broader, as befits the birthplace
of the discipline of political economy and methodology of critical re-
search. In the United States, the focus is more on individuals and small
groups, perhaps a reflection of American communication’s academic
roots in psychology and sociology.1 A few studies – the number is prob-
ably increasing – expand in one direction to see communication as part
of an economic or political structure. A few others train a microscopic
lens on communication within physiological systems, perhaps focusing

1 American scholarship is more at ease in professional schools than in some other coun-
tries where journalism is not recognized as a skill to be learned in a university. The
tradition of public service – working to improve media along with teaching practi-
cal skills – is also rooted in American pragmatism. Scholars can argue whether the
distinction between “administrative” and “critical” research – no longer very large or
strong – reflects the difference between a European collectivist identity and American
individualism or the accident of historical development and differences in academic
structure on the two sides of the Atlantic.
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on a component of communication, such as how organs in the body use
feedback to maintain functional equilibrium.2

At the upper end of possible combinations of behavior and unit,
not much is new. Marxism in some form survives in most universities,
although Habermas’s undefined public sphere probably has replaced
Marx’s socialist utopia as the favored ideal against which to measure
the sins and failures of the Western world. The main claims of Western
hegemony are recycled from theories of imperialism to globalization
with little modification. The disappearance of virtually all experiments
in communism eliminates the occasional useful if unpopular case study
that failed to demonstrate any difference – certainly any improvement –
between the dominant West and societies that had resisted capitalism.
Developing countries that opted for socialism or some form of traditional
nationalism failed more often than those that embraced Western politics
and economics. But most of the clash of ideologies is now history.

At the lower end of the disciplinary matrix, the situation is different.
Efforts to understand the human mind as a physiological system, research
to probe the mysteries of animal behavior, projects in artificial intelli-
gence and “thinking” computers have produced explosions of knowledge
and insights into how the human being functions as a complex biological
organ. If we ever make the leap to understanding how we function as
thinking, self-aware organisms that create social and economic systems,
it probably will come from the bottom up, not from grand social theories
that have survived for more than a century despite a lack of academic
development and a long record of failure in practice.

THE FAILURE OF CULTURAL STUDIES

A major problem of political communication as a subfield of commu-
nication occupying a cell of Paisley’s matrix is that so much of it derives
from cultural studies and is more polemic than scholarship. Polemic

2 If one keeps up with the literature – increasingly difficult as the number of organi-
zations, journals, and conferences expands almost exponentially – one is struck by
how little new information is presented. A lot of current research is replication of
well-established findings or a fleeting description that becomes obsolete as quickly as
yesterday’s headlines. There must be some useful limit to the number of studies demon-
strating a correlation between perceptions of the climate of opinion and willingness to
speak out or the correlation between knowledge of public affairs and attention to the
news. The flood of studies following every war documenting governments’ efforts to
influence public opinion reinforces the suspicion that the phenomenon under scrutiny
is more a constant than a variable and, therefore, of limited intellectual interest.
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is argument rather than investigation; it is an effort to support a pre-
determined conclusion rather than an effort to pursue a question or
hypothesis with a conclusion left open to evidence or lack of it. Some
of the most clever ideas have failed to establish themselves because of a
lack of evidence to support them, but others persist despite the lack of
evidence.

Part of the problem can be attributed to the tradition of critical re-
search, which started with ideological assumptions about advanced cap-
italism and never tested the key assumption, which was that Western
civilization was the problem. Media systems are assumed to be part
of the Western-dominated global system. Criticism tends to be pre-
dictable and rarely original. Evidence, when it is offered, is selective and
incomplete.

One way of describing the problem of critical research is that it uses an
incomplete formulation of its core assumption. It can be put this way: If
(A leads to B because of C), then D. In this formulation, A and B represent
elements of the media or political system and some effect of them. The
C is capitalism or Western society, and the simplest and most important
D is that without C, A will not lead to B. Useful studies of non-Western
societies are typically written as descriptive case studies but rarely framed
as data appropriate for tests of global theories. As the number and variety
of case studies increase, they can be arrayed into a simple meta-analysis
of the underlying assumption of critical analysis, but this is rarely done,
in part, because the wonderful diversity of political, cultural, and media
systems fails to fit the critical research model.

And communication? There are exceptions to the excessively com-
mercial media in the United States, but alternatives are European public
broadcast systems and old-fashioned socially responsible newspapers
not focused exclusively on the bottom line – perhaps even vigorously
partisan newspapers that collectively create a marketplace of ideas or its
modern equivalent of a public sphere. “Development news,” which was
touted in earlier decades as an alternative to Western news-as-exception,
foundered as thoroughly as Lenin’s use of news as an instrument of
propaganda and control.

You can array lots of evidence that Country X is poor because of
Western meddling, but the general statement that global wealth/poverty,
strength/weakness, success/failure is a product of capitalism requires
more than a single case study. Think of a simple 2 × 2 table. One di-
mension represents a nation’s experience with capitalism and the West:
colonizer/colony, capitalist/socialist, or independent/controlled media
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system. The other dimension represents some measure of development:
high/low gross domestic product (GDP), democratic/totalitarian sys-
tem. A more complex model is certainly required, but the core of the
issue can be reduced to this simple relationship.

One problem, as will be noted later, is a lack of covariance. A recurring
problem in communication research is our inability to demonstrate that
differences in individuals, in media systems, or even in nations really are
correlated with factors that ought to be a product of those differences.
A more pressing problem for studies that use a collective entity such
as a nation or an external factor such as Western imperialism as the
explanatory factor is that they represent at most a single data point.
Without at least two data points in opposing diagonal cells, there is no
covariance, no correlation, no possibility of demonstrating that C is, in
fact, why A leads to B.

Comparative studies do provide additional data points, but we do not
see them very often. They are expensive and complicated, but without
them, a large part of the body of comparative communication research
continues to rely on traditional polemic, citing other polemics instead
of evidence that challenges the conventional wisdom of critical research
or even addresses the core questions.

REASSERTING CULTURE’S IMPORTANCE

There is, however, an exception to the generalization that higher-order
theories have failed to produce useful insights into human behavior. It
is resurgence in interest in the importance of culture in human affairs,
which to a large degree is a product of the end of the cold war. And good
timing. Fukuyama (1992) added the phrase “the end of history” to the
vocabulary of political debate with an essay that anticipated the collapse
of communism in Europe. The phrase, of course, came from Hegel’s
assertion that “history” would end when the world agreed on a single
form of social organization. Fukuyama’s interpretation was that the cold
war was a battle between the last two ideologies of communism and
multiparty democracy within a market system and that the West won.
His short-lived optimism was replaced by another culture-centric global
overview, Huntington’s (1996) equally famous “clash of civilizations,”
in which he argued that future conflict would take place along the fault
lines of nine distinct civilizations, most defined by religion.

The headline interest in culture/civilization came at times when old
clichés of the cold war failed, and Fukuyama and Huntington, in turn,
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provided a compelling explanation of the new, unfamiliar world. Others
had covered the same material, but with less public response. In a series
of books, Sowell (1983; 1994; 1996; 1998) explored why some cultures
prospered, even in the Diaspora. Diamond (1999) explored the influence
of guns, germs, and steel on the fate of human societies, and Landes
(1998) asked why some nations are rich and others poor (answer: aspects
of culture). After considering how culture values shape economic and
political success, Harrison (1992) joined Huntington (2000) in an edited
volume that brought together many of the controversial thinkers in the
collective effort to articulate the influence of culture. The book’s title
summarizes the conclusions: Culture Matters; How Values Shape Human
Progress.

Culture also entered the debate over the clash between Islam and the
West and the old issue of the development gap between the West and
the rest of the world. Lewis (2002) asked what went wrong with the
once-influential Muslim world (answer: lack of freedom). The United
Nations Development Program (UNDP) (2002a), after tiptoeing around
questions of culture for many years, produced a remarkable report on
the sad state of the Arab world – the poorest and least-developed re-
gion of the world – and highlighted key “deficits” in freedom, women’s
empowerment, and knowledge. In its annual global report, the UNDP
(2002b) also for the first time highlighted “Western” qualities of good
governance. Nobel-Prize winner Sen (1999) also emphasized political
freedom as the core of economic development. Peruvian economist De
Soto (2000) also asked why capitalism triumphs in the West and fails
everywhere else (answer: ownership of property transforms wealth into
capital) and argued that every nation had the resources to become rich.
A very different view of the world than the old warhorses of imperialism
and racism.

Culture as a unit of analysis has not received much attention in com-
munication research, despite the popularity of intercultural communi-
cation and cross-cultural communication as academic buzzwords. Three
reasons can be offered as explanation. One is the difficulty of defining
the boundaries of a culture. It is usually not quite the same as a nation.
Even in relatively homogenous nations, there are cultural hierarchies and
overlapping cultures. Cultures can be defined by language, religion, or
tribe, even a vague sense of who belongs and who is an outsider. We all
belong to several cultures, and sorting out all of the connections is often
difficult. Using culture as the basis of explanation of human behavior
can be impossible.
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It can certainly lead to political trouble, which is the second reason
why researchers have avoided culture. Explanation – always a key element
in any theoretical research – inevitably leads to comparison: Why is one
culture stronger/weaker, more successful/less successful than another?
Or it leads to cultural relativism. Huntington was criticized for point-
ing out that a lot of contemporary conflict occurs at the boundaries
of civilizations, the highest level of cultures, and that modern Islam in
particular has bloody borders. Only a few writers, including notably
Friedman (2002) of the New York Times, have pointed out that much
of the Islamic hostility toward the West reflects the frustration result-
ing from the failure of Islamic civilization. Modern Islamic nations are,
without exception, undemocratic and corrupt and, except for the hand-
ful that are located on oil reserves, poor. It takes courage of the kind
rarely seen in academic conferences to point out that the problem of
the clash between Islamic and Western civilizations might be in Islam,
not in the failure of the West to understand Islam. Or that the failure
of other cultures and nations to achieve the level of economic develop-
ment and political stability that are the basis of modern Western dom-
inance results from a failure of Western cultural values to take root in
other parts of the world. Or that free media in the Western model are,
whatever their excesses and failures, infinitely better than just about any
alternative.

The third reason for the lack of comparative studies is the ex-
pense and difficulty of collecting appropriate data. This problem is
moving quickly toward at least a partial solution with projects such
as the International Social Survey Program (www.issp.org), now with
thirty-eight members; the Eurobarometer surveys, which have ex-
panded from the European Union (EU) nations to candidate nations;
and a increasing number of multinational commercial surveys (e.g.,
www.gallup-international.com). Individual researchers who operate
on a near-global scale include Inglehart (1990) and the multiwave
World Values Survey now operating in more than sixty-five countries
(http://wvs.isr.umich.edu). With easy access to data from these sources,
there is little excuse not to test the influence of culture.

Communication as a force for social and economic change is another
old idea that persists without persuasive evidence. Even dictatorships,
which try to enforce a monopoly of information, are rarely success-
ful for long. A new interest in the potential of communication to sup-
port national development accompanied the collapse of communism
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but without noticeable evidence of success. The “emerging democra-
cies” or “transitional nations” of Central and Eastern Europe replaced
the “developing” countries of the Third World as the focus of devel-
opment aid and academic research. Arguments in favor of “authentic
non-Western” models and exhibition of a handful of unproven success
stories – mostly China, Cuba, and Tanzania – as evidence of “alterna-
tive” development largely disappeared amid a global consensus about
what it means to be a developed nation. Schramm’s (1964) litany of
the benefits of Western-style development – health, food, education,
and self-government over disease, hunger, ignorance, and dictatorship –
were even incorporated into a universal Human Development Index
(HDI) adopted by the UNDP. The HDI did not include democracy be-
cause the creators of the index could not agree on its measurement and
hesitated to emphasize its “Western” components. That changed in the
2002 report, which included for the first time Freedom House ratings of
civil and political liberties; measures of government effectiveness; and
various indices of gender equity, civil society, and transparency. This was
another example of the end of history as well as a new opportunity for
cross-cultural research.

The HDI documented what any casual traveler notices on arrival at the
international airport: some countries – especially in Asia – have closed
the development gap rapidly and dramatically. A few others – notably
in the Middle East – have used oil money to create the shell of devel-
opment. Too many others – particularly in Africa and parts of Asia –
have used vast oil revenues merely to reinforce corrupt and brutal
regimes. Some countries – Israel, Singapore, and Taiwan come imme-
diately to mind – created “modern” societies without the benefit of oil
reserves. While in others – Nigeria and Mexico are good examples –
huge oil revenues disappeared without noticeable improvement in the
lives of most people. The core question of development remained: If
wealth does not influence national growth toward Western modernity,
what does? The partial answer may be culture.

Cultural difference is, of course, the basis for this volume, but it also
represents a potentially important trend in communication research in
general. It is probably not a true paradigm shift that Kuhn described,
but it may indicate that we have been looking in the wrong place to
understand differences in people and social systems. If so, we need
to shift from a telescope to a microscope, or possibly the other way
around.
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FINDING THE SOURCE OF CHANGE

One of the frustrations of studying communication is the apparent lack of
variance. Without variance, we cannot establish covariance. And with-
out covariance, we cannot explain differences among people, among
cultures, or within a single global system. But maybe we’re looking in
the wrong place. Consider the typical study of media influence. We sur-
vey a population and measure some aspects of media exposure and some
things we think are likely to be influenced by media exposure: opinions,
knowledge, willingness to express an opinion in public, preference for
political candidates, or brands of soap. Correlations between the two sets
of variables are usually close to zero, barely above randomness, trivial
at most. Gerbner would argue from his mainstreaming perspective the
lack of variance is meaningless: we are all so overwhelmed by media that
their influence can be accepted as a given (Signorelli and Morgan 1996).
Trying to differentiate that influence is like asking a fish to describe living
in water. It has no basis for comparison, any more than we can escape
the media world enough to assess its influence.

The problem with this approach is that there is variance but no co-
variance. Some people surround themselves with information, while
others manage to avoid media completely. For some, 100-plus television
channels aren’t enough while others – not many, but the number is
increasing – live their lives without exposure to television and news-
papers. Most of us, of course, are spread out along the continuum of
exposure and along a similar continuum of opinions, knowledge, and
other probable effects of media exposure. The problem is that the two
don’t co-vary much, hence, the near lack of correlation between media
variables and effect variables. We seem to be sentenced to a world of
minimum effects, a world where the core of the field is at best peripheral
to the experience of human behavior.

The situation is similar in studies that focus on a bigger picture. The
literature is full of comparative studies of coverage of Issue-X or Country-
Y or Group-Z, but almost all of them find little variance. Foreign coverage
in the New York Times is pretty much like foreign coverage in Pravda,
and news values in the Guardian are about the same as those in the
Daily Telegraph. Such findings are contrary to common sense and even
a casual perusal of the media in most countries. An argument can be
made that most U.S. media are homogeneous; it doesn’t make much
difference if you watch NBC or ABC, or read the Los Angeles Times or
New York Times. But other countries still have ideologically grounded
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media that are different. The Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung is different
from the Süddeutsche Zeitung; le Monde is not at all like le Figaro. Why,
then, can’t we demonstrate differences and show that these differences
explain differences in what people know and think?

Variance does exist in the media content and in people, even if we can
rarely find it and even more rarely link the two. A conceptually modest
but clever study in 1996 (Bennett et al.) demonstrated by lack of findings
that the real source of differences may be, not in individuals or media,
but in cultures – individuals’ values and behavior aggregated to large
groups that share some sense of identification. In this case, cultures were
coterminus with nations, but other studies have recognized that the two
are not always the same and have separated them. In surveys of a dozen
countries, respondents were given a simple test of world affairs. In an
analysis of part of the results, Bennett and his colleagues looked at the
usual demographic and media-use variables as predictors of knowledge
of the world outside of the respondent’s own country.

Results followed the pattern of other similar studies: media use ex-
plained almost no variance, even though the media systems varied
considerably; demographics were minimally correlated with world af-
fairs knowledge in predictable ways. Men were more knowledgeable than
women, better educated more than less educated, and age had little influ-
ence. The real difference, however, was among cultures. To be German –
and to a lesser degree, British and French – was to be aware of the world;
to be from the New World, strongly in Mexico, less so in the United States,
and much less so in Canada, was to be oblivious to international affairs.
While the complete data set was not available for secondary analysis and
the multiple regression strategy did not directly assess the overall influ-
ence of national differences, it is clear that the single largest predictor
was national identity of the respondent. When differences in individuals
and differences in their use of news media were factored out of the equa-
tion, differences among the countries – cultures – remained. And they
accounted for most of the variance in the level of knowledge of world
affairs in countries that varied considerably in economic and political
development and structure.

It is easy and possibly useful to speculate on the findings. In Europe,
geography and history make people more attentive to their neighbors
and the rest of the world; the media are less constrained by economic
interests and, therefore, give more coverage to international affairs; and
the educational system is more oriented toward traditional disciplines
that emphasize world affairs. In the three North American countries
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in the study, despite economic and political differences, there is some
commonality of life in a relatively isolated part of the world. The precise
cultural reasons are still to be found.

In another simple analysis of the results of a very large content analysis
of foreign news in thirty-seven countries, we used the percentage of
stories that were either reported by women or featured women as the
focus of the news (Campbell and Stevenson 2001). The unit of analysis
was the medium – television or newspapers – nested within each country
with the level of freedom as a covariate.

In both analyses, the results were not startling but intriguing, never-
theless. Women appeared as newsmakers more frequently in open so-
cieties than in those classified by Freedom House as “partly free” or
“not free.” The United Nations HDI did not influence the frequency
of appearance of women in the news. Women reported the news more
on television than in print media, regardless of political control of the
media and level of development. The results, though modest, do tell us
something about how women fit into the news around the world and do
point to areas where cultures and media systems do matter and where
there is relatively little variance.

Looking at culture as a source of variance is getting easier but is still
difficult. In most cases, it requires individual-level measurements in mul-
tiple cultures so that individual-level differences can be nested within
cultural differences and the two levels assessed simultaneously. Commu-
nication variables can be both individual – media use – and cultural –
characteristics of national media. Other cultural-related variables can be
included as well. They can be individual attributes, which when aggre-
gated do represent cultural differences that matter. Americans, on the
whole, are different from Europeans on some key variables; Germans
are different from French and British; and so on. Within nations, there
are also cultural differences: European-Americans are different from
African-Americans and Asian-Americans and probably from the fast-
growing subcultures of Hispanic-Americans and Arab-Americans. Scots
are probably different from English and Welsh; Germans from the
old communist East are different from Westerners; and Bavarians are
still probably different from Saxons and Prussians. These differences
have implications for levels of national, cultural, or subcultural devel-
opment. Europeans, Chinese, and some other Asians do well wher-
ever they find themselves in the world diaspora, while Africans and
Muslims do not. Hindu Indians are generally prosperous and success-
ful in Britain while Muslin Pakistanis and Bangladeshis are not, even
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though all of them encounter similar obstacles to assimilation and
advancement.

The influence of differences in media systems has not been examined
extensively or systematically, but the possibilities are intriguing. Old-
fashioned controlled systems or those mobilized in the name of national
development cannot claim any success in promoting development, of
course, but the nature and direction of the links between communica-
tion and social and economic change are still in dispute. To the disap-
pointment of Western development advocates, press freedom seems to
be more a product of economic growth than a spur to it. But what about
public broadcasting and vigorously partisan newspapers compared to
the excessively commercial, entertainment-oriented broadcast channels
and bland, neutral newspapers in the United States? Here is a rich area
for investigation that has been largely ignored. And data, while still a
problem, are better and more easily available.

LIVING AT THE MARGIN

We tend to think that communication research is at the center of aca-
demic studies and that our field has something to say to the disciplines
surrounding communication in Paisley’s matrix. After all, communica-
tion can be studied at all levels of organization and is a component of
the newer fields that our research touches. A word of caution is in order,
however, from personal experience.

The subfield of communication and development (or communica-
tion and social change) is reasonably well recognized. Every year, several
dozen papers are produced, along with more than a few journal articles
and books. There are a handful of university centers devoted to the topic
and at least one or two journals. Almost enough, according to Berger and
Chaffee, to qualify as an academic discipline in itself. But if you check
the really vast literature of development produced by economists, po-
litical scientists, anthropologists, and the policy makers responsible for
dispensing the several billion dollars allocated annually for development,
there is almost no mention of communication. About ten years ago, I
looked at the projects of the UNDP in its “communications and trans-
portation” sector. The sector represented a small segment of the full
UNDP budget, and most of the projects were related to transportation,
not communication. Airports, not broadcast centers; roads, not tele-
phones. What appears to be the critical center of a vital field from our
perspective is barely on the radarscope from other perspectives.
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Another example is communication and international relations. We
all read the claims about “media diplomacy,” and “TV wars,” and “new-
age propaganda.” But take a look at the current literature of international
relations. Read the memoirs of recent world leaders. Review studies of
recent international crises. Communication is rarely mentioned at all,
almost never as a critical element in diplomacy. After considering the
impact of communication technologies over history, Neuman (1996)
concluded that technical innovation speeded up the process of global
diplomacy but didn’t change the options available to government and
was not a decisive factor in the decision to go to war and rarely an
important factor in the conduct of war. The memoirs of global leaders
rarely even mention modern communication, let alone admit that their
actions were influenced by it or that it was an important tool in the
conduct of diplomacy.

Another exercise in humility is to examine standard introductory text-
books in fields that are closely linked to communication. In most cases,
the broad undergraduate surveys of books in sociology, psychology, and
political science mention communication peripherally, often with a ref-
erence to studies or concepts we would consider outdated or marginal to
the field. In our neighbor disciplines in the social and policy sciences, the
perspective of communication is certainly different, probably more re-
alistic. Until we can demonstrate persuasively that communication does
play a meaningful role in our societies and in others – until we can do
a better job establishing evidence of communication effects – we will
probably continue to be at the edge of the academic and political worlds,
not at the center where we would like to be.

DIRECTIONS FOR RESEARCH

When we got involved in one of the first major comparative studies of
foreign news twenty years ago (Stevenson and Shaw 1984), one of the
participants found himself in a civil war and asked us to analyze his
data. The deck of then-standard eighty-column punch cards hand to be
hand-carried by several couriers until they finally reached Chapel Hill
several months later; queries back and forth took a week or two by air
mail in each direction. Even exchanging data sets with the United States
or across the Atlantic often required weeks or months of work to get a
computer system to read an imported tape. For the most part, analysis
of the kind suggested above was impossible because comparative studies
were rare and comparative analysis was subverted by an inability to get

380



P1: IBE
0521828317c16.xml CY425/Esser 0521828317 May 23, 2004 17:44

Problems of Comparative Research

the right data in the right form in a spot where it could be analyzed to
sort out the relative influence of factors at different levels of explanation.

The situation has changed dramatically (Stevenson, 2003). The num-
ber and variety of multinational studies have increased. The venerable
General Social Survey (GSS) in the United States is part of an interna-
tional research enterprise that collects comparable data in a number of
countries around the world. The Eurobarometer series interviews across
EU countries on a wide variety of communication-relevant topics. Even
individually designed projects and commercial research surveys typically
are multinational in scope. The World Bank’s database of national indica-
tors gets larger, more reliable, and more accessible each year. Better data
combined with computer programs open possibilities for exploration
that could only be imagined a few years ago.

Many of these data sets are archived in accessible libraries, and an
increasing number – though far from all – can be accessed and down-
loaded using the Internet (Chapter 6, this volume). No more shipping of
decks of computer cards from country to country; no more frustrations
trying to get one computer system to read a tape produced by another.
Well, a lot fewer frustrations, and a lot more opportunities to explore
data, increased possibilities of addressing a wider range of questions and
hypotheses, better chances to discover new patterns that might not be
apparent in single-country studies.

Over the years, a number of medium-range theories have appeared,
usually flourished for a while, then receded. Many are reproduced in
different countries – usually without reference to any cultural factors –
then fade into a general metaphor of media influence. Just about any-
thing becomes agenda setting, the spiral of silence, or framing. You can
find similar evidence in just about every country where systematic re-
search is carried out. Even within the relatively small field of international
communication, the opportunity to introduce culture as an explanatory
is ignored and often deliberately avoided.

Culture as a key variable in political communication is not the magic
bullet that the first generation of communication researchers looked for
and may in the end be as unproductive as most of the concepts that
have appeared fleetingly in the field. But now that we have the data
and the analytical tools to examine its influence, we ought to try it.
Globalization is a popular buzzword, but it does apply to the twenty-
first century unlike any other time in history. It applies to education
as well as to culture, politics, and economics, and it ought to apply to
political communication as well.
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S E V E N T E E N

Meeting the Challenges of Global Communication

and Political Integration

The Significance of Comparative Research

in a Changing World

Frank Esser and Barbara Pfetsch

This volume argues in favor of increasing consideration of international
comparison in political communication research. From our point of
view, the potential of comparative research to contribute to knowledge
is promising in many respects (Blumler and Gurevitch 1995a):

� Comparative analysis expands the existing database, and by doing
so, simplifies generalization and refines theories of political com-
munication research.

� Comparative analysis provides an antidote to naı̈ve universalism,
countering the tendency to presume that political communication
findings from one’s own country also apply to other countries. It
thereby helps to prevent parochialism and ethnocentrism.

� Comparative analysis is a way of enhancing the understanding of
one’s own society by placing its familiar structures and routines
against those of other systems. Comparison makes us aware of other
systems, cultures, and patterns of thinking and acting – casting a
fresh light on our own political communication arrangements and
enabling us to contrast them critically with those prevalent in other
countries.

� Comparative analysis can be used as a key to discern general findings
from culture-specific ones by rendering visible the specific identity
of political communication arrangements within a given system.
Only a cross-national perspective can draw our attention to the
macrosocietal structures and imperatives that are taken for granted
within our own system, and can thus only be detected from an
outside perspective, that is, by comparing.

� Another advantage of comparative analysis lies in the wealth of
practical knowledge and experience it offers. As we gain access to a
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wide range of alternative options, problem solutions, and reforms,
comparative research can show us a way out of similar dilemmas
or predicaments – as long as these solutions can be adapted to our
own national context.

� Researchers can benefit from comparative research by using it as an
instrument for analyzing processes of transnational diffusion and
integration of politics, communications, economics, and technolo-
gies in a globalized world where approaches confined to isolated
regions are increasingly deemed parochial.

In regard to these advantages, we call for a reorientation of political
communication research toward greater consideration of comparative
approaches. As stated in the introductory chapter, comparative political
communication research can be defined as comparisons between a min-
imum of two political systems or cultures (or their subelements) with
respect to at least one object of investigation relevant to communica-
tion research. In doing so, correlations with explanatory variables are
considered on the microanalytical actors’ level; the mesoanalytical orga-
nizational and institutional level; and on the macroanalytical systemic
or cultural level. Comparative political communication research differs
from noncomparative political communication research in three points.
It involves a particular strategy to gain insight, which is essentially of an
international nature; attempts to reach conclusions, the scope of which
cover more than one system and more than one culture; and explain dif-
ferences and similarities between objects of analysis with the contextual
conditions of the surrounding systems or cultures. Comparative research
contributes to theory building in two important ways. First, it helps us
to assess the general validity and geographic range of a theory (or hy-
pothesis) by testing it in different social-cultural and systemic settings.
Second, it helps us to contextualize middle-range theories by discern-
ing those system factors in the presence of which a theory is mainly
valid.

The topics and objects of comparative political communication re-
search are as diverse as those of the field of comparative politics because
it is becoming increasingly impossible to separate the “production” of
politics (or policy making) from its “depiction” (or political communi-
cation). As Pfetsch notes (Chapter 15, this volume), democratic regimes
must communicate their political actions and decisions to the public in
order to obtain legitimization for them. The times when questions con-
cerning the public presentation of politics could be neglected are long
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gone. Today, attendance to communication through the media forms an
integral part of the political process. Although much decision making
still takes place behind closed doors, far from the media spotlights, Jarren
and Donges (2002) argue in favor of viewing politics as a process that
is inseparably interwoven with political communication. They define
political communication as the central mechanism in the articulation,
aggregation, production, and implementation of collectively binding
policies. To them, political communication is not only an instrument
of politics; it is politics (see also Mazzoleni and Schulz 1999, p. 250).

THE SYSTEM OF POLITICAL COMMUNICATION

A theoretical framework that is capable of integrating the various ap-
proaches discussed in this volume is the input/output model developed
by Almond and Powell (1966; see also Almond et al., 2003). It offers
to political science and communication science a common stock of ba-
sic concepts that can be applied to different political systems and helps
bridge the gap between the two disciplines. Within this model, politics
and the media can be seen as two autonomous, distinctive systems with
different rationales and objectives: politics primarily aims at generating
universally binding decisions, whereas the media aim at generating pub-
licity for political actors and issues. Almond and Powell’s input/output
model can play an important role in the comparative analysis of the re-
lationship between politics and media communication because it offers
four essential advantages:

� It offers a general cross-national terminology that enables us to
become independent of country-specific terms and institutions and
reach a higher level of abstraction. We can search for structures and
functions that are universally valid, and that we can compare in
general.

� The model connects system-orientated theoretical analysis with
variable-oriented empirical research. The input/output model pro-
vides a framework that researchers can use to systematize the find-
ings of empirical research, and to integrate these into theoretical
concepts. On the basis of this model, researchers can also infer hy-
potheses that are to be tested in subsequent studies.

� It belongs to the small group of models in political science that
address the relationship between politics and communication, and
take their respective influences and reciprocal effects into account.
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� It connects the structural and the cultural component of poli-
tics and political communication. By including the “psychological”
dimension of culture, the model gives us the opportunity of inte-
grating the individual opinions, attitudes, knowledge, and actions
of actors on a microlevel into the macrocontext of a political com-
munication system.

When Almond and Powell developed their model for cross-country com-
parisons, they presumed that the functions of political communication
were not performed by the same institutions everywhere. Consequently,
the task of comparative communication research was to identify the polit-
ical and media institutions that emerged in different systems to perform
those functions. As political institutions (such as interest groups, political
parties, legislatures, executives, bureaucracies, or courts) are organized
in dramatically different ways in different countries, Almond and Powell
rather look at universal functions and processes (such as interest articu-
lation, interest aggregation, policy making, or policy implementation).
The same is true for media institutions. The central political function of
media communications lies in the “mediatization” of politics (Mazzoleni
and Schulz 1999). The media have become the predominant player in
informing the public about political processes. They are increasingly in-
dispensable to the communication of social organizations. At the same
time, political actors must adapt to the requirements of an environment
shaped by the media. Hallin and Mancini (Chapter 2, this volume),
characterize “mediatization of politics” as an element of modernization.
Although most authors of this book used it as a basis for their argu-
mentation, we still lack precise information as to its varying intensity
and consequences in different political systems. Mediatization is caused
by processes rooted in the media system (Figure 17.1). It can be traced
back to the media’s primary function: the creation of publicity by select-
ing, processing, and conveying information according to media-specific
criteria, formats, and presentational styles. The authors of this volume
discuss many aspects of the news media’s primary function.

According to the input/output model, the “generation of publicity”
serves as a means to “articulate” and “aggregate” interests, issues, and
problems (see Figure 17.1). Access to the media (and thereby to the
general public), however, is highly restricted. Media attention is often
granted to those who have high social status or political power (e.g.,
celebrities and politicians), who have public relations professionals at
their disposal (e.g., interest groups and multinational corporations), or
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who resort to “alternative” public relations tactics such as spectacular
protests or violent pseudoevents (e.g., opposition groups not represented
in Parliament). Kriesi offers in this volume a comparative analysis of the
different strategies geared at generating media attention and winning
public support in different national contexts. The specific ways in which
the media “select, process and convey information” refers to their news
value criteria, editorial routines, and the format in which the news is pre-
sented. News decisions can be explained by intrinsic professional norms
and extrinsic personal attitudes. The first category mainly comprises of
the criteria of newsworthiness (e.g., negativity, status, proximity) iden-
tified by news value theory. These criteria affect the selection of news
and thereby impose a systematic bias upon the media reality of politics.
As a result, international television news displays a uniform orientation
toward disasters, elite actors, or regional events, as Rössler observes in
this volume. The second category contains extrinsic effects – such as per-
sonal views or political preferences of individual journalists – on news
selection. As Donsbach and Patterson note in this volume, news workers’
political orientations have a detectable, albeit weak, influence on their
news decisions in many Western countries.

By looking at the mediatization of politics from a comparative
perspective, four processes have attracted particular attention by the
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contributors to this volume:

� The process of political socialization, which plays a key role in the
maintenance and change of political systems.

� The perception of political processes and the impact of election
campaigning on the formation of public opinion – both are key
processes in the transformation of input into output.

� Political public relations and its effects on the depiction of system
output in the media and the public.

� The reciprocal interactions between political communication struc-
tures and political communication culture.

Political Socialization
Political socialization is a precondition for maintaining, altering, and

adapting a system to a changing national and international environment
(see Figure 17.1). Political socialization entails the adoption of central
elements of a given political culture, political knowledge, attitudes, and
models of political actions by citizens from an early age on. From the
perspective of comparative political communication, it is interesting to
explore the respective roles of the mass media as an institution of political
socialization in different systems. In a comparison of Europe and North
America, Norris (2000) examined the relationship between media usage
and political knowledge, opinions, and attitudes. By contrasting media
content analyses and public opinion surveys on an international level, she
could demonstrate to which degree the mass media in the United States
and the European Union (EU) member states promote citizens’ willing-
ness and competence to participate in the political process. Moreover,
she addressed the question of whether the media contribute to public
cynicism and political distrust to the same degree everywhere (cf. Norris
2000).

This question is extremely relevant to comparative political commu-
nication research: Similar to Hallin and Mancini, Swanson reports in
this volume that “many believe news about politicians has become more
negative in its tone [and] more skeptical of leaders’ motives.” According
to Swanson, “such journalism has been cited as a cause of growing pub-
lic cynicism and mistrust of political actors and institutions. High levels
of cynicism about politics have been noted in all the Western democra-
cies.” However, the empirical analyses presented by Norris (2000) do not
support the existence of an unambiguous relationship between media
coverage and political cynicism – at least for Western Europe. Of course,
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empirical research is still in its infancy here. Yet, it is evident that only a
systematic comparison of two or more countries can produce findings
that are both reliable and precise.

The Perception of Political Processes
A further aspect of the impact of media communication on the polit-

ical process is the interaction of “input/demands,” “interest or problem
articulation” and “interest aggregation or problem definition.” In order
to be suitable for policy making, the performance expectations of society,
that is, the electorate or the media audience, must be transformed into
“issues” and “problems” (see Figure 17.1). This transformation of expec-
tations or demands is not organized like clockwork. It is the result of a
socially constructed process aiming at defining these issues and problems.
Given this background, comparative political communication research
inquires how and why similar topics are covered in vastly divergent ways
by different (political and media) systems. The variable considered to be
most appropriate to explain differences in coverage is political culture,
that is, social and cultural values (cf. Semetko and Mandelli 1997; Lee,
Chan, Pan, and So 2000). However, international agenda-setting research
started identifying the conditions responsible for shaping culture-bound
media agendas only recently (Wanta et al. 1995; Weaver et al. 1998). As
shown by Rössler in his analysis of international television news, it is
indeed very rare for the media of different countries to cover the same
topics – with the exception of international crises, wars, and disasters.

The Media and Election Campaigning
Voting is the most direct form of political participation and can be

interpreted as an expression of support for a given system. Studies in
this area target the relationship between “input/support,” “interest or
problem articulation,” and “interest aggregation or problem definition.”
Comparative research into mass media elections now has three models
at its disposal that put the relevant variables into a complex framework
and at the same time are sensitive to national context factors: the Modern
Model of Campaigning by Swanson and Mancini (1996), the model of
the Discretionary Power of the Media as summarized by Blumler and
Gurevitch (1995b, 2001), and the Model of Campaign Communication
by Norris (2002). From a comparative perspective, processes of transfor-
mation in campaign management and campaign coverage – usually re-
ferred to as Americanization, modernization, and globalization – are es-
pecially interesting. In a prototypical study, Plasser (2002) discussed these
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processes thoroughly. On the basis of an international survey of cam-
paign managers, he concluded that although knowledge and personnel
are exchanged on a global scale and although most campaign managers
orient themselves toward American models, a global standardization of
campaign practices does not occur. Instead, national and culture-specific
campaign traditions are supplemented with selected components of a
universal media-centered and marketing-oriented campaign style (see
also Norris 2002). Today, we are familiar with the culture-specific fac-
tors affecting this process of transnational adaptation (Plasser 2002, 79):

� The electoral system (e.g., majority vote versus proportional repre-
sentation; candidate versus party elections);

� The system of party competition (e.g., number of party activists,
ability to mobilize party followers, member versus voter parties);

� The legal regulations of election campaigns (e.g., private versus pub-
lic campaign financing, limits on expenditures, access to television
advertising, procedures for candidate nomination, and time limits
for official campaigns);

� The degree of professionalization of election campaigning (pro-
fessional sophistication at campaign management, use of political
consultants);

� The media system (e.g., public versus dual versus private media sys-
tems, differentiation of the media system, professional roles of jour-
nalists, autonomy of the mass media, degree of media competition);

� The national political culture (e.g., homogeneous versus fragmented
cultures, hierarchical versus competitive political cultures, degree of
trust in the political process, high versus low turnout cultures); and

� The degree of modernization in society (e.g., degree of societal dif-
ferentiation, industrialized versus information society).

Political Public Relations and its Impact on Public Opinion
As the pressures to gear the “output” of the political system toward

the media grow, the “depiction of politics” according to news-value cri-
teria becomes increasingly important (see Figure 17.1). This process of
“self-mediatization of politics” is driven by two motives (Meyer 2002).
First, political elites have an inescapable need for legitimacy that feeds
a permanent urge to justify themselves and their actions publicly. Sec-
ondly, they are motivated to seek an edge over their rivals in the court
of public opinion by cultivating a positive image and using the media to
win public approval and gain political power. Political public relations,
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political advertising, marketing, and campaign management move to the
focus of attention. Pfetsch (1998) compared the styles and strategies of
government public relations in Germany, Great Britain, and the United
States. She explained the different approaches by pointing to the role
of central actors within the system of government (head of state, gov-
ernment spokesperson, press offices, etc.), the different organizational
settings and characteristics of the media system (including the degree
of commercialization and competition), and the media culture (which
is shaped by the professional roles of journalists and their attitudes to-
ward the political system). Pfetsch (2001) then examined the effects of
these structural differences on communication culture, distinguishing
between a media-oriented (American) style of interaction between po-
litical spokespeople and journalists and a politically motivated (German)
interaction style. She found that the norms, objectives, and roles of
political public relations reflect the differences between the styles of
interaction.

Political (Communication) Structures and Political
(Communication) Culture

Pfetsch’s work (Chapter 15) emphasizes the close ties between the
structural and the cultural component of political communication – a
connection already featured in Almond and Powell’s model. Structure
here refers to the institutional characteristics of the political and media
systems on a macrolevel and mesolevel. In contrast, the culture of politi-
cal communication is defined as the interactions between politicians and
journalists on the actor level. Gurevitch and Blumler (Chapter 14, this
volume) propose a conceptual framework that combines both dimen-
sions. This framework, “within which all political communication takes
place,” classifies nations according to their communication structure.
Furthermore, Gurevitch and Blumler recommend comparative research
in five areas that they regard as fertile for a better understanding of the
relationship between political (communication) structures and political
(communication) culture. The authors approach these areas in different
ways:

� Three authors deal with the construction, communication, and en-
coding of political messages: Zittel (Chapter 10, this volume) probes
into the conditions shaping the national context for the construc-
tion and communication of web-based messages by political actors.
Kriesi studies the strategies of communication and mobilization
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that established and alternative political actors employ to attain
their goals. Rössler analyzes the country-specific presentation of
political issues and actors on television news, comparing different
political communication systems.

� Schmitt-Beck (Chapter 13, this volume) examines the reception and
effects of political messages by media audiences and their depen-
dence on national context variables.

� Hallin and Mancini as well as Donsbach and Patterson address the
relationship between political culture and the culture of journalism:
According to Hallin and Mancini, the critical attitude prevalent in
the cultures of journalism in Western democracies is linked with
the secularization of political culture. Donsbach and Patterson re-
late differences between Anglo-American and continental European
journalists to different professional cultures that are a product of
press history and present media structures.

� Zittel and Lang analyze in their respective chapters the reciprocal
relations between citizens and political elites from the angle of com-
parative participation research.

� Pfetsch integrates the interrelationships of media institutions and
political institutions into a model for comparing the interactions
between political actors and media actors in modern democracies.
By connecting this model with her concept of political communica-
tion culture, her chapter (Chapter 15, this volume) closely follows
the recommendations of Blumler and Gurevitch.

According to Pfetsch, political communication culture can be defined as
the empirical reconstruction of actors’ attitudes vis-à-vis specific objects
of political communication. These attitudes, in turn, determine the way
in which political actors and media actors communicate in regards of
their common political audience. Pfetsch’s work constitutes the most
concrete and most consistent adaptation of Almond and Powell’s orig-
inal model. Moreover, it is also consistent with the direction suggested
by Gurevitch and Blumler for the further development of comparative
political communication research.

THE ROLE OF NATIONAL CONTEXT AND THEORY

IN COMPARATIVE RESEARCH

The model of political (communication) systems developed by Almond
et al. (2003) and the model of political communication culture devel-
oped by Gurevitch and Blumler and Pfetsch (Chapters 14 and 15, this
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volume), which is based on Almond’s model, seem to fill a concep-
tual gap in comparative research. Because of their universal applicabil-
ity and neutrality, they can also serve as tertium comparationes, that
is, independent yardsticks enabling us to compare one country with
another – even though the role of political communication can differ sub-
stantially depending on the object of study, whether it is an established
democracy or an instable democracy in the process of transformation
(cf. Gunther and Mughan 2000). The models prove to be particularly
resourceful where the integration of structure and culture is concerned.
They can also serve as frameworks within which we can discuss and cat-
egorize concrete middle-range theories.1 In comparative research, one
of the primary objectives consists in generalizing, contextualizing, and
building middle-range theories of communication. The nation2 – or
systemic-cultural context with which theories are connected – plays a
pivotal role in achieving this. Regarding the role of the nation, Kohn
(1989) distinguishes four types of cross-national comparative research:

� “Nation as context”: In such research, nations are treated as different
contexts in which the phenomenon studied is exposed to various
stimuli. One is interested, for example, in testing the generality of
findings about how media systems operate or whether the impact
of political television advertising changes in the settings observed.
If replications in different countries show the same stable effect, the
mechanism and its underlying theory can be gradually generalized.
Reversed, such an approach can use national context as an explana-
tion for different levels of the dependent variable. In this volume,
Schmitt-Beck and Pfetsch (Chapters 13 and 15) both use nations as
context.

1 Examples of such middle-range theories include Gatekeeping and News Value Theories,
Agenda Setting and Agenda Building, Priming and Framing, Knowledge Gap and
Diffusion Theory, Spiral of Silence, Cultivation Theory, News Learning and Reception
Theories, or Theories of Media Politics.

2 The term nation refers to an ethnic group with a homogeneous identity. Almond et al.
(2003, 19) define nation as follows: “When we speak of a ‘nation,’ we thus refer to the
self-identification of a people. That common identity may be built upon a common
language, history, race, or culture, or simply upon the fact that this group has occupied
the same theory.” History has shown that a nation can be divided (e.g., the Federal
Republic of Germany and the German Democratic Republic); that several nations
can be part of one state (until this state disintegrates, as was the case with the USSR,
Yugoslavia, and Czechoslovakia); or a nation can remain without a state of its own
(e.g., Kurds, Palestinians, and Basques). As a rule, nation and state are mostly identical
(e.g., France, Japan, and Sweden).
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� “Nation as unit of analysis”: In the second type of compar-
ative research, the investigator’s concern is to understand varia-
tions in national characteristics. One no longer speaks of countries
by name, “but instead classifies countries along one or more di-
mensions” (Kohn 1989, 22). Typologies resulting from this type
of study distinguish between various aspects, for example, infor-
mation-rich versus information-poor countries, newspaper-centric
versus television-centric communication systems, or libertarian-
unrestricted versus authoritarian-restricted media systems. More-
over, Kohn’s second type of cross-national research translates
Przeworski and Teune’s (1970, 26–30) idea “to convert country
names into variables” into practice. In this volume, both Norris and
Kriesi (Chapters 6 and 8) chose this approach in their studies.

� “Nation as object”: Such research deals with nations as homoge-
neous, independent objects of study. It focuses on the national iden-
tity of nations and institutions. The purpose of this comparison is to
gather information about nations by analyzing the whole context,
and to enhance understanding thereof. The quantity of countries
studied is usually low and the explanation involved is extensive.
An example of this type of research would be investigating which
factors make up the identities of different national journalism cul-
tures. Here, particular elements are interpreted as an expression of
the culture or the system itself. Kleinsteuber reports in his chapter
(Chapter 4) on several such examples.

� “Transnational research”: In Kohn’s fourth type of research, the
investigator regards nations as elements of a larger international
system. It focuses on the influence of specific transnational and
supranational treaties, organizations, and regimes (e.g., interna-
tional agreements such as the International Telecommunications
Union [ITU], General Agreement on Trade and Services [GATS],
and the EU directive “TV Without Frontiers”). Furthermore, the
investigator’s interest is on the impact of the cross-national flow of
information and international elites (e.g., the exchange of campaign
consultants or methods and strategies of media-oriented campaign
practices) on processes, actors, and structures of political commu-
nication in different countries. These aspects of modernization and
globalization are examined by various contributors, for example,
Hallin and Mancini, Swanson, and Holtz-Bacha (Chapters 2, 3, and
9, this volume).
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Table 17.1 Role of National Context and Theory in Comparative Designs

Orientation Toward

Hypothesis-Testing Exploration
(theory driven) (fact driven)

High (systemic Contextualization Validation
multilevel approach) Studies Studies

C
on

si
de

ra
ti

on
of

C
on

te
xt

u
al

Fa
ct

or
s

Always Possible:
Theory Building

Low (focused- Generalization Differences
variable approach) Studies Studies

Source: Adapted from van de Vijver and Leung (1997, 2000).

The degree to which comparative studies can contribute to theory build-
ing varies depending on what function the nation performs within a
study’s design. This question addresses the two central dimensions char-
acterizing comparative studies:

� The degree of contextualization (i.e., studies are divided into groups
that consider national context variables either to a high, systemic or
a low, selective extent), and

� Their orientation toward hypothesis testing or exploration (i.e.,
studies either choose a strongly theory-driven approach or a less
theoretical, more fact-finding approach).

For the sake of simplicity, the two dimensions are dichotomized. Crossing
them will then reveal four types of study (Table 17.1). The resulting
typology is based on the conceptions of van de Vijver and Leung (1997,
2000) and Wirth and Kolb (Chapter 5, this volume), and stresses the
tremendous potential of comparative research: Depending on the four
possible approaches shown in Table 17.1, cross-national studies either
focus on contextualizing theories, generalizing theories, verifying the
validity of concepts, or merely on identifying similarities and differences.
To a larger or lesser extent, all four approaches can contribute to the
formulation of new theories.

We speak of highly contextualized comparative studies, when the anal-
ysis of different systems, cultures, and nations systematically considers
contextual factors and builds on an analytical framework divided into
microlevel, mesolevel, and macrolevel. A well-founded explanation of
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the similarities and differences observed can then point to the context
variables that have been systematically gathered. Obviously, this type of
study corresponds to Kohn’s “nation as context” approach. This demands
substantial knowledge prior to the study. Also, this method routinely re-
quires collaboration with experts in the respective countries. A specific
difficulty of this approach lies in the safeguarding of functional equiva-
lence of all the factors considered (for a discussion of this problem see
Chapter 5, this volume).

However, such an extensive systemic approach is not always neces-
sary. In many cases, a more focused approach that considers only few
contextual factors may be sufficient. Here, the investigator concentrates
exclusively on the variables necessary for the testing of a specific theory
or hypothesis. Frequently, one intends to find out how nations react in
respect to differences in relevant variables. This approach treats a nation
as Kohn’s “unit of analysis,” yet it also enables us to study the specific
impact of “transnational effects.” In terms of research resources it is
also more economical, but its lack of context variables constitutes a ma-
jor weakness: the potential for interpreting unexpected phenomena and
drawing universal conclusions is small.

Regarding the second dimension of Table 17.1, a study may be theory
driven and more orientated toward hypothesis testing. Ideally, a study
begins with a theory, or at least a well-based research question. The func-
tion of this theory, then, is the selection of variables to be considered. On
the one hand, comparative research is founded on theory; on the other
hand, it is a means to further the development of existing theories. For
this purpose, investigators frequently take middle-range theories devel-
oped in a particular national context and test their validity in a cross-
national comparison. An instructive example of a theory-driven study
can be found in the work of Stevenson (1998) who examined Noelle-
Neumann’s Spiral of Silence Theory in different national settings (see
also Csikszentmihalyi 1991). In order to investigate the transnational ap-
plicability of middle-range theories, one must treat “nation as context.”

When researchers enter a new field of study and are interested in a
specific object about which there are no (known) theories, they usually
employ an approach that is not theory based but characterized by an
original curiosity for systemic differences. This strategy, which is orien-
tated more toward exploration, is widely used in pilot studies and aims
primarily at organizing and classifying data. At best, this results in im-
portant groundwork, at worst, it shows the investigator’s carelessness in
regards to theory. Indeed, Gurevitch and Blumler complain (Chapter 14,
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this volume) that, in terms of “extent and vigor of theoretical debate
[ . . . ] comparative political communication analysis still falls lamentably
short.”

Contextualization Studies
As shown in Table 17.1, one may expect a study to belong to one of

the four types of comparative research. A “contextualization of exist-
ing theories” is possible in a theory-driven study considering contextual
factors. Countries are consciously selected according to their theory-
validating value and according to either the most similar systems design
or the most different systems design (cf. Chapter 5, this volume). By sys-
tematically considering context variables, one can discern those system
factors in the presence of which a theory is mainly valid. Aside from
refining existing theories, it is also possible to expand a theory’s poten-
tial for contributing to knowledge: Ideally, culture-specific influences
can be completely removed and the theory can be administered glob-
ally. A good example for this is modernization, as demonstrated by the
edited volume of David Swanson and Paolo Mancini (1996): At first, the
two editors drafted an elaborate theoretical framework on modernized
elections campaigns that collaborators then used as a base for standard-
ized case studies in many different countries. After the national election
studies had shown much more complex and differentiated findings then
originally thought, Swanson and Mancini transformed their framework
into a comprehensive and contextualized Model of Modern Campaign-
ing. The consideration of national characteristics (contextual factors)
induced Swanson and Mancini (1996) to assess the applicability of their
model according to whether they observed established democracies, new
democracies, or instable democracies (for details see the respective chap-
ters of Holtz-Bacha [Chapter 9, this volume] and Gurevitch and Blumler
[Chapter 14, this volume]). Further examples of “contextualizing ex-
isting theories” in international comparative communication research
include News Value Theory and Agenda Setting Theory.3 In both cases,
system-specific macrovariables for specifying these theories were found.

3 As to News Value Theory, Semetko (1996) concludes that German television jour-
nalists strictly stick to conventional news values even in times of election campaigns
whereas their British and American colleagues ignore customary news value during
campaigns. In Germany, campaign events rank lower on the news agenda because they
have to compete with other important domestic or foreign news events. This situation,
however, favors the incumbents’ visibility on television (as found in German election
news) because news factors such as power or elite status also apply to them. British and
American journalists, in contrast, emphasized campaign events (by playing up their
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Generalizability Studies
Another type of comparative studies attempts to establish the inter-

nationalization or “generalizability of existing theories” (see Table 17.1).
Generalizability studies assess the general validity and geographic range
of a theory (or hypothesis) by testing it in different social-cultural and
systemic settings. As a rule, such tests refer only to the relevant target
variables. Therefore, the outcome is mostly either “theory confirmed” or
“theory not confirmed.” Alternative interpretations are often neglected
because respective context variables have not been collected. However,
the appeal of this procedure consists in its increasing abstraction and
well-founded generalization of useful theories. In this respect, Donsbach
and Patterson offer (Chapter 11, this volume) a cross-cultural confirma-
tion of Kepplinger’s Theory of Instrumental Actualization. By adopting
Kepplinger’s (1991) survey instrument, the authors can demonstrate
that political journalists in many Western countries seem to have an in-
clination to select and publish in particular those news items that are
close to their own political ideas. In a similar fashion, Norris confirms
(Chapter 6, this volume) that the core claims of classic liberal theories of
democracy (i.e., that free access to the media and an independent press
are closely interconnected with indicators for good governance and hu-
man development) are universally applicable. Zittel (Chapter 10, this
volume), tested the generalizability of the concept of Electronic Democ-
racy developed in the United States to European countries and found
little evidence for its applicability.

Validation and Differences Studies
In the form of exploratory pilot studies, validation and differences

studies are quite common, yet theory is scarce in these two types of com-
parative designs (see Table 17.1). At best, investigators using them can
gain unusual insights that can then be systematically authenticated in

news value) to a disproportionately high degree in order to inform even disinterested
voters about party platforms and candidates. They aimed at balancing the news about
all candidates quantitatively, which prevents a visibility advantage of the incumbent
but qualifies News Value Theory. As to Agenda Setting Theory, Semetko et al. (1991)
prove in their comparison of British news coverage in the 1983 election campaign
with American coverage in the 1984 election campaign that agenda setting cannot be
understood as a uniform homogeneous process. The struggle between political and
media actors for control of the agenda takes place on a continuum from active “agenda
setting” to passive “agenda reflecting.” The authors describe the reluctant and reactive
role of British journalists as “agenda amplifying” and the role of their more proactive,
powerful American colleagues as “agenda shaping” (cf. Blumler and Gurevitch 1995b;
Gurevitch and Blumler [Chapter 14, this volume]).
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larger, theory-driven studies (cf. van de Vijver and Leung 1997, 2000).
It is important to acknowledge, though, that all four types of studies
fulfill specific and legitimate purposes. Similar to the other types, this
type of study is of particular use in comparative research. At an initial
stage, when the causes of and information about cross-national similar-
ities and differences with regard to a phenomenon are largely unknown,
exploratory validation and differences studies are preponderant. A good
example for this is the work of Sabine Lang (Chapter 7, this volume). She
stresses that “the scope of existing research is limited [and] results from
this inquiry are at best preliminary.” Her argument, she states, “is based
on a comparative reading of a small number of existing case studies, thus
leaving some issues underrepresented and others unaddressed.” The new
findings gathered in this way must later be linked to established theories
in systematic follow-up studies – evidently, these are necessary steps in
the development of every science. Lang’s work offers a foundation for
this because she points out the universal factors determining the “struc-
tural transformation of local media publics” and defines perspectives
for further comparative research into local public spheres. Pfetsch, by
contrast, is a step ahead of her: Chapter 15 proposes a comprehensive,
theory-driven framework for comparing the interactions of political and
media actors in different types of modern democracies.

The Construction of New Theories
As we consider these issues, we understand that, in principle, building

theories by comparing is always possible and not subject to choosing an
approach based on theory (with the objective to contextualize or gen-
eralize existing theories) or exploration (which classifies findings first,
in order to lay a basis for subsequent hypotheses, models, or theories).
Theories, on the one hand, provide essential orientation. On the other
hand, innovative comparatists may also perceive them sometimes as an
obstacle because they leave no room for new discoveries and creative
methods. The same is true for established methods and research strate-
gies. But in the present period of turbulent social, political, and media
change, comparative research should strive for innovative approaches
(Landman 2003). As a matter of fact, in the face of the new challenges
posed by globalization, comparative political communication requires
new theories and methods. As there is no such thing as an ideal theory
or method in comparative research, new challenges demand extended
designs.
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THE NEW CHALLENGES TO COMPARATIVE POLITICAL

COMMUNICATION RESEARCH: GLOBAL COMMUNICATION,

POLITICAL INTEGRATION, AND WORLD

SYSTEM TENDENCIES

Political systems or cultures are the central units of analysis (or “cases”) in
comparative political communication research. In times of growing glob-
alization and supranational integration, however, it is becoming increas-
ingly difficult to treat societies and cultures as isolated units (Shaw 1997).
Traditionally, international comparison defines a “case” as a bound unit
of dependent and independent variables – an example of this would
be placing one political system with its characteristic political culture
against another system and culture. In each case, investigators assume
that the factors leading to variations of the phenomenon observed (e.g.,
the question of why personalized campaign practices and campaign cov-
erage play a more significant role in the United States than in Europe)
can be found among the features determining the concrete political and
media environments (e.g., weak parties, majority vote, and commercial-
ized broadcasting media in the United States versus powerful parties,
proportional representation, and public service broadcasters in many
European countries). However, the notion of countries as bound en-
tities no longer seems to be substantiated by reality. European parties
tap U.S. campaign expertise and hire U.S. campaign managers in order
to plan successful campaigns; similarly, European newspaper publish-
ers and broadcasting companies consult with American media experts
in order to profit from their know-how as to designing successful news
casts and entertainment shows. These exogenous impulses may lead to
a significant increase in candidate-focused campaign practices and per-
sonalized campaign coverage in Europe. If we generalize this example, we
encounter serious methodological questions for comparative research.
Indeed, the more intensive and institutionalized such cross-border ex-
change processes become, the more likely a single communicative world
system will emerge, where boundaries no longer exist and global mass
communication becomes the defining feature. This option appears in
the literature under different metaphors including McLuhan’s “global
village” (1962) and Luhmann’s “world society” (1997). As Rosengren,
McLeod, and Blumler (1992, 285–6) point out, comparative studies de-
pend on the comparison of independent systems. If, however, commu-
nication systems merge with each other and cease to be autonomous,
they can no longer serve as objects of comparative analysis. In this case,
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we would, in fact, observe nothing but the flow of communication and
the processes of diffusion occurring within an all-encompassing global
system. This poses a challenging question: Could this already be the end
of comparative political communication research?

Indeed, theoreticians of globalization criticize that sociological re-
search has relied far too long on the “artificial” concept of the territorial
nation-state as unit of analysis (Beck 2000; Crofts Wiley 2004). According
to them, comparative studies in particular have an inclination to focus
excessively on the state and to presume it to be the political heart that
integrates society and, by doing so, safeguards collective identity, social
cohesion, and cultural homogeneity. In contrast to this, the critics sug-
gest that in a world shaped by massive diffusion, interdependence, and
performance on both the level of the global economy (with multinational
companies and products, integrated financial markets, and world trade
agreements) and global politics (with military alliances, supranational
organizations, and membership in international organizations and con-
ventions) the sovereignty of national governments has been reduced so
much that one could speak of the denationalization of politics. This
criticism must be taken seriously, because similar processes of diffusion,
dependence, and performance can also be observed in mass communica-
tion (Chapter 4, this volume) where they seem to render the nation-state
or national context superfluous, too. In the field of communication, such
processes are often discussed under the labels Americanization, cultural
imperialism, or globalization. As Hallin and Mancini explain (Chapter 2,
this volume), they are connected to the underlying fear that a “trend
towards homogenization” of the media systems could “weaken national
characteristics” and “undermine” traditional relationships. From their
point of view, the central question is whether changes in political commu-
nication arrangements are a consequence of exogenous processes such as
diffusion or endogenous processes such as functional differentiation of
all modern societies. By posing this question, Hallin and Mancini address
a fundamental challenge to comparative analysis, which in the literature
is known as “Galton’s problem.” Can we explain similar phenomena
occurring in different societies as a functional differentiation caused by
domestic factors or as the imitation of foreign models caused by for-
eign factors? In the first case, a phenomenon is interpreted according
to modernization theory: The phenomenon exists because it performs
indispensable functions for its social-political environment; similar en-
vironmental conditions require similar solutions and produce similar
structures without foreign intervention. In the latter case, a phenomenon
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is explained by diffusion theory: it exists because national elites decided
to adopt a foreign model. This decision is based on the conviction that
the foreign model is worth imitating and that it can be modified to fit into
traditional national regulatory and institutional structures; comparable
phenomena can thus emerge within different contexts.

The question of whether a phenomenon can be attributed to internal
or external causes is a dilemma that today, more than ever, is of topi-
cal interest. Comparative political communication research must react
to these new challenges by updating its theoretical and methodologi-
cal concepts. First, theories of international communication must be
integrated; secondly, exogenous variables must be collected in addition
to the endogenous variables of national context. Both conclusions need
further explanation.

Considering Theories of International Communication
Various theories – ranging from transformation, (cultural) imperial-

ism, modernization, dependency, and diffusion – appear to be helpful in
bridging the gap between the concepts of international communication
and comparative communication research. To this end, several authors
in this volume lay the necessary foundation.

Hallin and Mancini, Swanson, and Gurevitch and Blumler argue in
favor of focusing on transformation research: They criticize that com-
parative research puts too much emphasis on comparing the status quo,
and that, by doing so, it neglects the rapid changes in the conditions de-
termining political communication that demand dynamic explanations
and designs. According to these authors, comparative research needs to
clarify the role of the media (which cause and reflect this change) in
the process of transformation. Linking these concepts with theories pre-
dominant in transformation research, then, entails more longitudinal
section designs.

Modernization, dependency, and (cultural) imperialism are theories
that in the course of history have come into and gone out of fashion,
and as Stevenson notes (Chapter 16, this volume), carry different mean-
ings in different fields. Today, (cultural) imperialism is associated – in
the context of political communication – with the thesis of the Amer-
icanization of electoral campaigns, journalism, and entertainment. In
comparative communication research, Americanization means a direc-
tional, one-way convergence process between the political communica-
tion practices of the United States and a second country (see Chapters 1,
2, and 3). Hallin and Mancini (Chapter 2, this volume), try to overcome
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such sweeping assumptions and refer us to the globalization concept
developed by Thompson and Tomlinson, who concentrate on, what
they call, “complex connectivity.” Complex connectivity results from
the all-encompassing communication linkages between localities. These
locations are altered by such linkages, but do not disappear. In a global-
ized world, distances between cultures do not necessarily shrink, yet, the
ways in which these cultures communicate with each other multiply. As
a consequence, the globalization of media communication does neither
create cultural homogeneity nor the cultural proximity of a neighbor-
hood evoked by McLuhan’s metaphor of the “global village,” nor does
it abolish differences. Instead, the globalization of the media produces
an ocean of translocal, mediatized cultures where nations are reduced
to mere islands whose coastlines become increasingly blurred due to a
multitude of new influences (cf. Tomlinson 1999). This differentiated
understanding of globalization has also contributed to a better under-
standing of modernization that today directs us toward intranational
processes affecting society, politics, and the media (see Chapter 2 and 3,
this volume). As noted by Holtz-Bacha (Chapter 9, this volume), mod-
ernization must be factored in as an additional national context variable
in international comparative studies.

Another topical theory in the field of international communication is
dependency – a theory that today also has a different meaning than
it did in the 1960s and 1970s. In today’s understanding, dependen-
cies result less from colonial relationships but more often from inter-
national treaties (e.g., GATS or ITU), or from membership in supra-
national intergovernmental institutions (e.g., the EU) or international
organizations (e.g., the United Nations). Legislative acts of the EU, for
instance, account for approximately 60 percent of the legislation passed
in Germany. This quiet Europeanization of national institutions ren-
ders comparisons between EU-member states and nonmember states
increasingly difficult: If we compared, for instance, the German and
the Canadian media system, we would have to consider not only the
German media policies as an important variable, but also the telecom-
munication policies of the EU. This example illustrates our problem
quite well: To what extent are these cases still comparable, if different
levels of comparison and influence are relevant for them? The same ap-
plies to comparisons between EU member states. National context no
longer suffices to explain common phenomena. We must include the EU
level, too. This dilemma is explicitly addressed in Chapters 2 and 4 (this
volume). It requires the conventional principles of comparative research
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Figure 17.2 Distinguishing External Influences (Globalization,
Integration) and Internal Influences (Modernization) in Comparative
Research

to be reexamined. This becomes even more urgent when we keep in
mind that the tendency toward integration and internationalization of
media policies, media regulation, and media economy has relativized
the importance of the nation-state and denationalized international
communication.

Considering Additional External Variables
From a methodical point of view, comparative political research needs

to react to the problems described previously by considering additional
sources of data. Figure 17.2 is an illustration of how this might be
realized. Comparative studies in political communication can no longer
concentrate on comparing systems A, B, and C alone, but must observe a
variety of external variables, too. Analysis includes examining, first, inter-
nal variables of the respective national context (A, B, C); second, external
factors stemming from transnational diffusion and globalization pro-
cesses; third, external factors from supranational integration processes;
and fourth, measuring over time in order to identify the degree to which
the mentioned processes affect the respective systems at several points
in time (t1, t2, tn). It is prudent to heed Blumler and Gurevitch (2001,
381), who warn that “in the present period of turbulent social, politi-
cal, and media change, the validity of one-time cross-national analyses
cannot be accepted unless they are regularly updated.” As a rule, these
influential processes of globalization and dependency are transactional
or reciprocal. In order to measure their impact, we must first look at the
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question of whether all systems studied are exposed to the same external
processes (such as A and B in Figure 17.2), or whether this is not the case
for one of the systems under observation (C). It is extremely important
to distinguish accurately effects motivated by diffusion and globalization
or dependency and integration on the one hand and from internal ef-
fects motivated by modernization on the other hand. During analysis, we
have to take the zero-impact hypothesis into account, according to which
these external process factors do not influence the object of our study
in the systems we compare. As to alternative hypotheses, we can make
different assumptions about the impact of external factors. Following
Kleinsteuber (Chapter 4, this volume), we can, for instance, distinguish
between voluntary and coercive adoption of a model (“dependency,”
“performance”) or between immediate imitation and delayed learning
effects (“temporality”). If applied to comparative political communica-
tion research, such effects would have to be operationalized and isolated
from internal factors.

Only such extended designs will provide reliable evidence for what
many authors in this volume assume to be the case, that is, that the
adoption of American models is opposed by “persistent cultural dif-
ferences and resisting or mediating factors” (Gurevitch and Blumler),
and that European countries have “often modified [US models] signifi-
cantly” (Hallin and Mancini), and “adapted them to the national context”
(Holtz-Bacha). None of the authors in this volume, however, advocates
the idea that Americanization is a form of cultural imperialism. Indeed,
recent comparative studies substantiate the view that national context
is still a considerable influence. The decisive concept is “hybridization”
(cf. Norris 2000; Blumler and Gurevitch 2001; Chan 2001; Plasser 2002).

The hybridization model proposed by modernization theory has been
especially successful in gaining acceptance in the international compar-
ison of electoral campaign communication (cf. Plasser 2002, 348–51). It
means the implementation of selected components of a cross-national
and cross-cultural style of campaigning in order to supplement country-
specific and culture-specific traditional styles of campaigning and cam-
paign coverage. Hybrid styles constitute a combination of modern tech-
niques – influenced by the American standard model – with country-
specific traditions of one’s own political and media culture. The results
of recent comparative studies do not support the notion of a direc-
tional Americanization or global standardization. Instead, autonomous
adaptation processes take place. These processes are the elements of
a structural change of the political and media systems. In many mass
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democracies, this change occurs in the form of an internally motivated
process that gradually modifies traditional styles, practices, and routines,
and that varies in different countries depending on their system-specific
and culture-specific arrangements.

The empirical findings concerning hybridization are excellently com-
patible with the concept of globalization based on complex connectiv-
ity and the concept of modernization based on endogenous changes.
Furthermore, hybridization underscores that it is too early to speculate
about the irrelevance of the nation-state and national culture. An insight
from the field of comparative politics applies here, too: “It seems that
national actors are still key institutions that translate international trends
into national policies and these policies do vary among nations” (Jahn
2002, 8; see also Morris and Waisbord 2001). Globalization does not
simply do away with traditional institutions in politics and the media.
Consequently, we can conclude that with regard to the basic principle of
comparing separate cases there is no reason to dismiss proven strategies
of comparative studies as long as these strategies are completed with the
modifications suggested herein. Yet, even those colleagues who advocate
the existence of a uniform world system, a world society, or a world public
cannot presume that this is the end of comparative studies as they have
to consider a new method in comparative research: “incorporated com-
parison.” In contrast to classical international comparison, this method
does not view cases as independent units, but as relational parts of a
singular arrangement. 4

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, we have attempted to describe the state of the art of
comparative political communication studies. We used the articles con-
tained in this volume as a basis to develop an umbrella concept that
shall contribute to the establishment of comparative research as a dis-
cipline of communication studies in its own right. To this end, we have
tried, above all, to convey the complexity and the fascination emanat-
ing from comparative studies. Just how much comparative studies and

4 This arrangement can be a sequence of historical and cumulative developments or a
current common experience or influence. Cases are no longer selected according to
external criteria – such as in the quasi-experimental design described previously – but
according to the relations they establish with each other and their relation to the overall
arrangement that they form. Incorporated comparison has been designed for analyzing
globalization and can also be applied to analyzing the world system (cf. McMichael
2000). Its proximity to Kohn’s (1989) study type of “transnational research” is obvious.
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communication studies are interconnected is stressed by the problems
that globalization pose: The shrinking importance of national bound-
aries will lead to a merger of comparative studies with theories of inter-
national communication, which, in turn, will necessitate a modification
of customary comparative designs. In doing so, intranational and extra-
national effects and variables must be considered. If this is accomplished,
comparison will substantially advance the field of political communica-
tion research. Particularly the generalization and contextualization of
existing theories and the construction of new theories will profit from it.

The future of comparative political communication research, how-
ever, is determined by the actual work of researchers. Van de Vijer and
Leung (2000) divide researchers into “sojourners” and “natives.” They
define the latter as a small circle of colleagues specializing in comparison.
These researchers concentrate mainly on the macroconcepts of sys-
tem and culture, innovative evaluation methods, multimethod designs,
and theory building. Yet, the direction of research will be defined by
the booming group of sojourners. Although the primary expertise of
these investigators is in another content domain, increasing academic
exchange and the internationalization of the objects under study will
prompt them to carry out projects in comparative research. Because
of its rapid growth, this group will be responsible for the majority of
cross-cultural publications. Sojourners are chiefly interested in testing
the generalizability of theories and validating their concepts in different
national contexts and cultural milieus. We intended this chapter to be
mainly an orientation for this group as we see a new imperative regarding
the verification of scientific knowledge appear: Go comparative!
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