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MEDIATIZATION AND PERCEPTIONS OF

THE MEDIA’S POLITICAL INFLUENCE

Jesper Strömbäck

One of the key concepts related to the media’s increasing political influence is mediatization. It

has even been described as a meta-process, on a par with other social change processes such as

globalization and individualization. Despite the fact that the concept has been used for several

decades, it remains however a concept referred to more often than properly defined and used to

guide systematic empirical research. Against this background and based on the conceptualization

of mediatization as a multi-dimensional concept, the purpose of this article is to investigate

perceptions of the media’s political influence among members of parliament and political news

journalists at major national and regional media in Sweden. The results show that both groups

attribute great influence to the media, in particular TV, newspapers and radio, and that both

groups perceive TV and radio as influential as even the prime minister in terms of how often they

manage to place a new issue highest on the political agenda. The results of the study are

discussed in light of the theory of an ongoing mediatization of politics.

KEYWORDS journalists; mediatization; media influence; politicians; perceptions; survey

Introduction

During the last decades, it has become increasingly common to characterize modern

politics as mediated or mediatized (Livingstone, 2009). It has even been described as a

meta-process, on a par with other social change processes such as globalization and

individualization (Krotz, 2007, 2009). According to this view, politics has increasingly ‘‘lost

its autonomy, has become dependent in its central functions on mass media, and is

continuously shaped by interactions with mass media’’ (Mazzoleni and Schulz, 1999,

p. 250). Meyer (2002, p. 50) thus claims that the media have colonized politics, and that

‘‘no longer can we think of policy-making in media democracy as an activity essentially

external to the way the media communicate it’’.

Despite these and other far-reaching claims, there is however a remarkable dearth of

systematic empirical research on the mediatization of politics. After decades, it still remains

a concept referred to more often than properly defined and used to guide systematic

empirical research. There are numerous studies that may be relevant in the context of the

mediatization of politics, but studies that explicitly seek to investigate the mediatization of

politics are still scarce (but see Kepplinger, 2002). In addition, it is only during the last few

years that more systematic efforts have been devoted to a proper conceptualization of

mediatization.

Nevertheless, at the core of virtually all definitions of the mediatization of politics is

that it is a process of increasing media influence (Hjarvard, 2008; Mazzoleni, 2008a, 2008b;

Strömbäck and Esser, 2009). Thus, if theories of an ongoing mediatization of politics are

valid, there should be broad agreement among politicians and journalists that the media
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are highly influential in political processes*and perhaps even more influential than

politicians.

Against this background and based on the theory of the mediatization of politics,

the purpose of this study is to investigate perceptions of media influence among

politicians and political news journalists. More specifically, this study will investigate

perceptions of media influence among members of parliament (MPs) and political news

journalists at major national and regional news media in Sweden.

Theories About the Mediatization of Politics

The idea that politics has become mediated and mediatized is by no means new.

Although it is only during the last few decades that the terms mediated and mediatized

politics have become more prominent, the idea as such can be traced back to early classics

such as Lippman’s Public Opinion (1997 [1922]). In this work Lippman emphasized that

what matters most for people’s opinions and attitudes is not reality per se, but rather the

‘‘pictures in our heads’’*and that those are mainly formed by information from the media.

Through their daily reporting and our dependence on the media for information a

‘‘pseudo-environment’’ is created. According to Lippman, people’s behavior and attitudes

do not follow from what is actually true, but from this pseudo-environment.

What Lippman described as a pseudo-environment can also be described as a

mediated reality (Nimmo and Combs, 1983). What defines both is that our knowledge and

information primarily comes from various (mass) media, rather than from our own

experiences or through interpersonal communication. Hence, politics can be described as

mediated whenever politics is mainly communicated via and experienced through

different media (Asp, 1986; Bennett and Entman, 2001; Nimmo and Combs, 1983).

In contrast to mediated politics, the concept of mediatization denotes a dynamic

process through which media communication shape and reshape society and our

understandings of it and through which the media have increased their influence.

According to Schulz (2004, p. 88), ‘‘mediatization relates to changes associated with

communication media and their development’’, while Hjarvard (2004, p. 48) writes,

‘‘mediatization implies a process through which core elements of a social or cultural

activity (like work, leisure, play etc.) assume media form’’. In the context of politics, Asp

(1986, p. 359) similarly uses mediatization to refer to ‘‘a political system that is highly

influenced by and adjusted to the demands of the mass media in their coverage of

politics’’.

Based on this, mediatization refers to a process whereby the media have increased

their influence both in general and on a systemic level of analysis. The discussion of

mediatization can thus not be limited to individual-level media effects, as noted by Schulz

(2004, p. 90): ‘‘mediatization as a concept both transcends and includes media effects’’.

Schrott (2009, p. 42) similarly notes: ‘‘Processes of mediatization involve media effects of a

special type, namely supra-individual effects that cannot be traced back to individual

media content but are caused by the existence and the meaning of the media’’.

Mediatization is thus also about how political institutions and, within those, the

behaviors of political actors are shaped by the media’s increasing influence (Cook, 2005; de

Wijs; 2008; Djerf-Pierre, 2008; Hajer, 2009; Sparrow, 1999). Mediatization involves the

media becoming not only more influential, but also more influential as institutions
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differentiated and increasingly independent of other political and social institutions

(Hjarvard, 2008; Mazzoleni and Schulz, 1999; Meyer, 2002; Strömbäck, 2008). In this

respect, increasing media influence implies decreasing political influence, as emphasized

by Schrott (2009, p. 42) among others: ‘‘The core of mediatization consists in the

mechanism of the institutionalization of media logic in other societal subsystems. In these

subsystems, media logic competes with established guidelines and influences the actions

of individuals’’.

This discussion suggests that mediatization takes place at different levels of analysis,

and that it should be understood as a multidimensional concept. Strömbäck (2008, 2010;

see also Strömbäck and Esser, 2009) has thus suggested a four-dimensional conceptua-

lization of the mediatization of politics. According to this conceptualization, the first

dimension is concerned with the extent to which the media constitute the most important

source of information and channel of communication; the second dimension with the

media’s independence from other social and political institutions; the third dimension with

the degree to which media content is governed by media logic or political logic; and the

fourth dimension with political actors and the extent to which they are governed by media

logic or political logic. Taken together, these dimensions and the actions and reactions

playing out in the interactions between media actors and various social and political actors

create a spiral of mediatization (Asp, 1986, p. 361). The dimensions are furthermore linked,

as phases, in that the two first dimensions contribute to the third and fourth dimensions.

According to this line of thinking, the first and necessary phase of mediatization takes

place when the media have become the most important source of information and channel

of communication between political actors and the public. When this phase has been

reached, political actors realize that they need the media to reach out to larger groups in

society. The second phase takes place when the media successively increase their

independence from political actors and institutions. The more independent the media

become from political institutions and actors, the more their content and coverage of

politics will be shaped by the media’s own needs, standards of newsworthiness and logics

(Altheide and Snow, 1979, 1988; Schrott, 2009; Mazzoleni, 1987; Meyer, 2002).

When this happens, political institutions and actors will successively realize that in

order to influence the media, and through the media the public, they will have to adapt to

or even adopt the media’s standards of newsworthiness and logic. As suggested by Cook

(2005, p. 163), by adapting to or adopting the media’s standards of newsworthiness and

logic ‘‘politicians may then win the daily battles with the news media, by getting into the

news as they wish, but end up losing the war, as standards of newsworthiness begin to

become prime criteria to evaluate issues, policies, and politics’’. Along the same lines,

Meyer concludes,

politicians feel themselves to be under ceaseless pressure to stage-manage in order to

get access to the media. They hope that if they master the rules governing access to the

media stage, they can thereby increase their leverage over the way the media present

them to the public . . . Consequently, the sphere of politics falls under the influence of the

media system. (2002, p. 71)

And he continues: ‘‘Colonization in this sense means the almost unconditional

surrender of politics*at least in all visible, publicly accessible aspects of communication*
to the logic of the media system’’ (2002, pp. 71�2).
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At the same time, mediatization should not be understood as an either�or

proposition. It should rather be understood as a dynamic process where different degrees

of mediatization along all four dimensions are possible. Hence, the main question is not

whether the media have increased their influence. Rather, the main question is the degree

to which politics has become mediatized along the first, second, third and fourth

dimension.

In addition, it might be the case that the process is not linear, and that there

are variations across not only time or countries, but also across institutions within

countries (for example, the parliament and the judiciary), across the placement of political

actors within institutions (for example, governing parties and opposition parties), and

across contexts (for example, election campaigns and non-election campaigns). As shown

by research on the mass media’s political agenda-setting power, it is highly contingent on,

for example, the kind of issues, the specific media, the kind of coverage, and the time

period (Walgrave and van Aelst, 2006). The contingent nature of the media’s influence

should hold true also in the context of mediatization. Hence, the mediatization of politics

should not be taken for granted, but subject to empirical scrutiny.

Mediatization Along the Fourth Dimension

While there is a need for empirical research on the mediatization of politics along all

four dimensions, this study will focus on the fourth dimension: the extent to which the

media are*or, more properly, are perceived to be*powerful in political processes and

the extent to which political actors adapt*or are perceived to adapt*to the

requirements of the media.

In the literature, there is broad consensus that political actors and media actors exist

in a symbiotic relationship (Bennett, 2003; Blumler and Gurevitch, 1995; Brants et al., 2010;

Entman, 2004; Sellers, 2010). Both groups command resources on their own, but are also

dependent on each other. While political actors are dependent on the media for access to

the mass public, media actors are dependent on political actors for information that can

be transformed into news. The most contested issue in this respect is not whether political

or media actors are interdependent*they are*but rather who leads the tango and the

conditions under which political or media actors are in command (Bennett, 1990; Gans,

1980; Walgrave and van Aelst, 2006).

What is problematic, however, is that the literature seldom recognizes whether

political actors, in situations when they are successful in influencing the media, are so

mainly because they have adapted to the media’s logic and standards of newsworthiness

(Altheide and Snow, 1979, 1988). From the perspective of mediatization, there is a crucial

difference between situations when political actors yield influence over the media because

the media are subordinate or have a sacerdotal approach to politics, and situations when

they manage to yield influence over the media through adaptation to the media and their

logics. While the former situation would suggest limits to the degree to which politics has

become mediatized, the latter situation would rather support the notion that politics has

become mediatized.

There is, however, no doubt political actors, over time and in countries as diverse as

the United States and Sweden, have increased the resources devoted to news manage-

ment and political public relations (Erlandsson, 2008; Franklin, 2004; Kernell, 2007; Kumar,
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2007). To paraphrase Wattenberg (2004, p. 557): if the power of political leadership is the

power to persuade, then the ability to communicate through the mass media*the most

important source of information for the public*is a key tool in exercising that power.

News management and political public relations is hence probably more important and

prioritized by political actors than ever, not only during campaigns, but also as part of

policymaking processes (Djerf-Pierre, 2008; Hajer, 2009; Kernell, 2007; Kumar, 2007; Sellers,

2010).

Although there is not much research on the perceptions of media influence among

politicians, the research that has been published suggests that the media are indeed

perceived to be highly influential. A comparative study of MPs and political news

journalists in Belgium and the Netherlands thus shows that MPs ‘‘attribute a lot of political

influence to the mass media’’ (van Aelst et al., 2008). The same study also shows that MPs

in Belgium attribute more influence to the media than their counterparts in the

Netherlands, and that MPs in both countries attribute more influence to the media than

political news journalists. When explaining the difference in MPs’ perceptions in Belgium

and the Netherlands, the authors suggest that one reason may be that MPs in the

Netherlands have internalized media logic more than MPs in Belgium.

Not only the media’s actual influence may matter, however. Perceptions also matter,

as suggested by research on the influence of presumed influence (Gunther and Storey,

2003). The theory of the influence of presumed influence is derived from the research on

third-person effects, shown by a recent meta-analysis to yield ‘‘moderate to robust

findings, not only in terms of the consistency of the findings but also in the overall effect

size’’ (Paul et al., 2007, pp. 97�8). At heart, the theory of influence of presumed influence

holds that ‘‘some of the most interesting effects of media on society take place because

people think media are influential’’ (Tal-Or et al., 2009, p. 99). Thus, if people think

the media are powerful, they will behave as if the media are powerful*regardless of

whether the perception is correct or not.

This is equally true in politics as in other contexts, as suggested by Cohen et al.

(2008). In their study, they investigated the extent to which perceptions of media power

influenced the behavior of members of the Israeli Knesset (MK). In brief, their results

showed ‘‘systematic evidence on the importance of presumed media influence in politics’’,

and that ‘‘politicians’ coverage by electronic news media and their activities in parliament

[were] both indirectly influenced by MK’s perceptions of media influence’’ (2008, p. 338). In

the context of the media’s political agenda-setting influence, Walgrave and van Aelst

(2006, p. 100) similarly note, ‘‘The more politicians believe in the media’s political

almightiness, the more they are inclined to embrace media topics . . . and the mightier the

media are’’.

Taken together, available research thus suggests that the media and their influence

shape the behavior of political actors. In the context of mediatization it matters less

whether the behavior of political actors is shaped by real or presumed media influence: if it

shapes the behavior of political actors, the media’s influence becomes real (Lippman, 1997

[1922]; Schudson, 1995). In the context of mediatization, investigating perceptions of

media influence among politicians is therefore relevant from two perspectives: first, it may

provide valid evidence related to the media’s actual influence; second, even if perceptions

of the media’s influence may not be correct, it may provide evidence related to the media’s

influence, as these perceptions are highly likely to shape politicians’ actual behavior. In

either case, research on politicians’ perceptions of the media’s influence can increase our
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knowledge of the extent to which politics has become mediatized along the fourth

dimension.

It may, however, be the case that politicians and political news journalists have

different perceptions of the media’s influence. Both groups have great insight into the

everyday interactions between politicians and journalists, but their different structural

locations in political communication processes may nevertheless give rise to different

perceptions (Brants et al., 2010). Investigating perceptions of the media’s influence in both

groups may in this context function as a kind of reality check. To the extent that both

groups, despite different structural locations and interests, agree in their perceptions that

the media are highly influential, it would strengthen the thesis that politics has become

highly mediatized. To the extent that both groups, despite different structural locations

and interests, agree in their perceptions that the media are not highly influential, it would

suggest that politics has not become highly mediatized.

Hypotheses

To reiterate, the main purpose of this study is to investigate perceptions of media

influence among MPs and political news journalists at major national and regional news

media in Sweden.

Based on the discussion above and the theory of a mediatization of politics, our

overall hypothesis is that both MPs and political news journalists will perceive the media to

have great influence over both politics (H1) and the public (H2). Drawing on the

aforementioned research on perceptions of media influence among MPs and political

journalists in Belgium and the Netherlands, we also expect MPs to assign greater influence

to the media than political news journalists with respect to their influence over both

politics (H3) and the public (H4). We can furthermore expect that both MPs and political

news journalists perceive that politicians realize the importance of the media and adjust

their behavior to gain media visibility (H5), and that this perception will be stronger

among political news journalists than among MPs (H6).

It may, however, be the case that there are differences across MPs depending on

whether they belong to any of the governing parties or to the opposition parties.

Oftentimes, political news journalists are more interested in what those with power have

to say and what they do (Bennett, 1990; Lawrence, 2000; Sellers, 2010), which may lead

MPs belonging to governing parties to perceive the media as less influential than MPs

belonging to opposition parties. On the other hand, the crucial distinction may not run

between MPs belonging to governing and opposition parties, but between rank-and-file

MPs, on the one hand, and MPs with senior position and ministers, on the other. The latter

group is, however, too small to allow a statistical investigation of such a relationship.

Instead of posing a hypothesis, we thus ask the research question:

RQ1: Are there any differences in perceptions of media influence between MPs belonging

to governing parties and MPs belonging to opposition parties?

Methodology and Data

To investigate the hypotheses and answer the research question above, this study

draws upon a survey conducted among members of the Swedish parliament and political
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news journalists at major national and regional news media. Although not unique,

‘‘surveys focusing on the mutual relationship and perceptions of both politicians and

journalists about themselves and each other are rather scarce’’ (van Aelst et al., 2008,

p. 499).

The survey was conducted between November 2007 and February 2008, as part of a

larger project investigating MPs’ and political journalists’ attitudes in different countries (van

Aelst et al., 2008). With respect to MPs, all 349 members of the Swedish parliament were

surveyed using a written questionnaire. To increase the response rate, altogether three

reminders were sent out. This resulted in a response rate of 45 percent (N�158). A com-

parison of the distribution across parties with the distribution of seats in the parliament

shows no major deviations and that the responses are broadly representative (see Table 1).

With respect to journalists, the sampling procedure was different. As there does not

exist any official register of political news journalists, we first made a strategic selection of

major national and regional news media.1 To identify news journalists who cover politics,

we used the websites of the news organizations. In addition, we followed the news

coverage in the selected media for a period of one week, to further identify the journalists

that covered politics. Finally, to make sure the sample included only journalists who cover

politics, the questionnaire included a filter question: ‘‘In how many of the last 10 news

stories you worked on was at least one Swedish party or politician featured?’’ Only those

who had written a minimum of one news story with a political party or politician featured

were included in the analysis. The questionnaire was sent out to 378 journalists, and

eventually 195 (51.6 percent) responded; 168 of those journalists claimed that at least one

of the last 10 news stories they had worked on featured at least one political party or

politician, leading to a final response rate of 44.4 percent.

The subsequent analyses will hence be based on the responses from 168 political

news journalists and 158 MPs. Although higher response rates would have been desirable,

we consider the final response rates satisfactory considering the difficulties in achieving

high response rates among journalists and MPs. In addition, our respondents represent

not a randomly drawn sample, but the entire population of legislators and virtually the

entire population of political news journalists at major national and regional news media.

Results

The first hypothesis predicted that both MPs and political news journalists would

perceive the media to have great influence over politics. To investigate this, we will first

TABLE 1

Share of seats in parliament and response rates per party (%)

Share of seats in parliament Share of respondents

Left party 6.3 8.2
Social Democrats 37.3 31.0
Green party 5.4 4.4
Centre party 8.3 11.4
Liberal party 8.0 9.5
Christian Democrats 6.9 8.9
Moderate party 27.8 26.6
Sum 100 100
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use the question ‘‘Generally speaking, what is your perception of different media’s

influence over politics’’. This question does not specify exactly what ‘influence’ or ‘politics’

refers to. Hence, it does not capture any specific kind of media influence, but rather how

MPs and political news journalists perceive different media’s overall influence over politics.

The response alternatives ranged from 0 (No influence) to 10 (Great influence). To

investigate the perceptions of how influential different media are perceived to be by MPs

and political news journalists, and whether there are differences across these groups,

independent samples t-tests were performed. The results are displayed in Table 2.

The results show that the mean influence perceived by MPs in all cases exceed the

midpoint, while the mean influence perceived by political news journalists exceed the

midpoint with respect to three out of five media. More specifically, the results show that

both MPs and political news journalists perceive TV, newspapers and radio to have some

or great influence over politics, and that MPs also perceive that news magazines and news

on the Internet have at least some influence over politics. Overall, these results lend some

support to H1, predicting that both MPs and political news journalists would perceive the

media to have great influence over politics. The most influential media according to both

MPs and political news journalists are TV, followed by newspapers and radio.

The results also show that MPs consistently attribute greater media influence over

politics than political news journalists do. It is, however, only with respect to news

magazines (t(318) � �3.379, p�0.001) and news on the Internet (t(315) � �2.318,

p�0.021) that the differences are statistically significant. Nevertheless, these results lend

some support to H3, predicting that MPs would attribute greater influence to the media

than political news journalists.

The survey also included a number of statements regarding the political influence of

the media, three of which are directly related to H1. These statements were: ‘‘It is the

media rather than politicians that decide what issues are considered most important’’;

‘‘The mass media both make and break politicians’’; and ‘‘The power of the mass media is

overrated’’. The response alternatives were ‘Totally disagree’ (1), ‘Disagree’ (2), ‘Neither

disagree nor agree’ (3), ‘Agree’ (4) and ‘Totally agree’ (5). Table 3 displays the results.

The results again suggest that both MPs and political news journalists perceive the

media to be highly influential, although political news journalists also tend to believe that

the power of the mass media is at least somewhat overrated. Nevertheless, fully 75.5

percent of MPs and 57.8 percent of journalists agree that it is the media rather than

politicians that decide what issues are considered most important, whereas 86 percent of

MPs and 86.1 percent of political news journalists agree that the mass media both make

TABLE 2

Perceptions of different media’s influence over politics (mean values)

Politicians Journalists N (politicians/journalists)

Radio 6.65 (2.20) 6.43 (2.10) 158/164
TV 7.84 (1.95) 7.75 (1.92) 157/164
Newspapers 7.08 (1.90) 6.87 (1.85) 156/163
News magazines*** 5.09 (1.96) 4.32 (2.08) 157/163
News on the Internet*** 5.21 (2.18) 4.62 (2.36) 157/160

Standard deviations in parentheses.
***Statistically significant differences across MPs and political news journalists at the 0.001 level.
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and break politicians. At the same time, 45.5 percent of political news journalists state that

the power of the mass media is overrated, something only 14 percent of MPs agree with.

Two of the differences across groups are significant: MPs are significantly more likely

to respond that it is the media rather than politicians that decide what issues are

considered most important (t(319) � �3.102, p�0.002), and significantly less likely to

respond that the power of the mass media is overrated (t(320.370) �6.038, p�0.000).

Overall, these results lend support to both H1 and H3, predicting that both groups, but

particularly MPs, would perceive the media to have great influence over politics.

In addition, the survey included a question that focused on the influence over the

political agenda. More specifically, the question asked: ‘‘How often do the following actors

place a new issue highest on the political agenda?’’, referring to the prime minister,

members of cabinet, MPs, political parties, interest groups, radio and television, and

newspapers. The response alternatives were ‘Never’ (1), ‘Seldom’ (2), ‘Sometimes’ (3),

‘Often’ (4) and ‘Very often’ (5). The results are displayed in Table 4.

The results show that both groups perceive the influence of radio and TV on a par

with, or in the case of MPs, even greater than the influence of the prime minister. Almost

80 percent of MPs say that radio and TV often or very often manage to place a new issue

highest on the political agenda, whereas about 66 percent say the same thing about the

prime minster. Political news journalists also agree that radio and TV are highly influential

in this respect, and virtually as influential as the prime minister. Both groups thus agree

that radio and TV are more influential than members of cabinet, MPs, political parties and

interest groups. Both groups also agree that newspapers are more influential in this

respect than members of cabinet, MPs, political parties and interest groups.

Overall, these results lend further support to H1. There are some differences across

groups, however. An independent samples t-test shows that journalists rate the influence

of members of cabinet (t(317) �1.986, p�0.048) and political parties (t(317) �2.174,

p�0.030) over the political agenda significantly higher than MPs, while MPs rate the

influence of radio and TV significantly higher (t(316.989) � �2.448, p�0.015) than

political news journalists. These differences across groups lend some support to H3.

Hence, with respect to the media’s influence over various aspects of politics, the

results show consistent support for H1, predicting that both MPs and political news

journalists would perceive the media to have great influence over politics. The results also

TABLE 3

Perceptions of the media’s political influence (mean values)

Politicians Journalists
N (politicians/

journalists)

It is the media rather than politicians that
decide what issues are considered most
important**

3.81 (0.97) 3.48 (0.94) 155/166

The mass media both make and break
politicians

4.16 (0.87) 4.03 (0.95) 157/166

The power of the mass media is
overrated***$

2.30 (0.96) 3.00 (1.10) 157/167

Standard deviations in parentheses.
**, ***Statistically significant differences across MPs and political news journalists at the 0.01 and
0.001 level.
$Equal variances not assumed, as Levene’s test for equality of variances was significant.
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show support for H3, predicting that MPs would assign greater influence to the media

than political news journalists. Not all differences across MPs and political news journalists

are statistically significant, but even when they are not, they run in the direction of H3.

Turning to the media’s influence over the public, H2 predicted that both MPs

and political news journalists would perceive the media to have great influence over

the public. The question used to investigate this was worded virtually the same as the

question measuring perceptions of the media’s overall influence over politics. More

specifically, the question asked: ‘‘Generally speaking, what is your perception of different

media’s influence over the public?’’ Again, the question did not specify exactly what

‘influence’ refers to, for example, whether it refers to the media’s agenda-setting or frame-

setting power. Hence, the question rather focuses on how MPs and political news

journalists perceive different media’s overall influence over the public. The results are

displayed in Table 5.

The results show that the mean values, with one exception, are above the midpoint,

suggesting that both MPs and political news journalists perceive the different media to

have some or great influence over the public. Overall, H2, predicting that both groups

would assign great media influence over the public, is thus supported. The most influential

media according to both groups are TV, newspapers and radio.

TABLE 4

Perceptions of influence over the political agenda (%)

Very often or
often Sometimes

Seldom or
never Mean N

Prime minister
Politicians 68.8 25.3 5.8 3.78 (0.80) 154
Journalists 66.1 28.5 5.5 3.87 (0.87) 165

Members of cabinet*
Politicians 43.5 50.6 5.8 3.40 (0.70) 154
Journalists 54.0 41.2 4.8 3.55 (0.69) 165

MPs
Politicians 6.6 55.6 37.9 2.57 (0.64) 153
Journalists 7.3 54.5 38.2 2.67 (0.62) 165

Political parties*
Politicians 37.0 53.9 9.1 3.31 (0.68) 154
Journalists 47.3 46.1 6.7 3.48 (0.74) 165

Interest groups
Politicians 37.7 49.4 13.0 3.28 (0.74) 154
Journalists 39.4 54.5 6.1 3.40 (0.70) 165

Radio and TV*$
Politicians 79.2 17.5 3.2 4.02 (0.75) 154
Journalists 66.1 29.1 4.8 3.81 (0.80) 165

Newspapers
Politicians 64.7 30.7 4.6 3.76 (0.77) 153
Journalists 56.9 37.6 5.5 3.64 (0.76) 165

Standard deviations in parentheses.
*Statistically significant differences across MPs and political news journalists at the 0.05 level.
$Equal variances not assumed, as Levene’s test for equality of variances was significant.
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While both groups tend to attribute great or at least some influence to the

various media over the public, MPs consistently attribute greater influence to the

media than political news journalists do. The differences are significant with respect to

radio (t(322) � �4.584, p�0.000), TV (t(310.739) � �3.059, p�0.002), newspapers

(t(321) � �3.281, p�0.001) as well as news magazines (t(321) � �5.499, p�0.000).

Hence, it is only with respect to news on the Internet that the difference is not significant,

although it runs in the direction of H4. But overall, the results support H4, predicting that

MPs would assign greater media influence over the public than political news journalists.

The final two hypotheses address perceptions of the extent to which politicians

adapt their behavior to gain media visibility. According to the theory, as the media

become the most important source of information and increase their independence from

political institutions and actors, media content will increasingly be shaped by the media’s

own needs, standards of newsworthiness and logics (Altheide and Snow, 1979; Mazzoleni

and Schulz, 1999; Meyer, 2002). This process will create incentives for political actors, with

a great need for media visibility in their efforts to shape public opinion, to learn and to

adapt to the media and their standards of newsworthiness and logics (Cook, 2005; Meyer,

2002; Schrott, 2009; Strömbäck, 2008). In this spiral of mediatization (Asp, 1986), social and

political actors consequently adjust their behavior to meet the media’s needs, standards of

newsworthiness and logics. Research in Belgium and the Netherlands has also shown that

both politicians and political news journalists tend to agree that politicians go to great

lengths to adapt to the media and increase their media visibility (Brants et al., 2010; van

Aelst et al., 2008).

To investigate whether MPs and political news journalists agree with such a

description of the current state of affairs, three statements in the survey will be used:

‘‘Politicians would do almost anything to get attention from the media’’, ‘‘It is more

important for politicians to get coverage in the media than to work hard’’, and ‘‘Politicians

often use journalists by leaking information to them’’. The response alternatives were

‘Totally disagree’ (1), ‘Disagree’ (2), ‘Neither disagree nor agree’ (3), ‘Agree’ (4) and ‘Totally

agree’ (5). The two first of these statements are rather far-reaching; thus, affirmative

responses to these would clearly suggest that politics has become highly mediatized in

the Swedish case. The results are shown in Table 6.

The results suggest that politicians indeed are prone to adapt to the media and their

needs in order to gain coverage. Fully 61.8 percent of political news journalists and

TABLE 5

Perceptions of different media’s influence over the public (mean values)

Politicians Journalists N (politicians/journalists)

Radio*** 7.17 (1.89) 6.17 (1.99) 157/167
TV**$ 8.73 (1.26) 8.24 (1.64) 158/167
Newspapers*** 7.74 (1.62) 7.13 (1.70) 158/165
News magazines*** 5.32 (2.15) 3.98 (2.25) 157/166
News on the Internet 5.48 (2.26) 5.07 (2.49) 157/166

Standard deviations in parentheses.
**, ***Statistically significant differences across MPs and political news journalists at the 0.01 and
0.001 level.
$Equal variances not assumed, as Levene’s test for equality of variances was significant.
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42.7 percent of MPs agree that politicians would do almost anything to get attention from

the media, while 51 percent of journalists and 46.1 percent of MPs agree that it is more

important for politicians to get coverage in the media than to work hard. Considering how

far-reaching these statements are, the results are quite noteworthy. In addition,

86.3 percent of journalists and 72 percent of MPs agree that politicians often use

journalists by leaking information to them.

Both groups, but particularly political news journalists, thus agree that politicians

tend to adapt to the media, supporting H5. Comparing the two groups, the results show

that political news journalists are significantly more likely to respond that politicians would

do almost anything to get attention from the media (t(320) �4.156, p �0.000) and that

they often use journalists by leaking information to them (t(309) �4.159, p�0.000).

Overall, these results suggest support for H6, predicting that the perception that

politicians adjust their behavior to gain media visibility would be stronger among political

news journalists than among MPs.

So far the results have shown consistent support for the notion that MPs perceive

the media to be highly influential in politics. Not only do they perceive that the media

have great influence over politics, but also over the public. There might, however, be

differences across MPs depending on whether they belong to governing or opposition

parties. Therefore RQ1 asked: Are there any differences in perceptions of media

influence between MPs belonging to governing parties and MPs belonging to

opposition parties?

To investigate this, all analyses were re-run using the same variables as before as

dependent variables and whether MPs belong to governing or opposition parties as

independent variables. Using independent samples t-test, the results show only two

significant differences: MPs belonging to any of the governing parties assign greater

influence over politics to newspapers (mean �7.46, SD �1.77, t(154) �2.927, p�0.004)

and news on the Internet (mean �5.58, SD �2.18, t(155) �2.446, p�0.016) than MPs

belonging to any of the opposition parties (newspapers: mean �6.58, SD �1.95, news on

the Internet: mean �4.73, SD �2.09). Overall then, MPs from opposition and governing

parties largely agree in their perceptions of the media’s influence in and over politics and

over the public.

TABLE 6

Perceptions of politicians’ adaptation to the media (mean values)

Politicians Journalists
N (politicians/

journalists)

Politicians would do almost anything
to get attention from the media***

3.00 (1.04) 3.47 (1.00) 154/163

It is more important for politicians to
get coverage in the media than to
work hard

3.04 (1.25) 3.21 (1.10 154/163

Politicians often use journalists by
leaking information to them***

3.73 (0.80) 4.11 (0.83) 150/161

Standard deviations in parentheses.
***Statistically significant differences across MPs and political news journalists at the 0.001 level.
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Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study consistently show that both MPs and political news

journalists in Sweden attribute rather great influence to the media, in particular TV,

newspapers and radio, in politics and political processes. The robustness of the findings

across operationalizations of media influence is rather striking, suggesting that the

findings are valid. Overall, both MPs and political news journalists attribute great or at least

some media influence over both politics and the public, supporting H1 and H2. Both

groups also agree that politicians go to rather great lengths to gain media visibility,

supporting H5.

There are, however, also some clear and consistent differences across MPs and

political news journalists. More specifically, MPs consistently assign greater influence to

the media than political news journalists with respect to the media’s influence over both

politics and the public, supporting H3 and H4. It is important to note, however, that

despite the differences between MPs and political news journalists in their perceptions of

media influence, both groups assign rather great influence to the media*in particular TV,

newspapers and radio.

Perhaps the most important results are related to the question of how often

different political actors and different media manage to place a new issue highest on the

political agenda. While several of the other survey questions are rather vague and do not

specify exactly what ‘influence’ or ‘politics’ refers to, this question is more specific and

allows for a direct comparison of how MPs and political news journalists perceive the

political actors’ and the media’s influence in this regard. Here it is quite noteworthy that

MPs, in particular, perceive radio and TV to have greater influence than even the prime

minister, not to mention members of cabinet, MPs or political parties.

These results do suggest support for the notion that politics has become highly

mediatized. In addition, they are largely in line with findings from Belgium and the

Netherlands (Brants et al., 2010; van Aelst et al., 2008), suggesting that this state of affairs is

not unique to Sweden. Instead, and building on the conceptualization of mediatization of

politics as a multidimensional concept and phenomena, they may be largely valid also for

other countries where the (mass) media constitute the most important source of political

information and channel of communication between politicians and the public; where the

media as an institution are largely independent of political institutions; and where media

content by and large is governed by media logic rather than political logic (Altheide and

Snow, 1979; Mazzoleni and Schulz, 1999; Meyer, 2002; Strömbäck, 2008; Strömbäck and

Esser, 2009).

Of course, one study at one particular point in time cannot offer conclusive

evidence. There may very well be significant differences across nations, time or other units

of analysis, and to further explore the antecedents and effects of mediatization, both

comparative and longitudinal research is imperative. Nevertheless, the results of this study

do lend further support for the notion that across advanced, post-industrial democracies,

politics has become mediatized, and in extension, that contemporary politics cannot be

understood without taking the media, their news coverage, and how politicians behave to

gain positive and avoid negative media coverage, into consideration. Contemporary

politics does not exist outside of the media. Contemporary politics is significantly shaped

by the media.

Of course, perceptions of media influence do not necessarily equal actual media

influence, although research suggests that the media may have considerable*if
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contingent*influence in both public opinion formation and political processes (Nabi and

Oliver, 2009; Walgrave and van Aelst, 2006). Nevertheless, it may be that the media are

both more and less influential than MPs and political news journalists perceive them to be,

and it also depends on how media influence is conceptualized. If politicians through major

investments in news management are successful in influencing the media, it may suggest

that the media are not that influential after all. If the essence of the news management

strategies and tactics is to adapt to or adopt the media’s standards of newsworthiness and

logics, it may however also suggest that it is through subordination that politicians can

influence the media. This, in turn, would suggest that the media have great political

influence after all and that politics has become highly mediatized.

In this context, it may matter less whether the media actually are influential or

whether politicians and journalists perceive them to be. As suggested by the theory of

presumed media influence, perceptions matter, and they may matter more than actual

realities (Cohen et al., 2008; Tar-Or et al., 2009). As noted by Lippman almost 90 years

ago (1997 [1922], p. 16): ‘‘The way in which the world is imagined determines at any

particular moment what men will do. It does not determine what they will achieve. It

determines their effort, their feelings, their hopes’’. Hence, as both politicians and

political news journalists perceive the media to be highly influential, they will behave

accordingly and may consequently, through a self-fulfilling prophecy, make the media

highly influential.

More research is, however, needed to investigate the different dimensions of the

mediatization of politics, how they are interrelated, and the antecedents, contingent

factors and effects of mediatization along the different dimensions. In this context it is our

hope that this study will serve as a springboard for further research on the mediatization

of politics.

NOTE

1. The selected news organizations were: Aktuellt and Rapport (national TV news programs

in public service), TV4 Nyheterna (national TV news program, commercial channel),

Dagens Eko (national radio news program), Tidningarnas Telegrambyrå (national news

bureau), Dagens Nyheter and Svenska Dagbladet (national quality newspapers), Afton-

bladet and Expressen (national tabloids), Göteborgs-Posten, Nya Wermlands-Tidningen,

Borås Tidning, Sydsvenska Dagbladet, Nerikes Allehanda, Östgöta Correspondenten,

Uppsala Nya Tidning and Sydsvenska Dagbladet (major regional morning newspapers),

Dagens Industri (national newspaper with a focus on economy), and Fokus (weekly news

magazine).
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BRANTS, KEES, DE VREESE, CLAES, MÖLLER, JUDITH and VAN PRAAG, PHILIP (2010) ‘‘The Real Spiral of

Cynicism? Symbiosis and mistrust between politicians and journalists’’, International

Journal of Press/Politics 15(1), pp. 25�40.

COHEN, JONATHAN, TSFATI, YARIV and SHEAFER, TAMIR (2008) ‘‘The Influence of Presumed Media

Influence in Politics. Do politicians’ perceptions of media power matter?’’, Public Opinion

Quarterly 72(2), pp. 331�44.

COOK, TIMOTHY E. (2005) Governing with the News. The news media as a political institution, 2nd

edn, Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

DJERF-PIERRE, MONIKA (2008) ‘‘Governance, medierna och makten. Föreställningar om mediemakt i

regeringskansliet’’, Statsvetenskaplig Tidskrift 110(4), pp. 369�84.

DE WIJS, SACHA (2008) Presidentialization of a Parliamentary Democracy. The elevated position of

the German Chancellor as a result of the mediatization of politics, Saarbrücken: VDM

Verlag.

ENTMAN, ROBERT M. (2004) Projections of Power. Framing news, public opinion, and U.S. foreign

policy, Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

ERLANDSSON, MAGNUS (2008) ‘‘Regeringskansliet och medierna. Den politiska exekutivens

resurser och strategier för att styra massmedierna’’, Statsvetenskaplig Tidskrift 110(4),

pp. 335�50.

FRANKLIN, BOB (2004) Packaging Politics. Political communications in Britain’s media democracy,

2nd edn, London: Arnold.

GANS, HERBERT J. (1980) Deciding What’s News. A study of CBS Evening News, NBC Nightly News,

Newsweek and Time, New York: Vintage.

GUNTHER, ALBERT C. and STOREY, DOUGLAS J. (2003) ‘‘The Influence of Presumed Influence’’, Journal

of Communication 35(2), pp. 199�215.

HAJER, MAARTEN A. (2009) Authoritative Governance. Policy-making in the Age of Mediatization,

New York: Oxford University Press.

HJARVARD, STIG (2004) ‘‘From Bricks to Bytes: the mediatization of a global toy industry’’, in: Ib

Bondebjerg and Peter Golding (Eds), European Culture and the Media, Bristol: Intellect

Books, pp. 43�63.

HJARVARD, STIG (2008) ‘‘The Mediatization of Society. A theory of the media as agents of social

and cultural change’’, Nordicom Review 29(2), pp. 105�34.

KEPPLINGER, HANS MATHIAS (2002) ‘‘Mediatization of Politics: theory and data’’, Journal of

Communication 52(4), pp. 972�86.

KERNELL, SAMUEL (2007) Going Public. New strategies of presidential leadership, 4th edn,

Washington, DC: CQ Press.

KROTZ, FRIEDRICH (2007) ‘‘The Meta-process of Mediatization as a Conceptual Frame’’, Global

Media and Communication 3(3), pp. 256�60.

KROTZ, FRIEDRICH (2009) ‘‘Mediatization: a concept with which to grasp media and societal

change’’, in: Knut Lundby (Ed.), Mediatization. Concepts, Changes, Consequences, New

York: Peter Lang, pp. 21�40.

KUMAR, MARTHA JOYNT (2007) Managing the President’s Message. The White House communications

operation, Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press.

MEDIA’S POLITICAL INFLUENCE 437

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

Je
sp

er
 S

tr
öm

bä
ck

] 
at

 2
2:

24
 3

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
1 



LAWRENCE, REGINA G. (2000) The Politics of Force: media and the construction of police brutality,

Berkeley: University of California Press.

LIPPMANN, WALTER (1997 [1922]) Public Opinion, New York: The Free Press.

LIVINGSTONE, SONIA (2009) ‘‘On the Mediation of Everything’’, Journal of Communication 59(1),

pp. 1�18.

MAZZOLENI, GIANPIETRO (1987) ‘‘Media Logic and Party Logic in Campaign Coverage: the Italian

General Election of 1983’’, European Journal of Communication 2(1), pp. 81�103.

MAZZOLENI, GIANPIETRO (2008a) ‘‘Mediatization of Politics’’, in: Wolfgang Donsbach (Ed.), The

International Encyclopedia of Communication, Malden, MA: Blackwell, pp. 3047�51.

MAZZOLENI, GIANPIETRO (2008b) ‘‘Mediatization of Society’’, in: Wolfgang Donsbach (Ed.), The

International Encyclopedia of Communication, Malden, MA: Blackwell, pp. 3052�5.

MAZZOLENI, GIANPIETRO and SCHULZ, WINFRIED (1999) ‘‘Mediatization of Politics: a challenge for

democracy?’’, Political Communication 16(3), pp. 247�61.

MEYER, THOMAS (2002) Media Democracy: how the media colonize politics, Cambridge: Polity.

NABI, ROBIN L. and OLIVER, MARY BETH (Eds) (2009) The Sage Handbook of Media Processes and

Effects, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

NIMMO, DAN and COMBS, JAMES E. (1983) Mediated Political Realities, New York: Longman.

PAUL, BRYANT, SALWEN, MICHAEL B. and DUPAGNE, MICHEL (2007) ‘‘The Third-person Effect: a meta-

analysis of the perceptual hypothesis’’, in: Raymond W. Press, Barbara Mae Gayle, Nancy

Burrell, Mike Allen and Jennings Bryant (Eds), Mass Media Effects Research. Advances

through meta-analysis, Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, pp. 81�102.

SCHROTT, ANDREA (2009) ‘‘Dimensions: catch-all label or technical term’’, in: Knut Lundby (Ed.),

Mediatization. Concepts, Changes, Consequences, New York: Peter Lang, pp. 41�61.

SCHUDSON, MICHAEL (1995) The Power of News, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

SCHULZ, WINFRIED (2004) ‘‘Reconstructing Mediatization as an Analytical Concept’’, European

Journal of Communication 19(1), pp. 87�101.

SELLERS, PATRICK (2010) Cycles of Spin. Strategic communication in the U.S. Congress, New York:

Cambridge University Press.

SPARROW, BARTHOLOMEW H. (1999) Uncertain Guardians. The news media as a political institution,

Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press.
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