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Abstract
Spiral-of-silence theory assumes that a monolithic stream of messages from mainstream 
media, leaving little ability for audiences to seek ideologically congruent news, affects 
people’s perceptions of the distribution of opinion in society. While these assumptions 
may have been valid when Noelle-Neumann developed her theory forty years ago, the 
new media landscape, characterized by the proliferation of ideological media outlets, 
makes them seem outdated. Do audiences of conservative-leaning media perceive a 
conservative opinion climate while audiences of liberal-leaning media perceive a more 
liberal distribution of opinion? And if so, what are the consequences? We examine 
these questions using two data sets collected in extremely different contexts (Study 
1 in the context of the 2005 Israeli disengagement from Gaza, n = 519; Study 2, in the 
context of the 2004 U.S. presidential elections using the National Annenberg Election 
Survey, n = 9,058). In both studies, selective exposure to ideological media outlets 
was associated with opinion climate perceptions that were biased in the direction 
of the media outlets’ ideologies. In Study 2, we also demonstrated that partisan 
selective exposure indirectly contributes to political polarization, and that this effect 
is mediated by opinion climate perceptions.
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In a landmark article, Bennett and Iyengar (2008) call on public opinion scholars to 
look back at classic theories of media effects and to examine whether each theory 
“needs to be adapted, and in some cases overthrown” (p. 713) to keep pace with the 
changes in the post-broadcast media landscape. In this paper, we examine whether and 
how the development of partisan media outlets that present the news from the stand-
point of either a politically liberal or conservative ideology has changed the media 
effects component of spiral-of-silence theory. When formulating this theory, Noelle-
Neumann (1974) assumed that a consonant and monolithic stream of messages from 
the mainstream media would affect people’s perceptions of the distribution of opinion 
in society. The era of an almost-monopolistic media market has ended, claim Bennett 
and Iyengar, and one implication of this change is the fact that the mediated presenta-
tion of the opinion climate is no longer unequivocal. How does exposure to partisan 
media shape opinion climate perceptions? Do Fox News audiences perceive a conser-
vative opinion climate while MSNBC audiences perceive a more liberal distribution 
of opinion? And if so, what are the consequences? This paper attempts to answer these 
questions.

The Spiral-of-Silence and the Fragmented Media 
Landscape

The emergence of spiral-of-silence research in the early 1970s (Noelle-Neumann 
1974), alongside agenda setting and cultivation theories, has signified for many schol-
ars a paradigmatic shift from theories of a powerful audience back to theories of a 
powerful media (McQuail 1985). Interestingly, when reviewing this paradigmatic 
shift, McQuail (1985) mentioned the homogenization of media as a possible reason for 
the fact that conceptions of a dominant media regained ground (p. 104). The fact that 
the spiral-of-silence was part of this shift, combined with the uniqueness of linking 
interpersonal and mass communication at micro and macro levels, are perhaps the 
reasons why “the spiral of silence has assumed an important place in the literature on 
communication processes and effects” (Salmon and Glynn 1996: 177).

The media effects component of spiral-of-silence argues that, notwithstanding the 
influence of our interpersonal environment, media regularly and strongly impact our 
perceptions regarding what other people are thinking. Noelle-Neumann (1974) argued 
that

mass media are part of the system which the individual uses to gain information about the 
environment. For all questions outside his immediate personal sphere he is almost totally 
dependent on the mass media for the facts and for his evaluation of the climate of opinion. 
(pp. 50–51)1

As Katz (1983) puts it, according to the spiral-of-silence, “mass media constitute 
the major source of reference for information about the distribution of opinion”  
(p. 89). The media’s ability to shape opinion climate perceptions is at the core of the 
theory’s spiraling process by which majorities may become minorities due to their 
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distorted perception of the opinion climate and its effect on people’s willingness to 
engage in conversations.

Part of the reason for the media’s strong ability to shape opinion climate percep-
tions relates to Noelle-Neumann’s (1973) concept of consonance. According to 
Scheufele (2008), “consonance refers to the tendency of different media outlets to 
portray controversial issues in a homogeneous manner” (p. 177). Katz (1983) has 
argued that spiral-of-silence research assumes that “the media tend to speak in one 
voice. Almost monopolistically” (p. 89). Being captive by a monopolistic and ubiqui-
tous media environment makes audiences rely heavily on the media as a source of 
information on social opinion (Salmon and Glynn 1996: 167). The consonant presen-
tation of the opinion climate in mainstream media strengthens media effects, accord-
ing to spiral-of-silence theory “since it undermines the ability of audience members to 
selectively expose themselves only to media messages that are consistent with their 
own views” (Scheufele 2008: 177).

The assumption of consonance was perhaps valid when Noelle-Neumann and her 
students studied the spiral-of-silence in Germany in the 1970s and 1980s. For exam-
ple, at that time, the two German broadcast television stations ARD and ZDF did not 
differ even in technical features of news coverage such as camera angles (Noelle-
Neumann 1984: 165–66). However, the new media landscape, characterized by the 
advent of current affairs websites that are targeted at political niches as well as the rise 
of ideologically oriented television cable news networks (such as Fox News) and ideo-
logical political talk radio (Bennett and Iyengar 2008), makes the assumption of con-
sonance seem outdated. The more diverse ideological menu offered by media is being 
used by audiences, leading to what Bennett and Iyengar (2008) described as “partisan 
biases in consumption” (p. 724). In contrast to Noelle-Neumann’s conceptualization 
of the audience as having little ability to engage in selective exposure, current audi-
ences regularly expose themselves to likeminded media outlets. Stroud (2011, Chap. 
3) presents cross-sectional and longitudinal survey-based evidence, as well as experi-
mental evidence, documenting not only a link between partisanship and exposure pat-
terns (such that liberals tend to consume liberal media and conservatives conservative 
media) but also that at least part of the causal mechanism goes from partisanship to 
consumption, and further that selective exposure is increasing over time (see also 
Iyengar and Hahn 2009 for additional evidence supporting ideological selectivity). 
But does this mean that the media lost their ability to shape opinion climate percep-
tions with the transformation to the new media landscape? Could it not be that explic-
itly ideological outlets such as Fox News and MSNBC also shape opinion climate 
perceptions?

Exposure to Ideological News Media and Climate  
of Opinion Perceptions

Noelle-Neumann (e.g., 1984) argued that our quasi-statistical sense, or our tendency 
to monitor the distribution of opinions, has two main sources: the interpersonal 



6 The International Journal of Press/Politics 19(1)

environment and the mass media. The assertion that the media influence audience 
perceptions of public opinion was explained by Noelle-Neumann in media depen-
dency terms (see Noelle-Neumann, 1974; Mutz, 1998). In a mass society in which 
direct interpersonal relationships no longer organize political life, individuals rely 
heavily on media sources when aggregating collective opinion. The psychological 
mechanism by which news affects opinion perceptions was not specified by Noelle-
Neumann in detail, but she did argue that it is not necessarily opinion polls that shape 
climate-of-opinion perceptions but also cues such as “camera angles” or “crowd reac-
tions” (Noelle-Neumann 1984: 165–67), which imply the distribution of opinion in 
society to audiences.

Later psychological research shed light on the process by which exposure to news 
shapes audience assessments of public opinion, largely confirming Noelle-Neumann’s 
intuitions. This research demonstrated that people heavily rely on exemplars—unique 
perspectives of illustrative individuals—when they assess distributions in a society 
(Bar-Hillel 1980). This research has shown that, interestingly, exemplars are much 
more important than “base rate” information (such as opinion polls) in shaping assess-
ments of how common opinions or behaviors are. Research in communication has 
confirmed that this bias applies to the estimation of the opinion climate even when it 
comes to exposure to mediated reports containing base-rate information and exem-
plars (Brosius and Bathlet 1994; Daschmann 2000). Namely, interviews with “the man 
on the street” and crowd reactions in news coverage, are examples of important sources 
of information for audience perceptions of public opinion.

Overtly ideological media outlets offer numerous such expressions of public opin-
ion through the exposure they offer to the opinions of call-in listeners, commentators 
and experts, interviewees, opinionated hosts and the like (all of which could be per-
ceived as exemplars, see Herbst 1996). Ample experimental (Perry and Gonzenbach 
1997) and quasi-experimental (Mutz and Soss 1997) research has demonstrated that 
exposure to distorted news exemplars shapes audience perceptions of the opinion cli-
mate. Interestingly, the different conditions in some of this experimental research 
could be interpreted as conceptually representing different distributions of opinion in 
opposing ideological media outlets. For example, in Perry and Gonzenbach’s (1997) 
study, which focused on the issue of school prayer, respondents were either exposed to 
exemplars supporting school prayer (somewhat similar to what one may find on a 
conservative network such as Fox News) or to exemplars opposing school prayer 
(somewhat similar to what one may find on a liberal network such as MSNBC). The 
results confirmed that different exemplar distributions affected perceived opinions. 
So, in a sense, experimental research has demonstrated that exposure to an ideologi-
cally slanted mediated presentation of the opinion climate would be associated with a 
biased perception of the opinion climate.

In line with this research, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 1: Selective exposure to overtly ideological media is associated with 
opinion climate perceptions such that (a) selective exposure to conservative media 
is associated with the perception of a more ideologically conservative opinion cli-
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mate, whereas (b) selective exposure to liberal media is associated with the percep-
tion of a more ideologically liberal opinion climate.

The current research not only extends the generalizability of past experimental 
studies by examining a theoretically similar hypothesis on data obtained using large-
sample surveys, but also adds to the literature in five important ways. First, we focus 
on the effects of selective exposure to ideologically congruent media, which may dif-
fer compared with the effects of regular exposure to exemplars in the news. Second, 
rather than the straightforward stimuli used in experimental research (e.g., offering 5:1 
or 1:5 pro- or con- school-prayers distributions of exemplars in Perry and Gonzenbach’s 
1997 study), ideological media such as Fox News or MSNBC may be more compli-
cated, may offer more subtle cues about societal opinion, and may even offer a more 
balanced opinion distribution. Third, our research potentially tests for cumulative and 
longer-term effects in comparison with the effect of a single-shot exposure to news 
exemplars in the lab. Fourth, by applying the logic of previous exemplification 
research to the current media landscape, the present investigation contributes to con-
temporary debates on the effects of media on society in light of the development and 
popularity of partisan media in the post-broadcast era (Bennett and Iyengar 2008). 
Fifth, unlike previous experimental research, we examine the consequences of the 
process for political polarization.

Perceived Opinion and Political Polarization

What happens if exposure to right-wing media makes audiences perceive that the 
social opinion climate is tilted toward the right and exposure to left-wing media makes 
audiences perceive that the social opinion climate is tilted toward the left? Following 
Noelle-Neumann’s (e.g., 1977) assertion that perceptions of public opinion bear the 
potential to change individual attitudes, it seems logical to expect that such tilted per-
ceptions of the opinion climate would lead to political polarization. In other words, it 
is possible to expect that conservatives attending to conservative media (and perceiv-
ing a more conservative opinion climate) would be more polarized to the right and 
liberals attending to liberal media (and perceiving a more liberal opinion climate) 
would be more polarized to the left. This prediction is consistent with research in 
social psychology on conformity effects, in particular with small group research docu-
menting that normative influences account for polarizing conformity effects in small 
group discussions (Isenberg 1986; Sanders and Barron 1977) especially within cohe-
sive ideological groups (Janis 1982). As Stroud (2010) argues, a possible explanation 
is that “people want to be perceived well by their fellow group members and hence 
adjust their opinions toward the perceived group mean” (p. 558). Polarization effects 
stemming from exposure to ideological media through perceived opinions are also 
consistent with Price’s (1989) social identification model of public opinion, which 
argues that exposure to media reports on group conflict (prevalent in ideological 
media) cues the audience to perceive the issue through group perspectives, leads to 
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polarized or exaggerated perceptions of group opinions, and finally polarizes attitudes. 
Thus, it is possible to hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 2: Audience opinion climate perceptions will be associated with politi-
cal polarization.

While the concept of selective exposure to likeminded media is arguably as old as 
modern communication research (Lazarsfeld et al. 1948), recent explorations have 
broadened our understanding of the consequences of selective exposure for demo-
cratic life. Theoretically, it has been argued that the advent of more ideological outlets 
fragment societies by promoting political polarization (Jamieson and Cappella 2008; 
Katz 1996; Mutz 2006; Sunstein 2001). Indeed, recent research has demonstrated 
empirically that exposure to ideologically congruent channels is associated with more 
polarized attitudes (Jones 2002; Stroud 2010, but see Prior 2013 for a critique). 
Importantly, evidence has established that the causal mechanism behind the associa-
tion works from selective exposure to polarization (Taber and Lodge 2006 used an 
experimental design; Stroud 2010 used cross-lagged analysis of longitudinal data). 
But how does selective exposure promote polarization? Despite the fact that the effect 
of selective exposure on polarization is a central avenue of news influence on politics 
in the current media environment, not much is known about the mechanisms explain-
ing the association between the two constructs (Knobloch-Westerwick 2012: 629). In 
this paper, we examine whether the effect of partisan selective exposure on opinion 
climate perceptions is part of the explanation for the effect of such exposure on polar-
ization. Thus, we ask,

Research Question 1: Do climate-of-opinion perceptions mediate the effect of 
exposure to likeminded media on polarization?

In what follows, the hypotheses will be tested on data collected in two different 
contexts. In Study 1, we used data collected in Israel just before the pullout from the 
Gaza Strip in 2005. In Study 2, we used the 2004 National Annenberg Election Study 
data. While in Study 1 we only focus on Hypothesis 1a, in Study 2 we test hypotheses 
and examine our research question.

Study 1

Study 1 used secondary analysis of data collected by Tel Aviv University’s Chaim 
Hertzog Institute for Society and Politics that assessed Israeli public opinion regarding 
the Israeli pullout from the Gaza Strip (also called “the disengagement”). The plan was 
proposed by the Sharon government in December 2003 as a response to increasing 
international pressure to advance the peace process; it also was prompted by the gov-
ernment’s conviction that no deal was possible with Palestinian president Yasser 
Arafat. The plan included unilaterally withdrawing the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) 
from the Gaza Strip after relocating all 1,600 Jewish families from the Israeli 
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settlements within this area. Proponents (mainly from the Israeli center-left bloc) 
argued that the disengagement was meant to decrease friction among the Palestinian 
population, the settlers, and the IDF who were stationed in the area to protect the set-
tlers. The plan also was meant to decrease international pressure on Israel and to pro-
vide a testing ground for the feasibility of Palestinian sovereignty. The plan met fierce 
opposition from the Israeli right wing. Opponents of the plan argued that after the 
evacuation of the IDF, the area would turn into a base for terrorist activities against 
Israel. They also argued that unilaterally giving up territory while receiving nothing in 
return would create the impression among Palestinians that violence pays off (thus 
encouraging future violence). Finally, the opposition argued that the relocation of the 
settlers would violate their civil rights. After a heated debate in Israel and faced with 
large-scale protests and the threat of the use of violence, the plan was implemented in 
August 2005.

Content analysis data demonstrates that, in accordance with the assumptions 
regarding exemplification in ideological versus mainstream media, right-wing news-
papers’ coverage included relatively more opponents of the disengagement, compared 
with mainstream newspapers.2

Data were collected using a telephone survey (n = 519) conducted on a probability 
sample of the adult Israeli population in July 2005. Interviews were conducted in 
Hebrew, Arabic, and Russian. AAPOR’s Response Rate 1 was 17 percent. Of respon-
dents, 48.9 percent were male, 24.1 percent were religious, 89.6 percent were Jewish 
Israelis, and 22.9 percent were Mizrahi Jews (of predominantly Middle Eastern ethnic 
origin). On average, respondents had 13.17 years of schooling (SD = 2.66) and the 
mean age was 43.46 (SD = 17.58). Importantly, as other public opinion surveys pub-
lished at the time indicated, support for the disengagement was more prevalent than 
opposition: 47.6 percent of respondents supported, while only 38.9 percent opposed, 
the disengagement plan.

Measures

The dependent variable—perceived opinion climate—was measured using an item 
worded “to the best of your knowledge, what percentage of Israeli citizens support the 
disengagement plan today?” (M = 51.08, SD = 18.02). The independent variable—
likeminded exposure to right-wing ideological media—was measured using two indi-
cators, the first focused on right-wing newspapers and the second on online outlets. 
The first indicator was worded “what newspaper do you usually read?” and was coded 
“1” for the right-wing newspapers Makor Rishon, Hatzofe, Besheva and other right-
wing outlets and “0” for all other outlets. The second indicator, focused on the con-
sumption of online political information, was worded “when you surf the web for 
information regarding disengagement, what is the main website you use?” Right wing 
“Arutz 7, Gush Katif websites or other websites opposing evacuation” were coded “1” 
while all other outlets were coded “0.” As our study was aimed at exploring the effects 
of exposure to ideologically congruent media, we calculated dummy variables for 
exposure to right-wing newspapers and online outlets by respondents who reported 
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opposing the disengagement. These variables were coded “1” for respondents who 
reported opposing the disengagement plan who also reported frequent exposure to 
right-wing media (8.3 percent for congruent exposure to right-wing press; 6.0 percent 
for congruent exposure to right-wing websites), and “0” for all other respondents.3

Control variables. To rule out the possibility of spuriousness, the models reported below 
controlled for political ideology, attitude toward the disengagement, attitude toward the 
settlements in Gaza, close following of news coverage of the disengagement, and demo-
graphic factors (age, sex, being religious, Mizrahi ethnic origin, and years of schooling). 
Since previous research has demonstrated that perceived public opinion is affected by 
perceived media bias and third-person perceptions (Tsfati and Cohen 2003), these vari-
ables also were included as covariates in the model. Measures of these control variables 
are detailed in Online Appendix 1 (available at http://hij.sagepub.com/supplemental).

Results

To test for Hypothesis 1a, we regressed perceived opinion on our indicators of ideo-
logically congruent right-wing media exposure (Table 1). The model explained 40.60 
percent of the variance. Results demonstrated that the best predictor (standardized 
coefficient β = .42) of perceived public opinion regarding the disengagement was 

Table 1. OLS Model Predicting Perceived Public Opinion Toward the Disengagement  
(Study 1, Chaim Hertzog Institute data; Unstandardized regression coefficients).

B (SE)

Congruent exposure to right-wing online outlets −9.57 (3.33)**
Congruent exposure to right-wing print outlets −9.70 (3.61)**
Political ideology 1.00 (0.59)†

Attitude toward the disengagement plan 4.24 (0.69)***
Attitude toward the settlements in Gaza 0.96 (0.83)
Close following of print news −0.32 (0.62)
Close following of television news 0.78 (0.60)
Perceptions of biased coverage 1.93 (0.76)*
Third-person perceptions 1.09 (0.46)*
Sex (1 = female) −0.59 (1.60)
Age 0.06 (0.05)
Years of schooling 0.19 (0.30)
Religiosity (= 1) 1.88 (2.25)
Mizrahi ethnic origin (= 1) −2.54 (1.92)
Intercept 28.00
R2 .41
n 322

†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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one’s personal attitude toward the disengagement. The more respondents supported 
the plan, the more they tended to perceive that the public at large supports the plan  
(b = 4.24, SE = 0.69). Political ideology was similarly associated with perceived opin-
ion such that the more respondents ranked themselves on the left, the more they per-
ceived public opinion to be supportive of the disengagement (b = 1.00, SE = 0.59; 
however, this association was only of borderline significance, p = .059). Consistent 
with previous findings, the more respondents perceived news coverage of the disen-
gagement as biased in favor of Sharon’s disengagement plan (b = 1.93, SE = 0.76), and 
as influential on others compared with self (b = 1.09, SE = 0.46), the more they per-
ceived that public opinion would be likewise favorable toward the plan. None of the 
demographic variables significantly predicted climate of opinion perceptions.

Hypothesis 1a predicted that congruent exposure to right-wing media would be 
associated with perceiving that the opinion climate is tilted against the disengagement. 
As demonstrated in the model, ideologically congruent exposure to right-wing print 
and online outlets was negatively and significantly associated with perceived public 
opinion as predicted. Ceteris paribus, perceived support for the disengagement among 
respondents opposing the disengagement and exposed to right wing media was 9.57 
(SE = 3.33; standardized β = −.15) percentage points lower in the case of online media 
and 9.70 (SE = 3.61; standardized β = –.13) percentage points lower in the case of 
print outlets, compared with other respondents.

Discussion

Study 1 demonstrated that exposure to right-wing media was associated with perceiv-
ing that the opinion climate was tilted toward the right wing, over and above controls 
for demographic and political factors. Given content analysis findings demonstrating 
that the distribution of opinion presented in right-wing media outlets presented more 
exemplars opposing the disengagement than supporting it, this finding is similar to the 
one obtained in exemplification research (e.g., Perry and Gonzenbach 1997). Beyond 
extending the external validity of previous results by examining a similar hypothesis 
using survey data, the current investigation also demonstrated that this association 
holds when it comes to likeminded exposure to ideological media.

Although providing preliminary support for the core hypothesis of the present 
investigation, Study 1 was limited in several respects. First, respondents were not 
asked about their exposure to left-wing media, and this fact does not allow us to test 
for Hypothesis 1b. Second, standard measures of polarization (e.g., Stroud 2010) were 
not included and this fact does not allow us to test for Hypothesis 2. Third, the spiral-
of-silence model requires “situations where ideology, agitation and emotions come 
into play” (Noelle-Neumann and Petersen 2004: 349). Although this description fits 
the context of the debates regarding the Gaza pullout well, the findings are limited to 
the Israeli culture, and were obtained in a very extreme context. In Study 2, we test 
hypotheses and examine our research question in the more standard context of a U.S. 
presidential election campaign.
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Study 2

Our second study examines the hypotheses and research questions in the context of the 
2004 Bush-Kerry U.S. presidential campaign. Throughout this campaign, the gap 
between the candidates in preelection polls was almost always lower than four percent-
age points (Traugott 2005). Given the relatively close contest, and hence, the vague 
opinion climate, this campaign is a very suitable context for the study of perceived pub-
lic opinion. This study reports on a secondary analysis of data from the 2004 National 
Annenberg Election Survey (NAES; Romer et al., 2006). In addition to containing indi-
cators of perceived opinion climate and validated measures of polarization, the biggest 
advantage of the 2004 NAES data for our purpose is our ability to use it in combination 
with data on partisan media use (Stroud 2008, 2010). While Stroud (2010) used the 2004 
NAES to demonstrate that partisan media exposure is associated with polarization, we 
use the same data to demonstrate that partisan media exposure shapes opinion climate 
perceptions (Hypothesis 1), and that opinion climate perceptions mediate the association 
between partisan exposure and polarization documented by Stroud (2010).

The NAES project used a rolling-cross-sectional design that yields a random cross-
section of the U.S. adult population for each day of interviewing. In this study, we 
utilized data gathered between June 9 (the day after the final primary election) and 
November 1, 2004. Using AAPOR’s RR1 formula, the response rate was 22 percent. 
Although the overall n for this period was 39,338, because several of the questions 
utilized here were asked only of a random subset of the sample, only 9,058 respon-
dents were included in the current analysis.

Measures

To measure perceived opinion climate, we used questions relating to the candidates’ 
electoral chances. At random, half of NAES respondents were asked a question worded 
“Using a 100-point scale, please tell me the chances that George W. Bush will beat 
John Kerry in the general election. A zero means no chance, 50 a 50–50 chance and 
100 a certain win.” The other half was asked an identically worded question about the 
chances of Kerry beating Bush. Both items were combined after subtracting the answer 
to the second question from 100, creating a measure for the chances that Bush would 
win the general elections (M = 49.54, SD = 26.33). While obviously an inferior mea-
sure of opinion distribution, it follows the strategy used by Noelle-Neumann (1984) in 
spiral-of-silence research, focusing on expectations of election winners as the indica-
tor for opinion climate. As Noelle-Neumann (1974: 50) explains, future expectations 
regarding opinion distributions are not less important than perceptions of current dis-
tributions in shaping individual behaviors and attitudes.

To measure ideological selective exposure we used measures developed and applied 
to the NAES data by Stroud (2010: 563–66). Stroud first identified the different con-
servative or liberal leanings of the different news outlets reported by NAES respon-
dents: For newspapers, her classification was based on endorsements. For radio 
programs, the classifications were “based on self-identification of radio hosts/shows, 
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the ideological affiliations ascribed to the programs by trade magazines or how prior 
research classified the programs” (p. 564). Based on previous content analytic research, 
Fox News was classified as a conservative-leaning outlet and CNN and MSNBC as 
liberal-leaning outlets. For political websites, Stroud used content analysis to classify 
open-ended responses to a question asking respondents to identify the websites they 
used to obtain information about the campaign for president in the past week. In the 
next stage, Stroud created an index of conservative exposure by summing respon-
dents’ reports of reading newspapers endorsing Bush, listening to conservative talk 
radio, watching Fox, and accessing conservative websites (range = 0–4; M = 0.57,  
SD = 0.76), and an index of exposure to liberal media by summing reading newspapers 
endorsing Kerry, listening to liberal talk radio, watching CNN or MSNBC, and access-
ing liberal websites (range = 0–4; M = 0.78, SD = 0.80).4 In the final stage, to measure 
selective exposure to ideologically congruent media, all respondents who were not 
self-identified as conservatives or Republicans received a score of zero on the selec-
tive exposure to conservative media measure and all respondents who were not self-
identified as liberals or Democrats received a score of zero on the selective exposure 
to liberal media measure.

To measure polarization, we followed Stroud’s (2010) measure that, based on 
Fiorina et al. (2005) and Mutz (2002), utilized the difference between candidates’ ther-
mometer ratings. NAES respondents were asked,

For each of the following people in politics, please tell me if your opinion is favorable or 
unfavorable using a scale from 0 to 10. Zero means very unfavorable, and 10 means very 
favorable. Five means you do not feel favorable or unfavorable toward that person. Of course 
you can use any number between 0 and 10.

They were asked this question for Bush (M = 5.25, SD = 3.71) and for Kerry (M = 
5.07, SD = 3.29). We operationalized polarization as the difference between the ther-
mometer ratings for Bush and Kerry. Unlike Stroud, and given that perceived opinion 
climate is a directional measure, we did not take the absolute value of the difference 
score, but rather, we used a measure (M = 0.18, SD = 6.41) that varies between −10 
(very favorable toward Kerry-very unfavorable toward Bush) to +10 (very favorable 
toward Bush-very unfavorable toward Kerry).

Control variables. Following Stroud (2010), all models reported below control for 
demographics, media use, media attention, and political orientations (ideology, parti-
sanship, political interest, discussion with friends and family, general political knowl-
edge, and strength of political leanings). These variables, constructed in an identical 
manner to Stroud’s control variables, are described in Online Appendix 2 (available at 
http://hij.sagepub.com/supplemental).

Results

We tested the hypotheses using OLS regression models. To test for the significance of 
the indirect effects we used PROCESS, an SPSS macro that uses bootstrapping to test 
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for mediation (Hayes 2013). The main results are depicted in Figures 1 and 2. We first 
ran regression models predicting the perceived opinion climate with the measures of 
conservative and liberal ideologically congruent news exposure as the independent 
variables, controlling for all covariates. Hypothesis 1a predicted that ideologically 
congruent exposure to conservative media would be associated with perception of a 
more conservative opinion climate. This hypothesis was supported. All else being 
equal, each one-unit increase on the total conservative selective exposure scale was 
associated with an increase of 2.88 (SE = 0.47, p < .001) points in perceived opinion 
in favor of Bush. Hypothesis 1b predicted that ideologically congruent exposure to 
liberal media would be associated with perception of a more liberal opinion climate. 
This association was also statistically significant. All else being equal, each one-unit 
increase on the liberal media exposure scale was associated with a decrease of 3.96 
(SE = 0.39, p < .001) points in Bush’s perceived electoral chances. In sum, Hypothesis 
1b also was supported.

In the next stage, we ran OLS models predicting political polarization, with the 
selective exposure indicators and opinion climate perceptions as the main independent 
variables while controlling for all covariates. Consistent with Hypothesis 2, and over 
and above the contribution of all of the covariates, perceived opinion climate was 
consistently associated with polarization. The more respondents perceived that Bush 
was the likely winner, the more their polarization scores reflected favorability toward 
Bush combined with unfavorability toward Kerry, and the more respondents perceived 
an opinion climate that favors Kerry, the more their polarization scores reflected favor-
ability toward Kerry combined with unfavorability toward Bush (in Figure 1, b = 0.15, 
SE = 0.01, p < .001; in Figure 2, b = 0.16, SE = 0.02, p < .001).

Our first Research Question (RQ1) asked whether perceived opinion climate mediates 
the association between selective exposure to ideologically congruent media and polar-
ization. The bootstrap results for this mediated effect were statistically significant in both 
models (for conservative media the indirect b = 0.44, SE = 0.13, 95 percent CI [.23, .75], 
p < .05; for liberal media the indirect b = –0.62, SE = 0.17, 95 percent CI [–1.00, –.32],  
p < .05). In other words, the mediated effect of ideologically congruent exposure on polar-
ization through perceived opinion climate was statistically significant.

Perceived
opinion
climate .15 (.01) ***2.88 (.47) ***

Congruent
exposure to
conservative
media

Polarization
.72 (.84)

Figure 1. Effects of congruent exposure to conservative media on polarization 
(unstandardized OLS estimates, NAES 2004 data, n =  9,032).
Note. NAES = National Annenberg Election Survey.
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Discussion

Using the 2004 NAES data, we were able to demonstrate that exposure to conservative 
media makes people perceive a more conservative opinion climate and vice versa for 
liberal media. We also were able to demonstrate that this effect has important political 
implications: Our findings revealed that opinion climate perceptions are part of the 
mechanism underlying the association between partisan selective exposure and politi-
cal polarization, reported by Stroud (2010). In addition to the fact that the indirect 
effect was significant, for liberal and conservative news exposure, the direct and sig-
nificant association between exposure and polarization became weaker (and insignifi-
cant in the case of conservative media) when controlling for opinion climate 
perceptions. We are hesitant to make any bold claims about the difference between the 
direct effects of conservative and liberal media given findings that these relationships 
may be contextual depending on electoral dynamics (Knobloch-Westerwick and 
Kleinman 2012). Furthermore, although there are some differences in the magnitudes 
and significance of the coefficients, we note the general consistency of the findings 
across both models.

General Discussion

When formulating her spiral-of-silence theory in the 1970s, Noelle-Neumann assumed 
a homogeneous, almost monopolistic, media landscape that projects a consistent opin-
ion climate. Noelle-Neumann also assumed that audience members have little ability 
to engage in selective exposure (Metzger 2009: 570). Both of these assumptions lie at 
the core of Noelle-Neumann’s (1973) conception of media as exerting enormously 
strong influences on society (Scheufele 2008). However, as recent findings demon-
strate, the post-broadcast media landscape and the way many members of the audience 
have adjusted their exposure habits to this changing landscape by using ideologically 
congruent media (Stroud 2011; although see Garrett 2009, who demonstrates that this 
does not mean people are equally motivated to avoid attitude-inconsistent informa-
tion), largely have invalidated Noelle-Neumann’s core assumptions. Does this mean 

.16 (.02) ***

-1.54 (.69)*

-3.96 (.39) ***

Congruent
exposure to
liberal media

Polarization

Perceived
opinion
climate

Figure 2. Effects of congruent exposure to liberal media on polarization (unstandardized 
OLS estimates, NAES 2004 data, n = 9,058).
Note. NAES = National Annenberg Election Survey.
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that, at least when it comes to media effects on opinion climate assessments, we are 
entering the new era of minimal media effects envisioned by Bennett and Iyengar 
(2008)?

Two studies, conducted in very different political contexts, demonstrate that expo-
sure to ideologically slanted media outlets was associated with a perception of an 
opinion climate that is biased in the direction of the media outlets’ ideology. In other 
words, over and above tight controls, audiences of right-wing media perceive a more 
right-wing opinion climate and vice versa for audiences of left-wing media. These 
associations are consistent with the argument that exposure to ideological media 
shapes opinion climate perceptions.

The mechanism underlying these associations may be (although not necessarily) 
related to cognitive processes such as the base-rate fallacy (Bar-Hillel 1980), which is 
the human tendency to rely heavily on vivid individual cases when assessing distribu-
tions. Exemplification research has documented that exposure to a slanted (liberal or 
conservative) set of exemplars in news coverage makes audiences perceive a corre-
spondingly slanted (liberal or conservative) public opinion, even when base rate infor-
mation (or the actual distribution of opinion, such as polling information) is presented 
(Brosius and Bathelt 1994). The transformation of the media landscape in recent 
decades left little impact on the cognitive psychology of human reasoning and infor-
mation processing. People still are affected by exemplars when they assess distribu-
tions. However, the advent of ideological media did change the content to which 
audiences were exposed. Instead of a situation in which a homogenized presentation 
of societal opinion almost universally affects audience opinion perceptions to the left 
or right, as was the case four decades ago, in the current media landscape, those attend-
ing to liberal media tend to think that society at large is more liberal and those attend-
ing to conservative media tend to perceive that society is more conservative.

While the psychological individual-level effect of media on perceived public opin-
ion seems to remain despite the transformation of the media landscape, the results of the 
process may be different than the one envisioned by Noelle-Neumann at the macro-
level. In an era dominated by truly mass media, Noelle-Neumann argued that the effect 
of the media on opinion perceptions was the instigator for a societal silencing and con-
formity effect. Study 2’s findings demonstrate that rather than social conformity at the 
macro level, the end result of the process described in this paper is more polarized 
attitudes on both sides. Instead of a perceived minority yielding to the perceived major-
ity by withdrawing from public debate, abandoning the fight (in the words of Katz 
1983: 89), and refraining from political recruitment, audiences of partisan media on 
both sides of the political spectrum in the current environment are becoming more con-
fident in their camp’s popularity and probable triumph and as a result are more polar-
ized in their attitudes. This is not to say that silencing will not occur in the modern 
media environment. On the contrary, one can envision examples where outlets, irre-
spective of their partisan bent, may emphasize a particular societal opinion distribution 
that could prompt silencing. Yet the possible outcomes associated with selective expo-
sure may portend new effects associated with one’s perception of the opinion climate, 
as demonstrated here. Overall, this study’s empirical findings may be interpreted as 
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lending support to Metzger’s (2009: 570) suggestion that, the spiral-of-silence in its 
original form could be replaced by a reinforcing spiral process (Slater 2007) in which 
partisans become more polarized as a result of selective exposure.

Other findings in the present investigation, unrelated to the effects of exposure to 
ideologically congruent media, were in line with theoretical expectations and previous 
research. One of the strongest forces predicting opinion climate perceptions was one’s 
political predispositions. In both studies, liberals tended to perceive a liberal opinion 
climate and conservatives tended to perceive a conservative opinion climate. These 
associations are consistent with research on the projection hypothesis, which indicates 
that people tend to project their own opinions on society and perceive that others hold 
similar opinions (Fields and Schuman 1976; Kennamer 1990). Also in line with previ-
ous research (Tsfati and Cohen 2005), third-person perceptions regarding the per-
ceived effects of mainstream media significantly predicted perceived public opinion, 
and so did perceptions of bias in mainstream media coverage (in Study 1). In addition, 
in Study 2, Blacks and Hispanic tended to perceive that Bush had lower chances of 
winning the election, and these results are consistent with findings about minority 
perceptions of the opinion climate in previous investigations (Tsfati 2001), and with 
the argument that reference group membership should be taken into account in models 
predicting perceived public opinion, given the likely effect of reference groups on 
such estimations via interpersonal discussion (Krassa 1988).

Although the main finding was obtained in two different contexts using different 
measures and despite controlling for numerous potential causes of spuriousness, the 
present investigation suffers from several limitations. First and foremost, given the use 
of secondary data that did not contain appropriate questions about opinion expression 
in interpersonal contact with anonymous others5 (e.g., Noelle Neumann’s train test), 
we were not able to test the spiral-of-silence process in full and examine whether the 
effects of exposure to ideologically congruent media on opinion climate perceptions 
translate into more vocal opinion expression (as Noelle Neumann predicted, albeit 
with a different macro-level result). This important question remains open for future 
research.

A second limitation has to do with the question of causality. Our interpretation of 
these results (that likeminded exposure to ideological media shapes polarization 
through opinion climate perceptions) is consistent with research on exemplification 
(e.g., Brosius and Bathelt 1994; Daschmann 2000), with the logic of psychological 
research on distribution assessments and with the causal direction implied by spiral-
of-silence research (Noelle-Neumann 1974, 1977, 1984). It is important to stress that 
the causal direction of the association between likeminded exposure and opinion cli-
mate perceptions is not only supported theoretically, but it also can be inferred from 
previous experimental (Perry and Gonzenbach 1997) and quasi-experimental (Mutz 
and Soss 1997) research.

However, the present evidence does not allow us to fully negate the different causal 
orderings, namely that people expose themselves to ideological media because of their 
perception of the opinion climate (perhaps because they want to get their news from 
the perspective of the majority), or that our polarization construct independently 



18 The International Journal of Press/Politics 19(1)

affects perceived opinion and likeminded exposure. While future research should sub-
stantiate the causal mechanism behind the associations demonstrated in this study 
using longitudinal or experimental designs, and while we suspect some reciprocal 
relationships are theoretically very plausible (given Slater 2007), the complete reverse 
causation argument seems unlikely on conceptual and theoretical grounds, and (given 
previous experimental research) also on empirical grounds.

A third limitation is related to the interpersonal environment. Interpersonal discus-
sions tend to occur with likeminded partners, fostering political polarization (see Lang 
and Lang 2012). Even Noelle-Neumann acknowledged that these interpersonal con-
versations, not only media exposure, shape opinion climate perceptions. While our 
models control for the general frequency of political discussion, they do not control  
for whether these political conversations crossed lines of disagreement. It may be the 
case that the process we described is exacerbated when it is coupled with exposure to 
likeminded discussions. If likeminded conversation is highly correlated with selective 
exposure, spurious correlation is also a possibility. These possibilities should also be 
tested by future research.

A fourth limitation of the current exploration has to do with underlying mecha-
nisms. Our explanation attributed the findings to exemplification and the base-rate 
fallacy. While this is a plausible explanation, other explanations are admittedly possi-
ble. For example, third-person effect researchers might argue that perceptions of the 
influence of ideological media might be shaping opinion perceptions, while social 
identity theorists might argue that these effects are due to ingroup versus outgroup 
processes. At least when it comes to congruent exposure to liberal media, the signifi-
cant direct effect of exposure on polarization (over and above controlling for the medi-
ators) leaves room for uncovering additional mediators. Underlying mechanisms 
should be explored in depth in future research, but in the meantime, our understanding 
of changes in the way that spiral-of-silence works in the contemporary media land-
scape is enhanced, regardless of the exact mechanisms operating in the background.

This study has answered Bennett and Iyengar’s (2008) call and examined how the 
transformation of the media landscape affects the media effects component of spiral-
of-silence theory. As is evident from the present investigation, it may very well be that 
the psychology of individual-level effects will be unchanged by shifts in the media 
environment when putting other theories from the “return to the powerful media” tra-
dition (such as agenda setting, cultivation, and media priming and framing) to similar 
tests (see Metzger 2009: 572). After all, the cognitive mechanisms that lie at the core 
of these media processes (such as heuristic processing) are unlikely to be affected by 
the shifts in the media market. However, the macro-level social consequences (not 
examined in the present investigation) could possibly be different. The current find-
ings may be interpreted as suggesting that opinion climate perceptions fostered by 
exposure to liberal or conservative media may promote political polarization, but 
polarization has been examined at the individual level in the present research, and 
hence macro-level consequences should be examined by future research.

Similar to spiral-of-silence theory, other theories of relatively strong effects facili-
tate social cohesiveness and the “mainstreaming” of society (e.g., in agenda setting, a 
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shared social agenda is adopted by a diverse audience; in media framing, diverse audi-
ences learn to accept certain interpretations of social realities as valid). The ideological 
fragmentation of the media market may impact media effects (see Shehata and 
Stromback 2013 for a discussion of how changes in the media landscape affect agenda 
setting effects), shape audience perceptions (Feldman et al. 2012), and contribute to 
social and political polarization via other mechanisms, not just opinion climate per-
ceptions; these should be spelled out and investigated in future research. As Holbert  
et al. (2010) argue, polarization and attitude reinforcement are important media effects, 
arguably the strongest media effects on society in an era of media choice. Our long 
journey to understanding the media’s effects on society in constantly changing com-
munication and political surroundings still has a long way to go.
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Notes

1. A similar media effect on climate of opinion perceptions was described by neighboring 
theories such as impersonal influence (Mutz 1998), bandwagon effect research (Bartels 
1988), and pluralistic ignorance (O’Gorman & Garry 1976).

2. To test whether there were more people expressing opposition to the disengagement on 
right wing ideological media, we used the content analysis reported by Sheafer (2005) 
focusing on three mainstream news outlets at the time of the disengagement debate in 
Israel. To this data we added, using the same codebook and coder instructions, an analysis 
of two right-wing newspapers. All items referring to the disengagement plan in five Israeli 
newspapers (n = 817; mainstream newspapers were the most widely circulated Yedioth 
Aharonoth, Maariv and Haaretz, and right-wing newspapers were Hazofeh and Makor 
Rishon) between March 30th and May 5th 2004 were included. Coders were asked to count 
the number of interviewees or other people mentioned in each story expressing explicit 
support or opposition to the disengagement. They then marked whether the story reported 
on more supporters, more opponents, or an identical numbers of supporters and opponents. 
Krippendorff’s alpha for this variable was .62. Only 35.2 percent of the items that appeared 
in mainstream newspapers included more opponents than supporters, compared with  
45.7 percent of the items in right-wing newspapers. On the other hand, only 35.3 percent 
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of the items in right-wing media included more supporters than opponents, compared with 
43.1 percent in mainstream media (χ2 = 8.03, df = 2, p < .05).

3. We also ran models using the original exposure variables (that include likeminded and 
nonlikeminded exposure). These models—that we do not report below due to space limita-
tions—resulted with identical patterns of results.

4. The results obtained using the general measures of ideological exposure, as well as the sep-
arate results for different media are not reported below due to space limitations. However, 
when running models using the regular (i.e., nonlikeminded) indicators of exposure to ide-
ological media as the independent variables, very similar patterns of results were obtained.

5. The NAES data did contain an item, worded “During this presidential campaign, have you 
talked to any people and tried to show them why they should vote for or against one of the 
presidential candidates?” with “yes” or “no” response categories. This dichotomous mea-
sure is problematic as an indicator for spiral-of-silence research as it is not sensitive to tim-
ing (measuring opinion expression that could have occurred anytime during the campaign, 
and ignoring possible dynamics in the climate of opinion). While recent conversations are 
arguably more cognitively available when answering such questions, the wording of this 
item is very different than standard spiral-of-silence outcome measures (such as the “train 
test”), and the fact that it is dichotomous (in addition to its insensitivity to the timing of 
expression) make it inappropriate as an outcome measure in the current context.

6. Interestingly, when running logistic regression models predicting opinion expression (to 
tap opinion expression in favor of Bush, likely Bush voters who responded positively to 
this item were coded “1” while the rest of the respondents were coded “0,” and vice versa 
for opinion expression in favor of Kerry) we found an association between opinion climate 
perceptions and opinion expression. Polarization also was associated with opinion expres-
sion, such that higher polarization scores (indicting favorability toward Bush combined 
with unfavorability toward Kerry) were positively associated with an increase in the odds 
of opinion expression in favor of Bush and negatively associated with the odds of opinion 
expression in favor of Kerry. The effect of congruent news exposure on opinion expression 
was mediated through opinion climate perceptions and polarization (p < .05).
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Research Article

Kevin’s Predicaments: Power 
and Celebrity across the 
Political and Media Fields

Geoffrey Craig1

Abstract
This article grounds the concept of political celebrity in the contexts of the 
differentiated media or journalistic field, and it also investigates the functions 
of political celebrity in the exercise of political leadership where individuals must 
negotiate the relationship between the political and media fields. Through a discussion 
of the changing political fortunes of former Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, the 
power of political celebrity is attributed to particular structural negotiations between 
the political and media fields, and also to exploitations of the temporality of political 
cycles, and the ephemerality of the currency of political celebrity. It is also argued 
that political celebrity is an unstable phenomenon, partly because it encapsulates a 
tension between different conceptualizations of subjectivity, where the positing of 
an autonomous, authentic self competes with a more situational and performative 
understanding of the self and that this latter understanding of political celebrity is 
exacerbated in the contexts of post-broadcast democracy.
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Introduction

On June 26, 2013, Kevin Rudd staged a remarkable political comeback when he was 
voted leader of the governing Australian Labor Party (ALP) and reassumed the 
position of prime minister, a post he lost three years earlier after a leadership challenge 
by Julia Gillard. The change of political leadership only months before a scheduled 
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national election was prompted by sustained poor public opinion polling by the ALP 
and Gillard. Rudd was reinstalled because his perceived popularity with the electorate 
was thought to be the best chance to at least minimize the scale of an election loss to 
the Liberal/National Party conservative coalition. Rudd’s political celebrity status, 
generated initially from his defeat of long-serving conservative leader John Howard at 
the 2007 Australian election, and sustained by the ongoing, energetic public and media 
promotion of his quirky and idiosyncratic political persona, was a vital factor in his 
political revival. Rudd’s return also highlighted the deep divisions within the party, 
with a number of prominent frontbenchers opposed to Rudd declaring after the leader-
ship change they would not re-contest their seats at the upcoming election, and even a 
prominent few who switched their allegiance to Rudd did so predominantly with a 
somber acknowledgment of the party’s perilous political fortunes. Rudd’s return as 
prime minister capped a turbulent three years of political struggle against the woman 
who ousted him. After the 2010 election, Rudd had initially served as foreign minister 
in the Gillard government before moving to the backbench after an unsuccessful lead-
ership bid in 2012 and further unsuccessful leadership maneuverings in 2013. At the 
time of writing, the ALP had just lost the national election and Rudd had announced he 
would not be re-contesting the leadership of the party.

The narrative of Rudd’s changing political fortunes is instructive in contemplations 
about the nature of political celebrity. Political celebrity is popularly presented as a 
relatively autonomous phenomenon, derived from the charisma of particular individu-
als, and Rudd’s return to the prime minister’s position does attest to the power of 
political celebrity in contemporary political leadership, but I argue here that we need 
to ground political celebrity in the internal exigencies of a political system and also in 
the contexts of an increasingly heterogeneous and fragmented post-broadcast journal-
istic or media field. The case study of Rudd that is offered here demonstrates that the 
power of political celebrity is dependent upon particular structural negotiations 
between the political and media fields, exploitations of the temporality of political 
cycles, and management of the ephemerality of the currency of political celebrity. It is 
argued that contemporary political celebrity is an unstable phenomenon, partly because 
it encapsulates a tension between different conceptualizations of subjectivity, where 
the positing of an autonomous, “authentic” self competes with a more “situational” 
and performative understanding of the self and that this latter understanding of politi-
cal subjectivity is exacerbated in the contexts of post-broadcast democracy. Following 
John Street (2004), political celebrity is seen here not as a superficial or exceptional 
form of political representation but rather as intrinsic to the processes of political rep-
resentation. Equally, the power of political celebrity depends on how effectively politi-
cians can manage relations of identification and distinction with the public, and 
express an authenticity that is both recognized and validated by the public, and able to 
be effectively mobilized in the power dynamics of both the media and political fields.

The Contexts of Political Celebrity

While the articulation of “celebrity” and “politics” still carries with it a sense of nov-
elty, political celebrity is a well-established historical phenomenon. As Robert van 
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Krieken (2012: 109) notes, “Celebrity and politics are Siamese twins for the simple 
reason that both are about visibility, recognition, and esteem: where popular politics 
and any approximation of democracy was, there shall celebrity be.” Political celebrity 
predates the contemporary obsession with film stars, models, sports stars, singers, and 
other types of celebrities (van Krieken 2012: 99). Political power has always been 
expressed through the embodiment of a political self and its presentation through acts 
of spectacle, as we see with Habermas’s concerns about representative publicity (Craig 
2002; Habermas 1989; Peters 1993). Modern political celebrity can be traced back to 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries where burgeoning democratic momentum 
coalesced with new forms of mass media, particularly photographic media. These 
political and media developments enabled (and indeed required) politicians and other 
prominent public figures, such as royalty, to present a mode of subjectivity, and estab-
lish relationships with the public, that privileged notions of individuality, authenticity, 
and familiarity. The political, cultural, and media milieu of the latter part of the nine-
teenth century in the United States facilitated profound development in both the char-
acter of public identity and the relationship between the public and private spheres. As 
Charles Ponce de Leon (2002) notes, this period saw public figures use media innova-
tions, such as the interview, to cope with an increasingly assertive press and to exercise 
strategies of self-promotion that emphasized a natural and authentic identity that was 
grounded in a successful and harmonious private life.

The modernization of the United States in the latter part of the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries gave rise to a paradoxical orientation toward public identity that 
continues to animate and problematize contemporary celebrity status. On the one 
hand, the idea of an authentic, coherent public identity that captured the essence of an 
individual invoked a notion of the self expressed in secular Romanticism. This self 
was able to rise above social constraints and was characterized by the transparent 
expression of a constancy of behavior across the boundaries of public and private life 
(King 2008: 118). On the other hand, economic and social opportunities provided 
people with greater freedom to fashion their own identity and this “aroused a profound 
suspicion of appearances—including a suspicion of the personas that public figures 
projected in the public sphere” (Ponce de Leon 2002: 41). As Ponce de Leon notes 
(2002: 41), the artifice of the public sphere meant that the real self of an individual 
could only be viewed in private and this “sparked a heightened interest in the private 
lives of public figures, and encouraged writers, reporters, and biographers to employ 
new techniques that made their subjects appear more realistic.” This paradoxical ori-
entation toward public identity was also manifested in the figure of the new modern 
politician. Increased dissatisfaction with partisan politics gave rise to a desire for 
“real” individuals who could rise above party machinations and corruption while also 
possessing appropriate character, knowledge, and skills:

In the first quarter of the twentieth century, then, one can see in American politics the pursuit 
of a delicate balance between pragmatism and idealism, achieved only by a certain kind of 
individual character, with particular life experience, values and beliefs that needed to be 
demonstrated as being firm enough to withstand the corrosive effects of organized political 
life. (van Krieken 2012: 107)
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Political celebrity not only derives from a particular historical context but it is also 
an expression of intrinsic features of political subjectivity and political representation. 
Such an argument runs directly counter to common charges that political celebrity 
hinders a proper relationship of democratic representativeness (Crick 2002; Meyrowitz 
1985; Postman 1987; Zolo 1992). These critiques of the prevalence of political celeb-
rity argue that an undue emphasis on personal image and superficial matters marginal-
ize more substantive political issues that are more directly relevant to the concerns and 
welfare of the people. Equally, it is claimed that while the individual distinctiveness of 
political celebrities may attract attention, it also invalidates their ability to be able to 
be true representatives of the people. As Street (2004) has noted, acknowledging the 
historical precedents of political celebrity tempers, but does not necessarily under-
mine, such criticisms, and an argument must be marshaled that demonstrates that “the 
celebrity politician is not in fact an exaggerated form or exceptional form of all politi-
cal representation, but rather characteristic of the nature of political representation 
generally” (2004: 449).

Such an argument is based upon an understanding of the necessarily symbolic and 
aesthetic dimensions of political representation that are always constituted through 
negotiations of both identification and distinction (see Ankersmit 2002, 2003; Pels 
2003; Street 2004). There is always a substitutional basis to representation generally, 
and political representation specifically, that must incorporate judgments about the 
appearance or fit between the representative and the represented, even in accounts of 
political representation that foreground an understanding of representativeness based 
on the idea of “acting for” instead of a more mimetic-based “standing for” (see Pitkin 
1967; Street 2004: 442–43). As such, aesthetic judgments about political image and 
performance are legitimate features of any assessment of political representation, from 
the point of view of both those who are represented and also their representatives. 
Street (2004: 445) can then argue that “Celebrity politics is a code for the performance 
of representations through the gestures and media available to those who wish to claim 
‘representativeness.’” The substitutional basis of representation means that there will 
always be a representational gap, a negotiation of identification and distinction, which 
equates to the appeal and power of celebrities who are able to forge connections with 
their fans while also distinguishing themselves through their talent and/or appearance. 
Pels (2003: 49) argues with regard to celebrity politicians that “Political style is the 
concept that simultaneously marks this representative gap and bridges it in a novel 
fashion.” He further argues celebrity politicians negotiate the representative gap in a 
personalized democracy, not by demonstrating that they are exactly the same as their 
constituents, but by exhibiting an authenticity that is consistently expressive of both 
the individuality of the politician and the will of the people they come to represent.

The negotiation of this representative gap is variously played out across the terrains 
of politics and popular media culture and manifested in a range of subject positions. 
We are familiar with those celebrities from the entertainment industry, such as Bono 
and George Clooney, who use their celebrity status in political campaigning. The focus 
here is on those who have assumed political office, but there still remains a diversity 
of subject positions open to celebrity politicians, stemming from the nature of their 
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celebrity status and also from their position within the political field. Liesbet van 
Zoonen’s (2005: 82–85) typology of the personae of celebrity politicians maps the 
range of such subject positions across axes of political insider/outsider and also ordi-
nary/special celebrity. Some conventional political leaders are obviously political 
insiders who assume celebrity status merely because of their leadership position. Other 
high-profile political leaders, such as Barack Obama and Kevin Rudd, are conven-
tional politicians but they are attributed with a relative degree of autonomy from the 
strictures of the party political system and attract higher-than-normal levels of media 
and public attention because of their personality or charisma. It is difficult to derive 
status as a celebrity politician as a political outsider and one who has an ordinary 
celebrity status, but van Zoonen identifies former U.S. presidential candidate Ros 
Perot as one such figure. Finally, Arnold Schwarzenegger is identified as the exem-
plary example of a political outsider with special celebrity status.

The celebrity politician must also manage their identity across the spectrum of the 
public and private spheres. While critics of the phenomenon of the celebrity politician 
may bemoan journalistic intrusions into the private lives of political leaders, the noted 
demand for the consistent expression of an authentic self is satisfied with the display 
of the politician across different “spheres of action” (Corner 2003). John Corner (2003: 
73) has captured such a terrain, referring to the “sphere of political institutions and 
processes,” which refers to the internal processes of the political field, such as political 
party organization and administrative processes; the “sphere of public and popular,” 
which refers to the collection of mediated settings where politicians are publicly visi-
ble; and the “private sphere,” which refers to the politicians’ homelife, friends, leisure 
activities, and their biographical history. Stanyer (2013: 15) has suggested that 
Corner’s “private sphere” would be better comprehended as the politician’s “personal 
sphere,” and he has delineated the personal sphere into three overlapping domains: an 
individual politician’s “inner life,” which includes their lifestyle choices, personal 
tastes and modes of behavior, health and finances; their “domain of relationships,” 
including those with family, friends, and lovers; and their “spatial domain,” which 
includes not only their family home but also other spaces they inhabit in a private 
capacity, such as holiday destinations. The performance of the celebrity politician, 
then, extends well beyond a stereotypical parade of talk shows, tabloid photo spreads, 
and “meet and greets” with an adoring public, and instead traverses a complex terrain 
and web of relationships involving the sphere of institutional politics, a diversity of 
media settings, and the features and spaces that make up an individual’s life-story and 
everyday personal life. We need to understand political celebrity in the ways that it is 
implicated in the exigencies of the political system, how it is variously exercised in an 
extraordinarily differentiated news, entertainment, and social media landscape, and 
also how individual resources of personality, knowledge, and rhetoric are mobilized 
across such a diversity of institutional and communicative encounters.

The conventional emphasis on the individual charisma of celebrity politicians 
needs, then, to be substantially tempered by an appreciation of how such subjectivity 
is inserted into the infrastructure of the political field. For Pierre Bourdieu (1991, 
1998, 2002, 2005), fields are institutional sites that are governed by their own internal 



Craig 29

dynamics and they attribute individuals with power and status, or various forms of 
capital (financial, cultural, symbolic, and social), once people become cognizant of 
how such fields work and they are able to discipline themselves accordingly. Fields 
are constituted by: particular conditions of entry, competitive dynamics, productive 
requirements, modes of deportment, and a range of skills, a knowledge base, and a 
discursive register. As Bourdieu notes, politicians undergo a specialized training—a 
“sort of initiation, with its ordeals and rites of passage” (1991: 176, author’s empha-
sis)—that includes acquiring relevant bodies of knowledge and ways of speaking to 
a variety of different groups. Fields discipline individuals, but Bourdieu does not 
posit a mechanistic account of subjectivity. Through his theory of habitus, Bourdieu 
attempts to offer an account of subjectivity that balances a sense of agency through 
the way individuals present themselves in their appearance, accent, posture, and ways 
of engaging with everyday practices, with an understanding that such “individuality” 
is always profoundly structurally constituted, the product of particular class and 
social conditions. As such, there is always a “dialectical confrontation” (Bourdieu 
2002: 31, author’s emphasis) between the marshaling of the resources of a particular 
habitus and the strictures of operation in a particular field.

Celebrity politicians are nonetheless partly defined by their aptitude in managing 
the requirements of the journalistic or media field; they are able to effectively com-
municate the appeal of their personality through proficient media performance. They 
are able to demonstrate a “common touch” that is manifested in appropriate and seem-
ingly natural use of colloquial language and everyday mannerisms. They convey a 
sense of ease with themselves and with ordinary members of the public, but they also 
appear comfortable in the media spotlight and are able to interact easily with journal-
ists and master the generic strictures and conventions that govern media performance 
and language. This mobilization of personality and mastery of the media field is, how-
ever, an increasingly complex process because of the field’s growing differentiation. It 
is not simply that politicians must be able to move, for example, between the more 
formal political discourse of a serious current affairs interview and the more friendly 
banter of a breakfast television appearance. The post-broadcast media landscape (Prior 
2006; Wilson 2011) that incorporates online and social media has resulted in a prolif-
eration of channels and platforms and more niche audiences, requiring greater flexibil-
ity in the presentation of a political persona that can potentially undermine the 
coherence of an authentic subjectivity. In such a media environment, politics is both 
more visible and less prominent, as twenty-four-hour news channels coexist with 
mainstream media that increasingly present a public world that is drained of politics 
and filled with entertainment. Politicians must also engage with the “interpersonalisa-
tion of the public world” (Marshall 2010: 42), which stems from forms of social media, 
and negotiate the “new mix of representational and presentational culture” (Marshall 
2010: 42), which is encapsulated by the interweaving of mass and social media.

Celebrity politicians are able to garner public support, as celebrities, but they can 
also be understood as embodiments of the encroachment of a media logic into the 
political field. That is, the power of celebrity politicians also stems from perceptions 
about the shifting balance of power between the political field and the journalistic or 
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media field, or in terms of Corner’s schema, the elevation of the “sphere of the public 
and popular” over the “sphere of political institutions and processes.” As Strömbäck 
has argued, the process of mediatization has developed to the point where “the media 
and their logic can be said to colonize politics” (2008: 240, author’s emphasis). That 
said, the media proficiency of celebrity politicians does not translate monolithically 
into political success. The “media capital” (Davis and Seymour 2010) of celebrity 
politicians, and politicians in general, is variously exercised within and outside the 
political field, and attenuated or enhanced by engagement with institutional authority. 
Davis and Seymour (2010) emphasize that “media capital” refers not just to credit 
gained from quality media performance skills, but rather it is a broader regime that 
also includes knowledge about the media industry and its practices and values, as well 
as contacts within the industry. Such media capital can be generated and exercised 
within the political field (what Davis and Seymour term, internal media capital) 
through informal discussions and relationships with political colleagues, journalists, 
and other political actors about media strategy and performance, or it can be generated 
outside the political field (“media meta-capital”) through interactions with journalists 
and media performances directed to the populace. Media capital can further be delin-
eated by the extent to which it is generated through sheer force of individual personal-
ity (“individualized media capital”) and the extent to which it derives from their 
leadership position within the political field (“institutionalized media capital”).

Political celebrity is thus a complex and multifaceted concept that extends well 
beyond simple portrayals of a charismatic personality and comprehensive media atten-
tion. Celebrity is, of course, still linked to the individual, irrational, and unstable form 
of authority that is encapsulated in the notion of charisma that was identified by Weber 
(Weber 1968, see also Marshall 1997). Modern charismatic politicians are able to 
inspire publics and do capture something of an independent affective power, expressed 
through an exemplary character and the articulation of a normative order. van Krieken 
(following Grande) (2012: 116–17) notes that the traditional mechanisms for justify-
ing decision making within the political field have ceased to retain their potency and, 
as such, “new life has been given to the old political function of charisma” (van 
Krieken 2012: 117). He argues that the erosion of traditional mechanisms for reducing 
complexity of decision making—the “use of procedure for political legitimation,” the 
“mobilization of religious and political images of the world,” and “reliance on  
the persuasion of expertise” (van Krieken 2012: 117)—has meant that personal profile 
and personality is increasingly mobilized in the journalistic field to enable and justify 
political change. Equally, as Weber outlined in his account of the routinization of cha-
risma, and as others (Bourdieu 1987) have also noted, charismatic authority is, in fact, 
a social phenomenon. The contexts of contemporary mediated politics also mean that 
political celebrity can never be the spontaneous and organic outcome of the emergence 
of an exceptional individual. Political celebrity is rather the product of a particular 
communication strategy that carefully negotiates the respective requirements of the 
political and media fields, and which harmonizes an existence across the span of the 
private and public spheres. The contexts of contemporary popular culture also intro-
duce a new kind of instability to modern political celebrity, in addition to the inherent 
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precarious nature of charisma, because there is now greater potential for the more 
independent production of celebrity that is less reliant on a preexisting charismatic 
authority and accompanying public support. Telegenic and media-savvy politicians 
can discover at their peril that celebrity and media visibility do not automatically 
translate into public mobilization and electoral support.

Kevin’s Predicaments

Kevin Rudd had a celebrity status that existed over and above his standing as Australian 
prime minister. In October 2012, when he was a backbench MP, he effectively gave a 
stand-up comedy performance in Mandarin to a largely Chinese audience in western 
Sydney that had the crowd roaring with laughter (Snow 2012), leaving the watching 
Opposition leader Tony Abbott to mutter afterward: “Those of us who don’t speak 
Mandarin felt a little bit inadequate.” Prior to Rudd’s leadership challenge in February 
2012, the Australian newspaper ran an article headlined: “Gillard always left in the 
shade by celebrity Rudd” (Kerr 2012). The article details the extensive range of Rudd’s 
celebrity activities from his extensive YouTube channel presence to his winning of a 
national tea blend competition. In August 2012, Rudd featured prominently in an 
Australian Women’s Weekly magazine spread with his daughter Jessica, who had just 
given birth to a baby daughter. In the article, Rudd expressed an ongoing willingness 
to shape the country’s future, saying such a desire is “part of who I am, and you gotta 
be who you are” (Overington 2012). Rudd’s new status as a grandfather not only had 
the effect of further humanizing the politician, but it enabled Rudd to offer a long-term 
vision for the country, projecting a statesman-like persona as an authentic part of his 
identity, while also undercutting any sense of hubris attached with the adoption of such 
a role: “Without wanting to sound too pious about it all, you just have a keen eye to 
where will the country be in half a century’s time when this little one’s contemplating 
grandchildren” (Overington 2012).

Rudd was notoriously famous for his active courting of the mass media and his 
incessant use of social media. As leading Labor strategist, Bruce Hawker previously 
noted, “Anyone who gets between Kevin Rudd and an interview is probably in danger 
of being run over” (Hannan 2007). Rudd came to public prominence through his regu-
lar appearances as an MP on the Sunrise breakfast television program with political 
opponent Joe Hockey. Their good-natured banter and ribbing of each other helped to 
humanize both of the politicians and elevate their public popularity. Rudd was also 
well known for his appearances on FM radio programs and popular variety television 
programs, including Rove and, more recently, The Project. Rudd’s predilection for 
such popular media appearances, particularly when Opposition leader, provoked the 
ire of some of the country’s leading political journalists, including Barrie Cassidy 
from the Insider’s Sunday morning political talk show. In response, Rudd was explicit 
about the political strategy of targeting a unconventional section of the media field: 
“Guess what? There’s a whole bunch of people out there who you may be surprised to 
know don’t watch Insiders but do listen to FM radio. And my job as the alternative 
prime minister is to communicate with the entire country” (Hawthorne 2007). Rudd’s 
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use of mass media to cultivate his political celebrity was not, however, limited to 
popular or tabloid media. He has been a prolific writer of op-ed articles and also 
penned a number of lengthy essays in newsmagazines, enhancing his intellectual cre-
dentials (Knott 2011). Rudd has also always been an active user of social media: he 
used it prolifically in his earlier leadership challenge (Parkinson and Ramli 2012), and 
even when he was a backbench MP, he had 1.17 million Twitter followers, nearly as 
many followers as the total of all other federal politicians combined (Butt 2012).

Rudd cultivated a “folksy,” informal persona, encapsulated in the foregrounding of 
his first name. Rudd ran in his 2007 election campaign under a slogan that has now 
entered Australian political folklore: “Kevin07.” When Rudd addressed his first Labor 
national conference as opposition leader, he quipped, “My name is Kevin. I’m from 
Queensland, and I’m here to help.” Rudd strongly promoted the story of his humble 
upbringing in rural Queensland and the way it instilled values of hard work, commit-
ment, honesty, and a sense of a “fair go” for all. His folksy political character was 
expressed in colloquial and sometimes quirky language use: A year before his ousting 
as prime minister, he used the phrase “fair shake of the sauce bottle” three times during 
a political interview, and he is well known for the phrase, “I’ve got to zip (depart),” 
which he used at the end of his departing press conference as prime minister in 2010. 
Equally, Rudd, as a former political bureaucrat and diplomat, Mandarin speaker, for-
eign affairs specialist, and self-confessed “first-class policy wonk,” was known for his 
convoluted and sometimes torturous use of language, his implementation of brutal 
work regimes for himself and his staff, and his love for globe-trotting and mixing with 
the world’s political elite. As one journalist previously noted,

It’s like there are two Kevin Rudds. One is the policy pendant, demanding and rigorous. The 
other is the relaxed and joking Kevin07 from Sunrise and FM radio, at ease and able to 
interact with the common man. If it’s an act, it’s an awfully good one. (Hammer 2007: 22)

The unfolding narrative of Kevin Rudd’s political career is symptomatic of the 
complex character of political celebrity. Even with his reclamation of the prime min-
ister’s position in 2013, Rudd’s predicament resided in the difficulty of managing the 
balance between popular and political authority, and translating and consolidating the 
power of celebrity in the contexts of the political field. Rudd came to power in 2007 
after a successful and highly presidential election campaign. Rudd’s remarkable defeat 
of the long-standing Prime Minister John Howard was in no small way due to the 
overwhelming public response to his character and personality. Rudd’s political ascen-
sion was primarily based upon his popular appeal; he cultivated an independent image 
and was not publicly strongly aligned with a faction within the ALP. The efficacy of 
Rudd’s leadership style derived from both the contrast from, and similarity to, John 
Howard. Rudd was able to distinguish himself as a younger, more energetic leader 
than the elderly Howard, but Rudd also promoted a balanced image that was both 
progressive and socially conservative in a way that reassured the public and ensured 
broad electoral support. The electoral victory of the ALP was, however, also due to 
much more than Rudd’s political celebrity and leadership style. The rise of Rudd 
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occurred after a long period of rule by the Liberal and National Party coalition that had 
led to an acrimonious leadership struggle between Treasurer Peter Costello and 
Howard, who refused to give way to his younger colleague. This party disunity was 
exacerbated by a number of factors, not least of which was the introduction of contro-
versial and deeply unpopular industrial relations legislation that dispensed with the 
unfair dismissal laws for smaller companies and severely undermined the rights of 
employees. As Prime Minister, Rudd cultivated an autocratic leadership style that mar-
ginalized the Cabinet process and his political colleagues, and his downfall as prime 
minister was principally based upon his leadership style and the loss of his high popu-
lar public support after poor political management of a number of issues, most notably 
the introduction of an Emissions Trading Scheme. As such, Rudd’s celebrity appeal 
and his individualized media capital, even when it was supported by the institutional-
ized media capital associated with the prime minister’s position, was not sufficient to 
counterbalance his unsuccessful management of the political field.

The limitations of Rudd’s celebrity appeal within the contexts of the political field 
is readily apparent from this narrative, but we also need to highlight that the translation 
of the power of political celebrity into power within the political field is not only a 
structural issue but also crucially linked to the temporality of the political cycle. The 
power of political celebrity is tied to its implementation at a certain political moment 
and in the contexts of a particular news cycle. For an extended period of time between 
2010 and 2013, when he was a foreign minister and then a backbench MP, Rudd was 
regularly judged in public opinion polls to be the preferred leader of the ALP and the 
preferred prime minister but political commentary commonly observed the chances of 
a second Rudd leadership challenge had ebbed over time, particularly after a disas-
trous occasion in March 2013 when a senior government minister indicated that a 
renewed challenge was forthcoming only to have Rudd subsequently deny he was re-
contesting the leadership. Rudd’s eventual successful leadership challenge only 
occurred as the ALP’s poll rankings sunk to a level where the party could expect an 
electoral annihilation and the election date became more imminent.

The ability of a politician to transform celebrity appeal into electoral and govern-
mental success is also based upon the ephemerality of the currency of political celeb-
rity. Given its grounding in notions of authenticity, political celebrity can be effectively 
exchanged for electoral success in an initial instance, but it is hard to sustain the cur-
rency of that political celebrity once it encounters the strictures of the political field 
(witness the dissolution of Barack Obama’s celebrity appeal in his first presidential 
term), and, as Rudd discovered, it is hard to reenergize the power of political celebrity 
once it is disconnected from the institutional authority of political leadership. His 
recent return as prime minister, of course, also showed that political celebrity can have 
an enduring appeal, but it also requires a reworking in such circumstances. Particularly, 
since Rudd’s loss of the leadership in 2010, he increasingly adopted a degree of self-
reflexivity about his political persona. Rudd’s character, political history, and leader-
ship ambitions were too well known to avoid or dismiss, so they were often 
acknowledged and defused through a playful self-deprecation. When it was pointed 
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out to Rudd in an interview that the biggest news story of 2012 was not the Olympics 
or the U.S. elections, but his unsuccessful leadership challenge he responded with a 
laugh, saying, “That didn’t turn out too well, did it?” (Ireland 2012). In another inci-
dent, immediately after his return as prime minister, Rudd was able to both engage in 
gentle self-mockery and align himself with ordinary Australian fathers. After using the 
old colloquial phrase “cooking with gas” (meaning to get something going or moving) 
in a specific address to younger Australians, Rudd later reported that his daughter had 
criticized his use of language:

His daughter Jessica had counselled him about his use of “cooking with gas” on Wednesday 
night, he said.
It’s “one of the daggiest [dumbest, unstylish] things she had ever heard me say,” Rudd 
explained with a shrug.
“None of you are daggy Dads?” he wondered, as a confused Australia heaved a small sigh of 
relief. (Ireland 2013)

Another predicament that Rudd experienced stems from the difficulty of generating 
political celebrity within the contexts of an increasingly fragmented journalistic and 
media field, together with conflicting evaluative frameworks of political celebrity that 
circulate in journalistic and public culture. As noted above, Rudd was quite innovative 
as an Australian political leader in his active courting of the full range of the media 
field beyond the conventional confines of political media, and the mass media more 
generally. The ability to move freely between a serious, late-night current affairs inter-
view and the jovial banter on a morning FM radio show, or a 4,000-word treatise on 
foreign affairs and a Twitter message about his love for his wife, can obviously be 
attributed as a considerable asset for any politician that seeks the assent of the popu-
lace. The extraordinary discursive and performative range associated with such a 
diversity of media appearances does, however, also undermine a sense of a coherent 
and apparently authentic subjectivity, and it promotes a more “situational” sense of 
self that is variously oriented to different communicative encounters. Such a sense of 
self is aligned with Erving Goffman’s (1959) theorization of the self that acknowl-
edges the differentiated production of the self across a range of social and private set-
tings, and the management of divisions between the “front” and “back” stages of 
communicative encounters. This understanding of the self is exacerbated in the “pre-
sentational culture” (Marshall 2010) of online and social media, and Rudd more so 
than other politicians extended the public presentation of his private self in “recogni-
tion of the new notion of a public that implies some further exposure of [an] individu-
al’s life” (Marshall 2010: 44). While we obviously exist in a promotional culture 
where such a situational understanding of subjectivity is increasingly naturalized, poli-
ticians such as Rudd are also still subject to criticism because such mediated acts of 
self-promotion undermine perceptions of a “coherent” subjectivity, they are seen to be 
“inauthentic,” and too obviously linked to a political strategy. As such, Rudd’s quirky 
language use was judged to be a carefully constructed affectation. Equally, Rudd was 
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subject to strong criticism from journalists for too actively courting media attention 
(Duffy 2012; Farr 2010) and for obviously timing media appearances when Gillard 
was overseas in a bid to upstage the then prime minister (Kerr 2012).

The fact that Rudd both gained public support and political capital from the presen-
tation of such a persona, and also that he was subject to strong criticism for inauthen-
ticity, is indicative of different evaluative frameworks of subjectivity that inform 
journalistic and public culture. Part of Rudd’s public appeal could be attributed not 
only to his particular individuality but also to the pleasure and enthusiasm he exhibited 
in the range of his public performances and the movement across a variety of discur-
sive registers. Rudd was an overdetermined site of meaning, and he exemplified how 
“identity is constituted in contemporary society through images and . . . that such a 
mode of identity is highly fluid, multiple, mobile and transitory . . . [while still] con-
nected to content and values” (Kellner 1992: 157). Alternatively, the comment quoted 
above about the existence of “two Kevin Rudds” underlines assumptions about the 
singularity of subjectivity. This kind of journalistic critique of Rudd’s public profile is 
informed by a more traditional, conservative view of subjectivity that posits a more 
unitary, homogeneous sense of self that is both the consistent expression of a process 
of socialization and also disciplined through the enactment of fixed and delimited 
institutional roles. This view of political subjectivity is thus mobilized to judge a polit-
ical “performance” as necessarily “manufactured” and inauthentic.

The limits of the power of political celebrity can also arise from the fact that the 
logic of the political field imposes strictures on appearances and performances within 
the media field in a way that is in tension with the ubiquity of Rudd’s media presence. 
While it may have been politically beneficial for Rudd to seek out noncommitted vot-
ers on popular, entertainment-based media, he also needed to balance this strategy 
with appearances on more political programs where he provided “appropriate” perfor-
mances as prime minister, displaying the kind of gravitas and competency associated 
with the position. Journalist Malcolm Farr previously noted in a criticism of Rudd:

Prime Ministers can’t jive with funky FM radio comedians or relax with comfy breakfast TV 
hosts. They are indulgences for a national leader and look to be attempts to dodge important 
questions. (Farr 2010)

It may well be that this suggested strict binary between different sectors of the 
media field does not, in fact, discipline the performances of contemporary Australian 
prime ministers, but such a comment does allude to the difficulty of engaging with an 
increasingly diverse media field while also not undermining the capital that the politi-
cal field designates to the office of prime minister. Indeed, this balance between the 
authority of the political field and the power of political celebrity takes place not only 
across the range of the media field but also within individual media performances. 
There is generally a more flexible and pluralistic mode of language use in everyday 
political discourse, and this materializes in a tension between populist modes of 
address and a discourse that is deemed appropriate for the holders of a particular politi-
cal office. As such, in addition to the now well-established observations about the 
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“conversationalization” (Fairclough 1995) of political discourse, we can note the 
“patchwork” character of contemporary mediated political language where different 
discursive registers and modes of interaction can coexist within the one interview. For 
example, in his first in-depth interview after reclaiming the office of prime minister, 
Rudd engaged in both artful self-deprecation in a debate challenge to Opposition 
leader Tony Abbott and more formal explication of his party’s immigration policy, as 
the two following excerpts indicate:

So, Mr Abbott, I think it’s time you demonstrated to the country you had a bit of ticker 
[courage, “guts”] on this. I mean, he’s the boxing blue; I’m the glasses-wearing kid in the 
library—come on, let’s have the Australian people form a view about whether his policies 
actually have substance, whether they actually work or whether they’re just slogans.

Well can I say with due respect, Leigh, we are dealing actively with all the source countries, 
we are working cooperatively with the International Office of Migration, the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees. We have programs within Indonesia to sustain people 
who are there currently under the protection of the International Office of Migration. We 
have huge investments in our police resources in Indonesia and other source countries across 
the country. We have massive assets deployed on the high seas and aerial surveillance. And, 
of course, we must continue to adjust those policies. (Australian Broadcasting Corporation 
2013)

The observations noted here in this analysis cumulatively both centralize political 
celebrity in the political process and attenuate its efficacy. The idiosyncrasy of Kevin 
Rudd should not distract us from recognition of the more generalized status of political 
celebrity that derives from a particular historical context that has only been exacer-
bated by developments in the contemporary media environment. It is acknowledged 
that there is a limit to the designation of political celebrity—as Turner, Bonner, and 
Marshall (2000: 9) have previously noted there is a “syllogistic logic lurking behind 
discussions of celebrity” —and that political celebrity is an identity that is variously 
realized, but alternatively, this study has demonstrated that we also need to be cogni-
zant of how the structural constitution of political celebrity encapsulates a fundamen-
tal relation between individual identity and represented others. In this way, theorization 
of the subjectivity of political celebrity provides us with a means to elucidate the 
legitimate significance of political identity where there has been consternation over 
the increasing “presidentialization” of politics. Equally, the dissection of political 
celebrity that has occurred here highlights the complex, fluid nature of public life, 
where the interactions between the public and private spheres, the political arena and 
the cultural domain commingle. As I have previously noted (Craig 2004: 52–55), this 
does not render the specificity of the political public sphere redundant, but it is to 
argue that politics must always be informed by, and interact with, the broader contexts 
of public life. This analysis has also tempered perceptions of the power of political 
celebrity, retrieving it from the glare of the studio lights and grounding it in the machi-
nations of the political field. Interest in political celebrity has generally tended to focus 
on the forays of politicians into the media field and their engagements with everyday 
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culture. This study has provided a corresponding scrutiny of how political celebrity 
functions within the contexts of the political sphere, how political celebrity works in 
the broader constitution and performances of the subjectivity of a politician, and how 
the value of political celebrity changes over time through engagement with a range of 
political struggles.

Conclusion

While Kevin Rudd professed that “you gotta be who you are,” the exercise of a par-
ticular political habitus, and the management of political celebrity across the dynam-
ics of the political and media fields, suggests that such a task is not as simple or 
straightforward as it might seem. The power of celebrity is an increasingly important 
component of successful political leadership, but political celebrity is a complex phe-
nomenon, existing beyond the simple manifestation of an appealing personality, good 
looks, and a winning smile. Political celebrity involves the embodiment and expres-
sion of a perceived authenticity that is difficult to generate in a highly mediated polit-
ical culture and an increasingly diverse media or journalistic field. Celebrity 
politicians must continually negotiate different public evaluative frameworks where 
performative proficiency across a plethora of political, public, mass, and social media 
sites coexists with desires for “real” individuals who can rise above institutional exi-
gencies. The power of political celebrity does not translate directly into success in the 
political field but rather it must be variously and carefully exercised across different 
institutional sites and a plurality of relationships. The story of Kevin Rudd’s ascen-
sion to political power, his loss of that power, and his struggle to harness the power 
of his political celebrity on his return as prime minister attests to the fact that the 
power of political celebrity is not only realized across such institutional and public 
spaces but also determined by the temporality of political, media, and public narra-
tives. Political celebrity has a limited currency: its power can be enhanced by the 
institutionalized media capital of political office, but it is also often tempered by the 
rigors of the political field; it also requires constant management and renegotiation to 
have any chance of a sustained efficacy.

Finally, this study highlights the need for further research on the phenomenon of 
political celebrity. Such investigations could continue to rescue political celebrity 
from its status as an atypical form of political identity and further delineate how politi-
cal celebrity facilitates the necessary requirements of identification and distinction in 
contemporary political representation. Further research could also work against the 
portrayal of political celebrity as a relatively autonomous form of identity and high-
light in greater depth how the successful implementation of political celebrity stems 
from complex negotiations of the requirements of both the media and political fields. 
That is, such work would further “politicize” our understandings of political celebrity. 
Equally, such research needs to reveal how the growing breadth and complexity of the 
media field, incorporating the dynamics of online and social media, are transforming 
the performance of political celebrity and requiring more diverse forms of public 
engagement. While research needs to derive the generalized nature and power of 
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political celebrity, individual case studies of political celebrity are valuable because 
they highlight the particular resources that individuals bring to the professional role of 
politician. The habitus of each individual politician reveals the complex embedding of 
formative contexts, such as class, ethnicity, gender, and geography, in the socialization 
of individuals and demonstrates how such subjectivities, life narratives, discursive, 
and performative skills are then mobilized in the particular exigencies of professional 
political experiences. As such, the centrality of media contexts in the production of 
political celebrity needs to be supplemented with a greater appreciation of the broader 
cultural and sociological significance of political celebrity as a form of subjectivity. It 
is suggested that such a reworking of our understanding of political celebrity would 
only strengthen the specialist study of media and politics.

Author’s Note

A version of this article was presented at the Celebrity Studies Conference at Deakin University 
in Melbourne in December 2012.
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Abstract
When do parties take over the media’s issue attention in parliament? Scholarly work 
has shown that the mass media’s influence over the political agenda is conditional, 
yet only recently scholars started to consider the active role of parties and their 
strategic incentives in responding to the media. This article argues that parties only 
respond to media attention if the issue is framed in the party’s terms, as the right 
framing helps the party attain its policy goals. This argument is supported by pooled 
time-series analyses of the issue of European integration and the issue of immigration 
in Sweden and the Netherlands over the period 1995 to 2010. Altogether, the study 
contributes to our understanding of the strategic incentives and options parties have 
in responding to the media, as well as to our knowledge of the role of framing in 
political competition.
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Do the mass media dictate the political agenda? The scholarly work on mediatization, 
mediamalaise, and media-logic seems to suggest that media have a large and growing 
influence on the workings and the content of competition between parties (Altheide 
and Snow 1979; Mazzoleni et al. 2003). Yet on the other hand, studies on the effect of 
the media agenda on political agendas have produced conflicting findings and scholars 
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have now come to the conclusion that the magnitude of mass-media’s agenda-setting 
power varies (Walgrave and Van Aelst 2006). The differences in media influence on 
political agendas can partly be explained by the nature of the issues on the table (e.g., 
sensational or nonobtrusive), the type of media outlet (e.g., TV or newspaper, quality 
or tabloid), and the time (campaign or routine times), but also an important part of the 
explanation lies in the strategic behavior of political actors. The strategic interests of 
political parties form “a crucial gate-keeping mechanism in terms of mass media influ-
ence on macro-politics,” as Green-Pedersen and Stubager (2010: 664) note.

This article expands the research on how political parties strategically filter or 
amplify media attention. Specifically, it examines whether parties selectively discuss 
issues when the media framing is to their advantage, and remain silent about the issues 
when it is not. I argue that in this way they take advantage of the opportunities the 
media environment offers. Parties prefer issues to be framed in a particular way 
because a frame entails a problem definition and suggests appropriate solutions. As a 
consequence, parties themselves use the frame that most closely suits their policy 
program, but it is also rational for parties to talk about an issue when the framing in the 
media is how the party likes to frame the issue. In other words, the frame preferences 
of political parties should moderate the agenda-setting power of the media. This 
hypothesis is tested using the issues of European integration and immigration in news-
papers and the parliaments of the Netherlands and Sweden in the period from 1995 to 
2010.

The study contributes to existing research in three ways. First, it underlines the 
importance of framing in party competition and connects it to agenda setting. Agenda-
setting studies are mainly concerned with the salience of issues, while political com-
petition is for a substantial part fought over the definition of an issue, with parties 
striving to make their interpretation dominant (e.g., Callaghan and Schnell 2001; 
Daviter 2007). The present findings confirm that not only the sheer quantity of politi-
cal or journalistic attention devoted to an issue needs to be considered, but that also 
qualitative aspects in terms of frames are important. In other words, not only what is 
on the agenda, but also the way issues are discussed matters. Only recently scholars 
have started to expand the scope of political agenda-setting studies to the qualitative 
characteristics of news reporting and political discourse (most notably Thesen 2013), 
and this study adds framing to this broader picture. This way, it bridges the two distinct 
literatures on framing and on political agenda setting by the media.

Second, the study contributes to the recent strand of agenda-setting literature that 
stresses that parties strategically use media attention to advance their own goals (see 
Green-Pedersen and Stubager 2010; Thesen 2013). Parties, by responding selectively 
when framing in the media is advantageous, and remaining silent when it is not, 
actively take advantage of situations arising the media, rather than passively undergo-
ing the influence of the media. Thus, this study underlines that the media indeed exert 
an unmistakable influence on politics, but that this influence is filtered by the strategic 
considerations of political actors.

Third, it also contributes to the literature on framing. Much of this research is on the 
effects of framing on individuals, typically studied in lab settings (Chong and 
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Druckman 2007). This study shows that frames indeed also have important effects in 
real-world settings on the actions of collective actors such as political parties.

The article proceeds as follows. First, I shortly discuss previous findings on the 
media’s political agenda-setting power and more broadly on framing, from which this 
study’s expectations are formulated. After this, the issues of immigration and of 
European Union (EU) integration in Sweden and in the Netherlands are presented, 
which are used as cases to test the theory. Then, I explain how from newspaper data-
bases and parliamentary records the media and party agendas are measured, and what 
the manual coding procedure was used to measure framing. This is followed by a 
description of the statistical model, after which the results are presented. Finally, the 
implications and limitations of the finding that parties’ response to media attention is 
moderated by favorable framing are discussed.

Contingency of the Mass Media’s Agenda-Setting Power

The question whether the mass media steer the political agenda has been picked up in 
many studies. However, what stands out from this body of research is disagreement: 
While some find a very strong impact of the media, others hardly find any influence at 
all. For example, Vliegenthart and Roggeband (2007) find a very small and negative 
effect of media attention for immigration on the parliamentary agenda in the 
Netherlands, while in a study of the neighboring country Belgium, Vliegenthart and 
Walgrave (2011) find that increasingly and in general considerably the media deter-
mine what is discussed in parliament. In a review of the literature, Walgrave and Van 
Aelst (2006) point out that these contradictions imply that the political agenda-setting 
power of the media is contingent. There is no simple answer to the question to what 
extent the media determine the political agenda, but the media’s influence depends on 
a number of factors (see also Walgrave et al. 2008).

Which factors, then, moderate if the media influence the political agenda? The 
authors have suggested that the type of issue (Bartels 1996; Soroka 2002), the type of 
media outlet (TV or newspaper, public or private) and the way topics are covered mat-
ters. Eilders (2000, 2002), for example, argues that the media are more likely to exert 
an influence when they collectively focus on the same issues (focus) and when they do 
so with overwhelmingly similar opinions (consonance). Moreover, besides character-
istics pertaining to the media agenda input that political actors are confronted with, 
parties and other political actors themselves play an active role in choosing when to 
copy issues from the media agenda. The transfer of salience is by no means automatic 
or mechanic, as political actors have a choice whether to react or not to what the media 
are covering, and often consider this carefully.

The question then becomes, as Walgrave and Van Aelst (2006: 99) put it: “Why do 
political actors embrace issues put forward by the media?” Green-Pedersen and 
Stubager (2010) have recently examined the strategic incentives parties face when 
deciding to adopt issues from the media agenda, and found that parties tend to respond 
to media attention on issues they “own” (see also Vliegenthart and Walgrave 2011). 
This paper extends the argument that the media’s influence on the political agenda 
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depends on parties’ strategic interests in political competition, but it also takes the way 
topics are discussed into account. In a recent study on Denmark, Thesen (2013) found 
news content characteristics in interaction with the political context condition parties’ 
incentives to adopt owned issues from the media agenda. For example, opposition par-
ties have more reason to respond to bad news than government parties, because gov-
ernment could be held responsible for the situation. In this paper, the idea that the 
content of the coverage—not just the topic—matters in parties’ decisions to bring 
news into politics is further explored, by considering more broadly how an issue is 
framed. However, before moving further, we turn to the concept of framing, to develop 
how this is a crucial concept in understanding the strategic incentives parties have to 
adopt issues from the media agenda.

Framing and Party Competition

Framing, in Entman’s (1993: 52) much cited definition, is “to select some aspects of 
a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a 
way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evalu-
ation, and/or treatment recommendation.” So, by framing the meaning of an issue or 
problem is construed, and as a consequence certain solutions become more salient, 
while others are pushed to the background. Parties, in pursuit of the implementation 
of their specific policies, want issues to be defined in terms facilitating their solu-
tions. In other words, parties have a great interest in promoting the framing that most 
closely fits their program (e.g., Helbling et al. 2010). This makes it more likely they 
will attain their policy objectives, as well as their vote-seeking objectives if they suc-
cessfully get their frames across to the electorate (Müller and Strøm 1999).

Much like they “own” particular issues (Petrocik 1996), then, parties may be linked 
to certain frames. This notion has recently been recognized in the literature on policy 
framing. Slothuus and De Vreese (2010), for example, use the term party frames to 
denote issue frames that are explicitly sponsored by a political party. Similarly, 
Petersen et al. (2010) argue that parties use frames to signal their value reputations or 
ideology to citizens. Accordingly, voters associate political parties with particular 
frames in the political debate, that is, they recognize the party frames. To sum up, par-
ties promote the issue frame that leads naturally to their preferred policy solutions. In 
parallel fashion, their competitors strive for their framing of an issue to become the 
dominant interpretation. An important part of party competition is, therefore, a strug-
gle over the meaning of an issue, that is, a fight over frames (Van der Pas et al. 2012). 
In this way, frames are an integral part of party competition (see also Chong and 
Druckman 2007; Hänggli and Kriesi 2010; Sniderman and Theriault 2004).

As argued above, political parties work hard to get the frames that are supportive to 
their argument into the dominant discourse. Conversely, their competitors also pro-
mote their framing, while other actors in the public sphere (journalists, opinion mak-
ers, interest groups, etc.) also add to the total framing of an issue. Parties therefore 
rarely have a monopoly over the way issues are defined. This straightforwardly leads 
to the reason why parties should pay attention to the same issues as the media do when 
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the media are using their frame. When media reporting provides a context in which 
their frame prevails, their policy solutions appear more plausible, so it makes sense to 
strike iron when it’s hot and discuss the issue in parliament at that moment. In contrast, 
if parties broach a topic while the framing of it in the media is in discord with their 
platform and framing, they will have a hard time finding support for their policies. 
Previous studies have shown that framing is more persuasive if it resonates with prior 
beliefs or opinions an individual holds (e.g., Entman 2004; Gamson and Modigliani 
1989; Schemer et al. 2012). As Hänggli and Kriesi (2010: 143) summarize “frames 
that employ more culturally resonant terms have a greater potential for influence.” 
When a party discusses an issue in a frame that was just used for the same issue in the 
news, the audience is already familiar with the frame. As a consequence, it not only 
saves a party the effort of framing the issue in the preferred frame, it also makes the 
framing of the party more powerful because it resonates.

Hypotheses

The expectation of this study is that parties stress issues when the media framing is 
congruent with their own framing. So parties keep an eye on the framing of an issue in 
the media, and respond in parliament when the media framing resembles their own. 
This directly leads to the first hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 (main effect hypothesis): The closer the framing of an issue in the 
media is to the framing of the party, the more likely the party is to address the issue 
in parliament.

Accordingly, when the media framing is not to their advantage, parties will call less 
attention to an issue than usual. This does not mean that they will be completely silent 
on the topic, but simply that—everything else being equal—they emphasize it less 
than they would have had the media framing been closer to their own. In short then, 
Hypothesis 1 postulates an effect of framing closeness between a party and the media 
on a party’s issue salience. However, the way an issue is framed in the media should 
matter only when there is sufficient coverage. If the media hardly report on an issue, 
the mix of frames used in those few articles will not be very important, whereas when 
newspaper pages overflow with articles on a certain topic, the framing of this huge 
amount of coverage matters a lot for parties. In other words, it could be that media 
attention needs to pass a certain threshold before framing starts to have an effect, that 
is, there is an interaction between the closeness in framing and media salience:

H2 (interaction hypothesis): The closeness in framing between a party and the 
media has a stronger effect on a political party’s agenda when media attention for 
the issue is high.

While this interaction means that more media attention bolsters the effect of fram-
ing closeness, it conversely would also indicate that media attention has a stronger 
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effect on parliamentarians when the framing is congruent. These two readings of the 
interaction effect are merely two sides of the same coin; however, it is worth noting the 
substantive implication. Interpreted that way, closeness in framing is one of the factors 
that moderate the impact the media agenda has on the political agenda (Walgrave and 
Van Aelst 2006). The interaction hypothesis therefore speaks directly to the literature 
on the conditionality of the media’s political agenda-setting power.

As noted before, parties also actively try to influence the way issues are framed in 
the public debate, and journalist often use politicians as direct sources in their cover-
age. It could be, therefore, that parties do not actually respond to the right framing in 
media, but simply first spread their framing of a topic in the media, and then address 
the issue in parliament. If this were the case, a closeness in framing between media and 
a party preceding a parliamentary question would merely be an epiphenomenon of the 
fact that the party is the “framer” in both domains. To test this alternative explanation, 
whether a party is a big contributor to the coverage of an issue in the media is included 
as a control variable.

The hypotheses are tested on the issues of European integration and immigration in 
Sweden and the Netherlands. In Sweden, the EU is a politically contested issue, but 
immigration is remarkably little politicized, whereas in the Netherlands immigration 
has been fiercely disputed in politics, and the EU until very recently retained its “sleep-
ing giant” status (Van der Eijk and Franklin 2004). Thus, these four cases present a 
nice spread in predicted outcomes, because—following the interaction hypothesis—
framing closeness should only have an effect in the cases when media salience is suf-
ficiently high. According to the hypotheses, an effect should be visible for immigration 
in the Netherlands and the EU in Sweden, but not for immigration in Sweden and the 
EU in the Netherlands. In the next section, the context of the two countries and issues 
is discussed a little further.

The Issues of European Integration and Immigration in 
Sweden and the Netherlands

Like many of its Nordic neighbors, Sweden is somewhat reluctant toward the European 
Union. Entry to the Union was decided by a very narrow majority in a referendum in 
1993, shortly after which support declined to a minority again. The Miljöpartiet and 
Vänsterpartiet (Green party and Left party) even called for a withdrawal from the 
Union, and since continued to oppose European integration. The Eurosceptic parties 
led a successful campaign against adoption of the Euro currency at the 2003 referen-
dum, and also consistently perform well at European parliamentary elections, with 
most notably the single issue Eurosceptic party Junilisten receiving 15 percent of the 
votes in 2004 (Raunio 2007). In addition, the issue has laid bare deep tensions within 
the Social Democratic party, and is on average very salient among Swedish parties 
(Netjes and Binnema 2007). Immigration, on the contrary, is exceptionally little politi-
cized in Sweden (Dahlström and Esaiasson 2013). There was an anti-immigration 
party in the early nineties, Ny Demokrati, but it disappeared from parliament quite 
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quickly. The mainstream right had strategic incentives to keep the issue nonsalient, to 
be able to govern together with proimmigrant parties as well as to keep internal divi-
sions below the surface (Green-Pedersen and Krogstrup 2008). As a consequence, 
even though there existed anti-immigrant sentiment among the public, the issue was 
not prevalent in Swedish politics up till 2010.

In the Netherlands, immigration received some political and media attention in the 
90s, but the main anti-immigrant party, the Centrum Partij, and later Centrum 
Democraten, was effectively boycotted in parliament as well as in the media (Van 
Spanje and Van der Brug 2007).1 Full politicization of the issue did not take place until 
the early 2000s, after the debate was sparked by international events such as the 9/11 
attacks and Madrid bombings as well as the adoption of the issue locally by more 
mainstream actors (e.g., Paul Scheffer). Most crucial though was the spectacular rise 
of anti-immigrant party Lijst Pim Fortuyn in 2001 to 2002 (Koopmans and Muis 
2009). Mainstream parties were left in an awkward position, as the Labor party PvdA 
was blamed for past failures of immigration policies and the liberal party VVD was 
confronted with pressure from competitors to the right (Van Reekum and Duyvendak 
2012). From 2006 the anti-immigrant niche was filled by Wilders’ Party for Freedom 
(Van der Brug et al. 2009). By contrast, the issue of European integration remained on 
the background of Dutch national politics for a longer period, and while it was shortly 
contested around the 2005 referendum (De Vries 2009), the issue only as recently as 
the 2012 elections really broke into the domestic political debate.

Table 1 below summarizes the expectations for the four cases. Two of the cases, 
immigration in Sweden and the European integration issue in the Netherlands, only 
provide weak tests of the theory, as merely the absence of an effect is predicted. The 
expectation here is that the closeness in framing has no significant main effect, due to 
the relatively low media salience of the issues. Though it is less evident whether to 
anticipate an interaction, my expectation is that media attention in these cases is 
never enough for the main effect and interaction to combine into a significant effect 
of the closeness in framing. The two other cases, the EU in Sweden and immigration 
in the Netherlands, offer the more thorough tests because here significant effects are 
expected. In both these cases, parties are expected to emphasize the issue more in 

Table 1. Summary of Expectations for the Four Cases.

Country Issue
Level of 

Politicization

Expectation Regarding 
Main Effect Framing 

Proximity (H1)

Expectation Regarding 
Interaction Between 

Framing Proximity and 
Media Salience (H2)

Sweden EU High Positive Positive
Sweden Immigration Low Zero Zero
Netherlands EU Low Zero Zero
Netherlands Immigration High Positive Positive

Note. H1 = main effect hypothesis; H2 = interaction hypothesis.
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parliament when the media use their frames, and put less emphasis on it if the media 
framing is very much unlike their own (H1). In addition, they are expected to respond 
more strongly to media framing when attention for the issue in the media is high 
(H2). In combination, the four cases—with their crossed expectations—give the 
opportunity to exclude country as well as issue specific explanations, and thus really 
put the spotlight on the framing and attention as causes.

Data: Salience

This article inspects if parties pay more attention to an issue if the media framing coin-
cides with their own, so the response variable is the salience of an issue for a specific 
party. Parliamentary questions are used to measure this, as they are the prime avenue 
for parties to put new issues on the legislative agenda and thus further their policy 
goals (as opposed to manifestos for example, which are further removed from imple-
mentation). Furthermore, parliament is also the political arena that is most likely to 
respond to the media agenda (Walgrave et al. 2008). The measure for salience was 
obtained via automated content analysis on the oral questions in the parliamentary 
proceedings from 1995 to 2010. First, the text of the oral questions was selected from 
the proceedings based on the titles.2 Second, the number of words related to the issue, 
either immigration or European integration, was counted for every question using pre-
viously developed search strings (see Vliegenthart 2007; Vliegenthart et al. 2008; 
search strings may be found in Appendix A). This count was summed over all ques-
tions of a party in the same quarter of a year. Because oral and written questions are 
primarily an instrument of the opposition, government parties ask fewer questions and 
consequently score lower on the issue words. As a third step therefore, the search 
string count was divided by the total number of words in the questions posed by mem-
bers of the party in that quarter.3 Thus, the resulting salience score taps the amount of 
time and resources a party is willing to invest in an issue, given the limited number of 
issues they can address in parliamentary questions (see Appendix B for a descriptive 
overview of the collected data).

Salience of the issues EU and immigration in the media, one of the independent 
variables, was measured in a very similar way with an automated content analysis of 
two daily newspapers. Previous work has shown that political parties respond more 
strongly to newspapers than to television or radio news, so newspapers were chosen 
over other media for their most likely effect (Bartels 1996; Roberts and McCombs 
1994). To get a representative overview of newspaper reporting, for the Netherlands 
the most widely read quality paper, de Volkskrant, and the most widely read tabloid 
paper, De Telegraaf, were selected, while for Sweden the most read morning paper 
Dagens Nyheter and most read evening paper Aftonbladet were included. First, like for 
the parliamentary questions, the number of EU and immigration related words were 
counted with the help of search strings in LexisNexis’ newspaper database for the 
Dutch papers and the newspaper archive Retriever for the Swedish papers. Second, a 
visibility score was calculated using this formula:
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where v(issue) is the visibility of an issue in a given quarter (t) of a year, a denotes 
an article from all articles in this period, hfbody is the number of mentions in the body 
of the article, while hfhead is the number of mentions in the headline. The log transfor-
mation and the multiplication by 8 and 2, respectively, gives mentions in the headline 
three times the weight of mentions in the rest of the article (see Boomgaarden and 
Vliegenthart 2007: 80).4 Third, the visibility scores of the two papers in each country 
were combined with equal weights, except for the period prior to 1998 when De 
Telegraaf was not digitally available, and for which a weighted version of the 
Volkskrant score was used.5 Finally, because an interaction term is used in the models, 
the visibility score was standardized within each issue and country combination, so 
that the main effects can be interpreted more easily.

As discussed, an alternative explanation for a congruence in framing could be that 
parties first plug an issue (using their framing) in the media, and subsequently discuss 
it in parliament. This explanation is tested by including as a control the percentage of 
coverage of an issue in which the party name occurs. The idea here is that if a party is 
directly responsible for the framing in an article, for example, a party member is 
explicitly quoted or paraphrased, the name of the party will be mentioned. This control 
was constructed by selecting the articles from the two newspapers that contain at least 
one immigration or EU search string word in the header, and by counting within these 
articles the percentage containing the party name or acronym.6

Data: Framing

To gauge the framing of the issues among political parties and in the media, trained 
coders manually coded newspaper articles and parliamentary questions and speeches. 
For the newspapers, three (EU) or four (immigration) articles per month were ran-
domly selected from all articles in the database containing at least one mention of EU 
or immigration related words in the header. We selected from articles mentioning these 
terms in the header to ensure the coders received material that was on-topic, and arti-
cles that were nonetheless not on-topic were manually filtered out afterward. Similarly, 
for political framing, four parliamentary questions were randomly sampled from the 
question hours in which the EU and immigration search strings yielded at least three 
hits, and off-topic questions were discarded manually. In addition, for the Dutch par-
liament in each year the two debates containing most EU or immigration related words 
were selected, and from these debates the first entry of each party was coded. This is 
the speech MPs prepare completely beforehand, so it reflects the carefully chosen 
framing of the party best.

For each issue, the coders could choose six non–mutually-exclusive frames: the 
economic frame, the social frame, the cultural frame, the judicial/legal frame, the 
international security frame and the political frame.7 The economic frame signals that 
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the issue of immigration or European integration are described in economic or finan-
cial terms and/or referring to economic or financial consequences for individuals, 
groups, organizations, or countries. The social frame means the issue is presented in 
light of concerns dealing with the welfare state, social housing, health care, elderly 
care, education, or other social concerns. The cultural frame is used for example for 
mentions of uni/multiculturalism, cultural integration or assimilation, creating, main-
taining or defending of own or others identity or nationality, the use of religious sym-
bols, signs, or holidays. The judicial or legal frame denotes framing in terms of laws 
and regulations, for example mentions of jurisdiction, (criminal) law, justice, discrimi-
nation, or human rights. The international security frame means the issue is presented 
in light of the international balance of power between states, peace and war, security, 
defense, or geopolitics. The political frame, finally, is when the issue is discussed from 
an institutional or political-strategic viewpoint, for example dealing with the notion of 
democracy, constitutional affairs, the institutional framework, the bureaucracy, politi-
cal institutions, elites, or parties.

Via these frames, parties or journalists can provide a meaning in six different ways 
to the issues of immigration and European integration. The hypothesis of this paper is 
that a closeness in framing between a party and media matters, so how is this mea-
sured? To tap the closeness in framing, a simple measure of Euclidean proximity was 
calculated in four steps. First, for each party the preference for a frame was assessed 
by calculating the fraction of questions and speeches in which the frame was used over 
all coded parliamentary questions and speeches. Second, the scores for each party 
were standardized within a frame, so only the differences among parties, and not so 
much among frames remained.8 Third, for every quarter of a year in the research 
period, the fraction a frame was used by the media was calculated from the coded 
newspaper articles, and these fractions were also standardized within each frame. 
Because three to four articles were sampled per month for each of the two newspapers, 
the quarterly framing scores for the media are based on 18 to 24 coded articles, minus 
the articles that coders deemed off-topic. Fourth, an overall framing proximity mea-
sure was computed for each issue separately via a Euclidean distance formula multi-
plied by −1:

 proximity party,media at party media at t t
i

i i( ) = − −
=
∑1

1

6
2* ( ) ,     (2)

where i is the index of frames, partyi is the standardized fraction of questions in 
which the party uses frame i, and media at ti is the standardized fraction of coded 
articles at time t using frame i. Thus, the proximity in framing between a party and the 
media at a given time point is the reverse of a framing distance score. Last, like the 
media salience measure, the framing proximity score was standardized within a coun-
try-issue combination for ease of interpretation.
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Statistical Model

For each of the four cases (the issues of immigration and European integration in 
Sweden and the Netherlands) a separate model was built with the issue attention of 
parliamentary parties in the question hour as the dependent variable. This gives the 
data a time-series cross-sectional structure, with panels being parties which are fol-
lowed over time, measured in quarters from 1995 till 2010. First, the temporal struc-
ture was dealt with by checking that the series were stationary, and including in the 
right-hand side of the equation the dependent variable with lag 1 (the previous quarter) 
and lag 4 (a year earlier). The residuals were afterward inspected and found to be white 
noise, so serial correlation was sufficiently modeled. Second, OLS estimates with 
panel-corrected standard errors were used with a correction for contemporaneous cor-
relation and heteroskedasticity (Beck and Katz 1995). Furthermore, to make sure the 
causal factors took place before the response, a lag of 1 quarter was used on every 
independent variable. Finally, in avoid giving small parties a disproportionate impor-
tance in the analysis, observations were weighted by party size (as the share of parlia-
mentary seats).

Testing the Framing Proximity Hypotheses

We now turn to the empirical tests of the theory. According to the first hypothesis of 
this paper, framing proximity between newspapers and a party has a positive effect on 
the party’s issue salience: The more the framing in the media is supportive to a party’s 
argument, the likelier the party is to bring the issue up in parliament. Furthermore, 
following the second hypothesis, this effect is stronger the more media attention there 
is, implying that there is a positive interaction between framing proximity and media 
attention. In Table 2, the separate models for each four cases are displayed. To start 
with the weakest tests of the theory, that is, the cases in which only the absence of an 
effect was predicted, we can see that as expected neither for immigration in Sweden 
nor for the EU in the Netherlands any of the explanatory variable has a significant 
effect. The main effect of framing proximity is in both cases almost zero, and the inter-
action between the framing proximity and media salience is also not nearly significant. 
For the EU issue in the Netherlands, the model explains none of the variance, while for 
immigration in Sweden there is some variance explained, but this can be attributed to 
the lagged dependent variables.

So the two cases where no effect was expected indeed display none, but what about 
the cases where the framing closeness between parties and the media should matter? 
Looking at the first model, for the issue of immigration in the Netherlands, we see a 
significant positive main effect of framing proximity, but no significant interaction 
between framing proximity and the attention for the issue in newspapers. So Dutch par-
ties tend to pay attention to the framing of immigration and discuss the topic more when 
the framing the media matches their own, but do not do this more intensely when media 
report a lot about immigration. In other words, the framing matters, regardless of the 
amount of media attention. This is effect is found while controlling for the party’s own 
occurrence in the coverage of the issue, which indicates that parties do not merely 
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respond to the media attention they generated themselves. In addition, it is striking that 
media salience does not have a significant impact on the questions parties ask on immi-
gration topics in parliament. Possibly sheer attention in the media only has a short term 
effect that is not captured in the quarterly time span used here, while apparently the 
influence of the framing context provided by the media is more persistent.

Finally, in the last column the model for the EU issue in Sweden has no significant 
main effects, but does have a significant positive interaction between framing proxim-
ity and media salience. To get a clearer picture of the net effects in realistic situations 
for the issue of the EU in Sweden, Figure 1 shows the marginal effect of framing 
proximity on party issue attention in parliament depending on the salience in the 
media, and conversely (in the lower panel) the effect of media salience depending on 
the proximity in framing (see Brambor et al. 2006). The histograms display which 
values of the variable along the x-axis are in the data set. In the upper panel we see that 
when media salience is relatively low (below 0.46), the effect of framing proximity is 
not different from zero, or even negative (for media salience values below −1). Yet as 
the salience of EU matters in the Swedish papers goes up (above 0.46), the effect of 
framing proximity becomes positive and increasingly strong. In other words, when 
newspapers write very little about the issue, it does not matter for parties whether the 
media framing coincides with their own, but when the issue is all over the papers, the 
framing becomes more and more important. This amounts to more than a threshold: 

Table 2. Determinants of Issue Attention in Parliamentary Questions, 1995–2010.

Netherlands Sweden

 Immigration EU Immigration EU

Framing proximity t − 1 0.023* (0.011) 0.001 (0.005) −0.001 (0.007) 0.005 (0.006)
Media salience t − 1 0.001 (0.011) −0.006 (0.004) 0.002 (0.009) 0.003 (0.005)
Framing proximity t − 1 

× media salience t − 1
−0.002 (0.010) −0.004 (0.004) −0.009 (0.009) 0.020** (0.006)

Party-issue co-
occurrence in media 
t − 1

−0.002 (0.002) −0.000 (0.001) 0.001 (0.002) −0.002 (0.001)

Parliamentary questions 
t − 1

0.109 (0.086) −0.006 (0.068) 0.156 (0.080) 0.123 (0.067)

Parliamentary questions 
t − 4

0.214* (0.087) 0.009 (0.049) 0.192** (0.066) 0.193** (0.069)

Constant 0.104*** (0.020) 0.036*** (0.006) 0.048*** (0.011) 0.076*** (0.011)
N (parties × time 

points)
413 402 301 287

N (parties) 11 10 7 7
Adjusted R2 0.05 0.00 0.10 0.08
Chi square 14.82 3.32 21.12 21.72

Note. OLS estimates weighted by party size with correlated panel-corrected standard errors in parenthe-
ses; framing proximity and media salience are standardized per country and issue combination.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.



54 The International Journal of Press/Politics 19(1)

The effect of framing proximity actually keeps growing as media salience rises. Again, 
this holds while controlling for coverage in which the framing might directed by the 
party. The lower panel is based on the same interaction, but here the emphasis is on the 
transfer of salience, with framing proximity on the x-axis moderating the effect of  
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Figure 1. Marginal effects for the EU issue in Sweden with 95% confidence intervals.
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the media agenda on the party agenda in parliament. The effect of media attention on 
party agendas indeed ranges from significantly negative to significantly positive 
depending on framing proximity: When the media framing is similar to that of the 
party, parliamentarians adopt the issue the media put on their agenda, however when 
the media framing is not at all like their preferred framing of the issue, they actually 
discuss the issue less if the media bring it up.

In summary, as expected in the two cases of politicized issues a closeness in framing 
with the media leads parties to emphasize an issue more. Nevertheless, there is a subtle 
difference in the way in which frame closeness works: in one case through a main effect 
(H1), and in the other via an interaction (H2). On the one hand, for the issue of the EU 
in Sweden a significant interaction between media salience and framing proximity was 
found, which means that parties react to the frames in the media more when the issue is 
more visible in the media. On the other hand, for immigration in the Netherlands only 
a main effect of framing proximity was found, so for this issue the amount of media 
attention was of no importance. It therefore appears that, at least in the period from 
1995 till 2010, Dutch parties were always sensitive to the framing in the media, whereas 
for Swedish parties media framing only mattered if the visibility was high enough. A 
possible explanation for this difference is that the attention for immigration in Dutch 
newspapers was always high while it varied for the EU in Sweden, or alternatively, that 
the immigration issue was such a game changer for Dutch politics that parties were 
constantly watching the framing, even if it was not on the front pages. As said though, 
this is a small difference, as for both cases in most instances a closer resemblance to the 
media framing led to a greater issue emphasis in parliament.

Discussion and Conclusion

An important part of politics is the struggle over the way problems are defined. Parties 
not only compete by taking different positions or selectively emphasizing different 
issues, but also by promoting their way of understanding the issues, that is, frames (see 
Chong and Druckman 2007; Hänggli and Kriesi 2010; Sniderman and Theriault 2004). 
This study adds to our understanding of this struggle over meaning by showing that 
parties strategically bring issues into parliament when their framing is prevalent in the 
media, and avoid an issue when it is not. It is rational for parties to put issues on the 
political agenda when the framing in the media is similar to the party’s own framing, as 
the party frame will resonate and the party’s proposed policy solutions will seem more 
appropriate. Contrariwise, when the media use a framing that is very different from the 
party’s own, it will be very hard for the party to find support for its policies in parlia-
ment, and it would be wiser to keep the issue of the legislative agenda. Four cases with 
each a pooled time-series model bring support to the theory. As expected, in the cases 
of the unpoliticized issues of immigration in Sweden and European integration in the 
Netherlands, parties were unresponsive to the framing used in the media, while for the 
politicized issues of European integration in Sweden and immigration in the Netherlands 
parties put the issues on the agenda when the framing in the media was right.

At least two conclusions follow from these findings. First, the results underline the 
importance of framing in political competition. Much of the work on party competition 
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focuses on either positions or on salience (Budge and Farlie 1983; Downs 1957), while 
the struggle over frames is an essential part of politics. Yet framing studies have only 
recently begun to consider situations outside the experimental setting and with compet-
ing frames (Chong and Druckman 2007; Schaffner and Sellers 2009). This study pro-
vides evidence of the significance of frames in the real-world setting of media-politics 
interactions in parliamentary democracies. Moreover, the impact of framing was even 
more pronounced than that of media salience, which had a significant effect in only in 
one of the cases. The limited effect of media salience is probably due to the focus on 
long term dynamics, and it is likely that a stronger effect would have been visible with 
a monthly or weekly time span. Yet in this light the consistent effect of framing close-
ness is even more interesting, as apparently the consequences of media frames do per-
sist over a longer period.

Second, the findings emphasize that parties opportunistically choose when to respond 
to the media and when not to. Thus, they contribute to the recent set of studies that stress 
that the transfer of salience to politics is not automatic, but that parties strategically filter 
media attention according to their interests (Green-Pedersen and Stubager 2010; Thesen 
2013). This way, the study also adds to our wider understanding of the conditionality of 
the media’s political agenda-setting power (Walgrave and Van Aelst 2006).

In the present article, only two policy issues in two countries are studied, and this 
of course begs the question whether the results hold equally for other issues. A full 
answer requires research on more issues, but immigration and European integration do 
seem to be typical of the wider set of politically contested issues. However, not all 
issues are contested: Just like there are valance issues for which parties do not hold 
different positions, there might be issues for which parties agree over the framing, or 
have not developed their frame preferences yet. Further research could establish which 
issues are characterized by a framing consensus and, relatedly, when and how parties 
form preferences for specific frames.

In brief, this paper found evidence for a very general pattern of political responses 
to media communication. It argued that this strategy would help a party attain its goals, 
and as a follow-up it would be very interesting to see if this behavior indeed brings the 
intended benefits. Do parties that keep more firmly to this media strategy get more 
policies implemented? Do they get a more favorable evaluation from voters as a result 
of frame resonance? Does this strategy help parties become associated with an issue 
and possibly attain ownership in the eyes of the electorate? Furthermore, the proposed 
media strategy should serve the policy-seeking goals of the party, but not all parties are 
equally policy-seeking. It is therefore to be expected that, even though the pattern 
found here holds in general, some parties use a very different strategy when it comes 
to dealing with media frames and attention (see also Hänggli and Kriesi 2012). Are 
there for instance parties that do not avoid a topic when the framing is contrary to their 
own, but rather try to engage in the conversation and turn the framing around by stress-
ing the issue more? Surprisingly little research is done on different strategies for media 
frames, let alone what the consequences of different strategies might be. These are 
interesting questions for further research, as answers bring us closer to understanding 
what is on the political agenda, and moreover, who determines what is.
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Appendix A: Search Strings

This appendix documents the search strings that were used to measure salience of the 
issues in parliamentary questions and in newspaper articles. For the parliamentary and 
the newspaper data, the number of hits on the search string below was counted. 
Composites were counted as one hit, so that for example “Europeiska unionen” and 
“EU” both count as one. For the parliamentary data, the search string was applied 
without the “w/” operator, while in the media data the operator “w/10” means that the 
word should occur within ten words of the previous word. An asterisk (used for parlia-
mentary and media data) functions as a wildcard, so at the end of a word this indicates 
that any ending is allowed.

Table A1. 

Country Issue Search String

Sweden European integration (Europeiska unionen) or (EU) or (Europeiska 
gemenskap*) or (EG) or (Europaparlamentet) or 
(Europeiska kommissionen)

Sweden Immigration diskrim* or (skola* or kurs* or lektion* or utbildning*) 
w/10 (utlän* or flykting* or gästarbetar* or 
asylsök*)) or (svenska för invandrare) or språkkurs* 
or språkundervisn* or anhöriginvandring* 
or skenäktenskap* or utlänn* or flykting* or 
gästarbetare* or asylsök* or invandr* or (illegala 
flyktingar) or utvis* or Uppehållstillstånd* or 
Mångkult* or tvångsgiftermål* or tvångsäktenskap* 
or (brud* w/5 utland) or (försörjningskrav w/20 
äktenskap*) or asyl* or Flyktingamnesti* or 
Huvudduk* or slöja* or burka*

Netherlands European integration (Europese Unie) or ALLCAPS(EU) or (Europese 
Gemeenschap) or ALLCAPS(EG) or (Europees 
Parlement) or (Europese Commissie) or ((Europees 
Hof) w/5 Justitie)

Netherlands Immigration discrim* or (haat w/5 aanzet) or (scholing* or (cursus* 
or les* or onderwijs or oprot*) w/10 (migrant* or 
immi* or alloch* or asiel* or buitenl*)) or (cursus w/1 
Nederlands) or taalcur* or taalles* or taalonderw* or 
gezinsherenig* or schijnhuw* or nephuw* or uithuw* 
or immig* or alloch* or vreemdeling* or migran* or 
moslim* or islam* or asiel* or illegalen or uitgezet* 
or verblijfs* or multicult* or (massa w/1 regularis*) or 
regularis* or importbruid or (bruid* w/5 buitenland) 
or (inkomenseis w/20 trouw*) or pluriform* or 
asielzoeker* or vluchteling* or (generaal pardon) or 
hoofddoek* or kopvod*
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Appendix B: Descriptive Results

This appendix gives a descriptive overview of the data that were collected for this 
paper, to give some insight into the face-validity of this novel data set. For brevity only 
the two politicized issues are shown here (European integration in Sweden and immi-
gration in the Netherlands), as these well-known issues are easier to inspect.
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Notes

1. In this article, “immigration” denotes immigration and integration into society of people 
with an immigrant background.

2. The data were provided by Maarten Marx, who selected it from the data set created in 
the PolticalMashup project. The parliamentary questions were found by selecting from 
the Dutch data the speeches with “vragenuur” in the title, and from the Swedish data the 
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speeches with “frågestund,” “frågor till,” or “Svar på interpellation” in the title. Speeches 
that were not by members of parliament were filtered out (such as ministers responding to 
questions).

3. Members of the European Parliament were counted as speakers of their respective party’s 
parliamentary fraction; speakers from the Dutch Antilles and Aruba were excluded, as well 
as all Dutch parties that spoke less than 600 paragraphs (out of 469,733 paragraphs of par-
liamentary speech, so less than 0.13 percent) over the whole research period in the Dutch 
parliament. No such procedure was necessary for the Swedish data.

4. Newspapers change their formats and the newspaper databases may contain gaps, so to 
check whether this influenced the results, the total number of words in the entire paper 
of every second week of the month was counted for the Dutch newspapers. This measure 
for the size of the paper was also summed over quarters, and used to divide the EU and 
immigration word counts by, yielding a measure of the relative salience of an issue at a 
given time. This measure correlated very strongly with the visibility score used in the main 
analyses, and led to similar results.

5. This was done by calculating how much higher the mean visibility in the two papers was 
than then the visibility in only the Volkskrant, and multiplying the Volkskrant score by this 
factor in the period when only this paper was available.

6. The search strings of party names and acronyms is available on request.
7. The intercoder reliability for the frames in Dutch material was 0.65, 0.46, 0.61, 0.46, 0.63, 

and 0.41 (Krippendorff’s α on a random sample of 254 units with five coders), respec-
tively, for the economic, social, cultural, judicial, international, and political frame, and in 
the Swedish papers 0.52, 0.38, 0.61, 0.52, 0.48, and 0.24 (Krippendorff’s α on a random 
sample of 72 articles with two coders). Overall, these reliability scores range from accept-
able to rather low. However, there are two reasons why these data can still bring valuable 
insights. Firstly, the codes for individual frames are not used directly in the analyses, but 
grouped per time period into a frame usage fraction and then combined over frames into 
the framing proximity score. Each observation of the framing proximity measure is built 
up of on average 210 codes (6 frames × on average 15 articles = about 90 newspaper codes, 
plus about 6 frames × on average 20 parliamentary speeches or questions = 120 codes of 
parliamentary material, giving a total of 210 codes), and can therefore be expected to be 
much more reliable than its constituent parts. Second, the lower reliability scores bias the 
estimates such that effects are less likely to reach significance. In other words, the lower 
reliability scores make the tests of the hypotheses more conservative in the cases where 
positive effects are expected.

8. In addition, some frames are used far more often in the political arena than in the media, yet 
it is undesirable that these differences due to the arena start driving the results. This is also 
avoided by this standardization. In particular, for the Dutch immigration issue the political 
frame was used much more frequently in parliament than in newspapers (about 70 percent 
versus about 30 percent of coded units), so as an extra check the analysis was repeated for 
this issue but excluding the frame altogether, yielding identical results.
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The Bully Pulpit and Media 
Coverage: Power without 
Persuasion

Matthew R. Miles1

Abstract
Though modern presidents seem to be less persuasive in their public campaigns 
for policy, they are more likely to go public. In addition, they publicly campaign for 
policies that they could enact without the support of Congress or the public. The 
dominant view emphasizes the persuasive capacity of the president or his ability to 
set the agenda of various government institutions; however, this neglects one of the 
more powerful components of the bully pulpit. I demonstrate that presidents can use 
the bully pulpit to remove issues from the national news agenda with relative ease. 
By modeling the daily change in national media content, I show that presidents can 
divert the attention of the national media away from issues that are less desirable 
toward more favorable issues with a single televised address. This suggests that the 
bully pulpit is more powerful than the current literature expects.

Keywords
agenda-setting, broadcasting news, presidency, media effects

Introduction

Modern presidents seem to be less persuasive than their predecessors, yet they are 
going public more often (Cohen 2010; Edwards 2003; Kernell 1997). Despite signifi-
cant effort to explain this paradox, the literature does not yet offer a complete explana-
tion. In part, this is because both the "going public" paradigm (Kernell 1986) and 
recent challenges to the paradigm (Edwards 2003, 2009) emphasize the persuasive 
capacity of the president. Indeed, the dominant view of the public presidency is that 
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presidents give speeches to influence public opinion, which in turn influences the 
policy agenda of Congress (Barrett 2004;Canes-Wrone 2006; Kernell 1986; ; Tulis 
1987), the Supreme Court (Yates et al. 2005), or the bureaucracy (Whitford and Yates 
2009). Yet, this view reduces the role of the national news media to an intermediary 
between the president and the public. In one extreme, the president is most persuasive 
when he bypasses the news media and delivers an undiluted message to the public 
(Rottinghaus 2010;; ), in the other, the news media hinder persuasion because they 
determine the tone or content of the message the public ultimately receives (Cohen 
2008, 2010; Eshbaugh-Soha and Peake 2006).

However, any issue advocate will tell you that getting an issue on the national 
agenda is no small feat. Most advocates expend substantial time and energy trying to 
get their issue on the national agenda (Baumgartner et al. 2009; Grossman 2012; ). In 
part, this is not only because media coverage of an issue influences the importance the 
public places on an issue (Cook et al. 1983; Erbring et al. 1980) but also because media 
coverage of an issue influences how people evaluate their political world (Krosnick 
and Kinder 1990; Miller and Krosnick 1997). Moreover, the national news media are 
the gatekeeper to the national agenda (McCombs and Shaw 1972). Yet, presidents may 
be uniquely positioned to influence the national agenda without considerable effort 
(Kernell 1986; Kingdon 1995; Young and Perkins 2005). Thus, modern presidents 
may go public more often to influence the content of the national news agenda.

As the singular national representative, presidents are uniquely positioned to influ-
ence both the tone and content of national news coverage (Eshbaugh-Soha and Peake 
2011; Kernell 1986; Peake 2007; Tulis 1987). However, recent work suggests that it is 
not easy for modern presidents to influence the tone of national news coverage (Cohen 
2008, 2010; Young and Perkins 2005). Yet, the ability of the president to influence the 
national news agenda is not clear. Some find that presidents can influence the news 
agenda through domestic policy addresses but not through foreign policy (Edwards 
and Wood 1999). Others argue that presidential addresses on easy, new, and salient 
issues will influence the national news agenda but addresses on less salient, complex 
issues do not influence the national news agenda (Eshbaugh-Soha and Peake 2011). 
Either way, presidential command of the national news agenda seems to require sub-
stantial sustained effort (Cohen 2010; Eshbaugh-Soha 2006; Eshbaugh-Soha and 
Peake 2011).

The problem is twofold. First, the emphasis the literature places on the persuasive 
capacity of the bully pulpit limits the scope of inquiry to issues that are clearly a part 
of the president’s policy agenda. Yet, modern presidents address the public nearly 
every day and not every issue is clearly a part of the president’s policy agenda. Second, 
the dominant methodology for measuring presidential influence of the national news 
agenda emphasizes large changes that occur between months and last at least a month 
(Edwards and Wood 1999; Eshbaugh-Soha and Peake 2004, 2005, 2011). Since the 
unit of analysis in these studies is the number of news stories in a month, this method 
does not measure daily changes that may last for less than a month. Yet, we know that 
news content changes daily and most news stories tend not to dominate news coverage 
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for extended periods of time. As such, it may seem like substantial effort is required to 
influence the national news agenda when that may not be true.

This article overcomes both shortcomings in the literature by proposing a new 
approach to the public presidency literature and analyzing the data with a method that 
accounts for daily changes in the content of national news. Multilevel growth models 
are commonly used to measure how individuals respond to changes over time (Biesanz 
et al. 2004; ; Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal 2012; Skrondal and Rabe-Hesketh 2010; 
Snijders and Bosker 2011). This article extends the approach to analysis of the national 
news media. Using daily counts of news stories coded by the Pew Research Center 
(Rosenstiel et al. 2007–2012), I model the influence of presidential speeches on the 
daily count of news stories by topic. The precision of this approach shows that a presi-
dent can substantially alter the content of the national news with one or two speeches.

In addition, this article demonstrates that presidents have significant power to 
divert the attention of the national news media away from some issues and toward oth-
ers. In the following sections, I demonstrate that one or two speeches about either 
domestic or foreign policy can significantly alter the content of the national news. This 
negative control of the national news agenda may be one reason that modern presi-
dents use the bully pulpit more often than their predecessors. Presidents may use the 
bully pulpit to influence the policy agenda, in the absence of persuasion.

The Public Presidency as a Persuasive Tool

The modern president wields power far beyond those articulated in the Constitution. 
Many presidents have taken advantage of the informal powers of the presidency to 
expand the formal powers of the office and promote their policy agenda (Neustadt 
1960; Tulis 1987). The rise of television provided presidents with another medium to 
influence the public agenda (Kernell 1986). However, despite early contentions that 
the president could use the bully pulpit to set the agenda of Congress and the public 
(Cohen 1995; Hill 1998; Kingdon 1995), recent work suggests that the power of the 
president to influence the public may be much more limited (Edwards 2003; Young 
and Perkins 2005).

Despite this, modern presidents go public more frequently than their predecessors 
(Kernell 1997). This article is motivated, in part, by this paradox. If modern presidents 
are less persuasive, why do modern presidents go public more often than their prede-
cessors? Some argue that presidential rhetorical power has not diminished, presidents 
simply lack the captive audience they once had (Baum and Kernell 1999; Eshbaugh-
Soha 2006; Kernell and Rice 2011). The fragmented audience requires him to give 
more speeches to reach the same number of people that presidents of an earlier era 
reached in a single speech. Others argue that presidents go public more often because 
an increase in news outlets requires more speeches to ensure that the message is prop-
erly framed across news outlets (Cohen 2010).

Indeed, the dominant view of the public presidency tends to define the success or 
failure of a particular public campaign in terms of persuasion. Yet, presidents are 
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uniquely positioned to influence the national news agenda, even when their message 
is not persuasive (Kingdon 1995). The focus that the current literature places on per-
suasion neglects the potential to displace issues on the national agenda using the bully 
pulpit. Presidents may be going public more often because televised addresses allow 
them to influence the national news agenda.

The National News Agenda

The media play an integral role in deciding which issues are placed on the national 
agenda. The media are the major source of national political information (McCombs 
and Shaw 1972:185). Media attention to particular issues influences both the salience 
(the importance people place on an issue) and the weight people place on one issue 
relative to another when evaluating their political world (through priming) (Cook  
et al. 1983; Erbring et al. 1980; Iyengar and Simon 1993; Krosnick and Kinder 1990; 
Miller and Krosnick 1997, 2000). As such, significant scholarly attention focuses on 
the ability of the president to influence the national agenda (Baumgartner and Jones 
1993; Edwards and Wood 1999; Eshbaugh-Soha and Peake 2004, 2011; Kingdon 
1995; Light 1999). Getting an issue on the national agenda is no small task (Downs 
1972; Nisbet and Huge 2006; Peters and Hogwood 1985). Yet, journalistic depen-
dence on sources uniquely positions the Executive Branch to influence the national 
news agenda because they provide a constant source of predictable and credible news 
(Bennett et al. 2007; Zaller and Chiu 1996). Indeed, presidential speeches seem to 
positively influence the national news agenda (Edwards and Wood 1999; Eshbaugh-
Soha 2006; Eshbaugh-Soha and Peake 2004, 2005, 2011).

However, presidential power in this realm is not clearly specified by the current 
literature. For instance, some argue that the president may influence the national 
agenda on domestic policy but not on foreign policy (Edwards and Wood 1999). 
Others argue that presidential leadership depends on the broader political context. For 
instance, presidents may be able to influence media coverage on new, salient, easy 
issues (Eshbaugh-Soha and Peake 2004) but not on important issues like the economy 
(Eshbaugh-Soha and Peake 2005, 2011). Methodological conventions may be one rea-
son that the literature does not provide clear consensus on presidential influence of the 
national agenda. Typically, the news agenda is measured by a monthly count of stories 
on a particular topic (Edwards and Wood 1999; Eshbaugh-Soha and Peake 2004, 2005, 
2011). Yet, the news agenda rarely changes in regularly occurring monthly intervals. 
The methods of inquiry used to date limit our ability to measure presidential influence 
that may occur more rapidly and for shorter durations. In short, presidential influence 
of the national agenda may seem to require significant effort on the part of the presi-
dent, a sustained campaign of some kind, and careful selection of issue type (Eshbaugh-
Soha and Peake 2011) because the methods of inquiry measure only changes that have 
effects longer than a month. This study corrects this perception by using an alternative 
method that measures daily changes in content of the national news.

In addition, most studies assume that presidential influence of the national media 
agenda is designed to indirectly influence other players in the policy negotiation 
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process (Edwards and Wood 1999; Eshbaugh-Soha and Peake 2011; Whitford and 
Yates 2009; Yates et al. 2005). This limits the scope to issues that are already on a part 
of the president’s agenda. However, if the media have the power to influence the 
importance of political issues in the public mind (through setting the agenda) as well 
as the importance of particular issues in the public presidential approval calculation 
(through priming), presidents have just as strong an incentive to displace items from 
the national agenda as they have to place items on the agenda.

The Public Presidency as a Tool to Displace Items on the 
National News Agenda

We know much about the processes through which a president can influence the press 
to place items on the national agenda; however, we know relatively little about the 
process through which items are displaced. In general, news stories tend not to domi-
nate the news cycle for extended periods of time (Downs 1972; Nisbet and Huge 2006; 
Peters and Hogwood 1985). Typically, issues receive attention when something news-
worthy happens (Bennett 1996; Bennett and Entman 2001). By doing something that 
the media deem newsworthy, a president could direct the attention of the national 
media toward something other than topics that had previously dominated the news 
cycle. Once the attention of the media has been diverted to a new issue, there is no 
reason to expect them to return to the previous issue, unless something newsworthy 
occurs to redirect their attention.

A president might be able to displace undesirable content from the national news 
agenda with a public campaign for a salient foreign policy objective. The president’s 
informational advantages in the realm of foreign policy make the new media highly 
dependent on him and more likely to report the story as he presents it (Bennett 1996). 
Particularly when the president can exercise unilateral authority, a public campaign for 
policy makes little sense under the current public presidency paradigm. Yet, a public 
campaign for a foreign policy objective that is both novel and salient is very likely to 
attract the attention of the press (Bennett 1996; Bennett and Entman 2001). Thus, 
while a president may not influence the news agenda for an extended period of time 
with a public campaign for foreign policy (Edwards and Wood 1999), he may be able 
to significantly alter the attention of the news media for a shorter period of time with 
a well-timed public address advocating a new foreign policy initiative.

In the domestic policy realm, the media are more likely to attend to issues on which 
Congress and the president conflict (Zaller 1992). A president might choose to go 
public on a domestic issue to divert the attention of the news media away from an 
undesirable issue and toward the conflict between the president and Congress. In this 
scenario, the president has less control over the tone of the news since the coverage 
will reflect the debate, but the president may be less concerned about the tone of the 
national coverage than the content. Again, the president is using the new issue as a 
diversion to displace another unwanted topic from the national agenda. Given the large 
audience presidential speeches still attract, especially when proposing a new initiative 
(Edwards 2003:88), and the journalistic norm to emphasize stories that involve 
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conflict (Bennett and Entman 2001), a presidential public campaign could influence 
the content of the national news. Indeed, a public campaign that emphasizes the differ-
ence in philosophy between members of Congress and the president could not only 
divert the attention of the media away from an unpleasant issue but also focus the news 
agenda on different proposed solutions to a particular problem.

As the national representative, the president is not only uniquely positioned to place 
items on the national agenda but also to displace items on the national agenda. Indeed, 
through a single speech or two on a newsworthy topic, modern presidents may be able 
to significantly alter the content of the national news media. This could be done 
through a public address about foreign policy or by addressing a domestic issue about 
which the president and the Congress disagree and might lead to interbranch conflict.

Hypothesis 1: A single televised presidential address on a salient foreign policy 
initiative will significantly decrease national news coverage about an undesirable 
topic and increase coverage on the topic addressed by the president.
Hypothesis 2: A single televised presidential address on a domestic policy initia-
tive that involves conflict between the president and Congress will significantly 
decrease national news coverage about an undesirable topic and increase coverage 
on the topic addressed by the president.

These hypotheses are tested using two case studies from two different presidencies 
that fit the conceptual conditions. The first test case involves George W. Bush’s 2007 
campaign for additional troops in Iraq. Consistent with the first hypothesis, the troop 
surge campaign involved an issue that was both salient and new, and the president had 
incentive to displace unwanted coverage of the new democratic majority in Congress 
from the national news agenda. The second case study involves Barack Obama’s cam-
paign to reduce the federal budget deficit. Consistent with the second hypothesis, the 
timing and content of the speech suggest that the intent behind this campaign was 
something other than persuasion. Indeed, the campaign began as an announcement of 
a policy agreement between Congress and the president. In the weeks prior to this 
campaign, the national news was dominated by international conflict and natural 
disasters, yet the domestic coverage focused on how the poorly performing economy 
was influencing state budget battles.

The Troop Surge

George W. Bush had devised his troop surge strategy by September 2006—before the 
election—and by December, he had all the details worked out, yet he waited to present 
it to the public until after the newly elected democratic majority had been sworn in 
(Bush 2010). As commander-in-chief, President Bush neither needed support from 
Congress to change his Iraq strategy or to reallocate troops from one region to another 
nor did he need public support. I contend that President Bush chose a public campaign 
over this issue because he wanted to change the focus of the national media from his 
defeat in the 2006 election to his new strategy in Iraq. By publicly proposing a new 
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foreign policy initiative when he did, President Bush diverted the attention of the news 
media away from coverage about the Democrats in Congress and toward his vision for 
the future of Iraq.

Data and Method

The dependent variable for these analyses comes from content-analyzed stories pro-
vided by the Project for Excellence in Journalism’s News Coverage Index (Rosenstiel 
et al. 2007–2012). The index provides a daily count of stories on a particular topic 
contained in more than four dozen news outlets from the five main sectors of main-
stream media—print, network TV, cable, online, and radio. They include evening and 
morning network news, several hours of daytime and prime-time cable news each day, 
newspapers from around the country, the top online news sites, and radio, including 
headlines, long form programs and talk. For the forty-day period used to analyze the 
troop surge, the data set has more than 1,500 stories coded by topic.

Ultimately, we want to know something about what influences the change in con-
tent from one day to the next. For this reason, I estimate the model using a multilevel 
growth model. This approach allows the model to estimate the influence of indepen-
dent variables that change with time (presidential speeches) on the change of trajec-
tory of the dependent variable day by day (Biesanz et al. 2004; Curran and Bollen 
2001; Snijders and Bosker 2011).

The analysis of the data involves several steps. First, I model the influence of the 
troop surge speech on news content using topic dummies for each story with fifteen or 
more mentions in the forty-day period. The dependent variable is the count of the 
number of stories on a topic and the dependent variable has significant over-disper-
sion, so the models are estimated using maximum likelihood estimation with a nega-
tive binomial link (Agresti 2007; Kosuke et al. 2007; Long 1997). In addition, my 
hypotheses are conditional in nature; a speech on the topic predicts a change in news 
coverage, but the absence of a speech on the topic predicts no change in news coverage 
on that topic. For this reason, each of the story topics is interacted with the dummy 
codes for the speeches (Aiken et al. 1991; Brambor et al. 2006). This models the effect 
of a presidential speech on the number of stories on a given topic after the speech. For 
instance, to model the influence of the troop surge speech on the number of stories 
about the change in congressional control to the Democrats takes the following form:

log(λi) = β0 + β1(Troop Surge) + β2(State of the Union) + β3(Story topic) +  
β4(Troop Surge * Topic) + β5(SOU * Topic) + log(Ni).

Statistical significance of predictors alone (indicated by stars in the table) is not 
conclusive evidence that hypothesized relationships exist. To improve confidence in 
the findings, I estimate the final model one step at a time showing how each model 
improves on the previous model. I begin with a simple negative binomial regression 
model that does not include any interactions.
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Table 1 displays the results of the regression models. The statistical significance of 
different story topics in model 1 indicates that there were more stories on these par-
ticular topics over the forty-day period than other topics contained in the model. Model 
2 displays the results of a negative binomial regression that includes all the hypothe-
sized relationships, including interaction terms, but it does not account for change over 
time. Controlling for all other topics, the troop surge speech had a statistically signifi-
cant positive effect on the number of stories in the national news media about the troop 
surge. Model 2 is a better fitting model, demonstrated by the decreased AIC and the 
reduction in the negative log likelihood.

Model 3 displays the results of a multilevel negative binomial regression model. 
Multilevel regression models account for the systematic error that occurs when the 
structure of the data is influenced by group characteristics. Each story topic is esti-
mated at the first level and time is the second. Story topics are nested within days of 
the week. This technique models change in the trajectory of stories over time, estimat-
ing a separate intercept and slope for each story topic over time (Biesanz et al. 2004; 
Curran and Bollen 2001; Duncan et al. 2006; Snijders and Bosker 2011). Model 3 
displays the results from the multilevel negative binomial regression model with a 
random intercept that varies for each of the twenty-four time points (Agresti 2007; 
Min and Agresti 2005). The results indicate that the troop surge speech significantly 
increased the amount of news coverage on the troop surge. However and perhaps more 
importantly, the State of the Union also significantly decreased the number of stories 
about the Democrat majority in Congress (H1).

The next step of the analysis calculates the predicted number of stories by topic 
given certain conditions. Though it is impossible to rewrite history and see what might 
have happened if President Bush did not deliver the troop surge speech, we can gener-
ate predicted probabilities. Figure 1 displays the predicted number of stories by topic 
for different conditions.

Statistical significance tells us little about the substantive change that a presidential 
address has on the content of national news coverage. Figure 1 displays the predicted 
number of stories calculated using postestimation techniques (Kosuke et al. 2007). If 
President Bush had never given a speech on the troop surge or the State of the Union 
address, the predicted number of stories on the change in congressional control is 
twenty times higher than the predicted number of stories on the troop surge. Following 
the troop surge speech, the model-predicted number of stories on the change in con-
gressional control is four times less than the predicted number of stories on the troop 
surge. This demonstrates that a single speech on foreign policy significantly and sub-
stantively changed the content of the national news.

In addition, the model predicts eleven national news stories per day on the topic of 
the change in congressional control after the troop surge speech. This is a twofold 
decrease in the number of stories on the topic as the day before the speech. Moreover, 
coverage on this story nearly vanishes after the State of the Union address. Coverage 
about Iraq policy dramatically increases following the speech on the new strategy—
the model predicts more than forty stories in national news outlets on the topic. The 
speeches did not have a statistically significant effect on the number of stories on Iraq 
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Table 1. The Influence of a Presidential Foreign Policy Speech on National News Content.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

(Intercept) −0.099 (−0.2) −0.583** (−0.226) −1.343** (−0.428)
SOU (State of the Union) 

speech
0.099 (−0.163) 0.189 (−0.175) 0.550* (−0.249)

Troop surge speech 0.742** (−0.232) 1.266*** (−0.262) 1.345** (−0.454)
Troop surge 1.963*** (−0.404) 0.178 (−1.083) 0.667 (−1.365)
Democrats Congress 1.874*** (−0.404) 3.829*** (−0.964) 4.639*** (−1.01)
Ford death 1.408*** (−0.406) 3.775*** (−0.965) 4.839*** (−1.03)
Democratic presidential 

candidates
1.370*** (−0.406) 0.178 (−1.083) −0.118 (−1.338)

Iraq policy 2.013*** (−0.404) 3.211*** (−0.967) 4.714*** (−1.01)
Combat in Iraq 1.629*** (−0.405) 2.429* (−0.975) 3.529*** (−1.023)
SOU × Troop surge −1.524 (−0.831) −1.793* (−0.838)
SOU × Democrats Congress −1.895* (−0.847) −2.635** (−0.881)
SOU × Ford death −1.187 (−1.477) −1.204 (−2.455)
SOU × Democratic 

presidential candidates
−0.019 (−0.833) 0.5 (−0.858)

SOU × Iraq policy −0.068 (−0.831) −0.422 (−0.84)
SOU × Combat in Iraq 0.074 (−0.833) −0.477 (−0.845)
Afghanistan −16.719 (−1,415.75) −13.36 (−682.93)
SOU × Afghanistan −0.42 (−0.91) −0.559 (−1.103)
Troop surge speech × 

Democrats Congress
−2.252 (−1.153) −2.113 (−1.197)

Troop surge speech × Ford −6.403*** (−1.35) −7.116*** (−1.901)
Troop surge speech × 

Democratic presidential 
candidates

1.246 (−1.255) 1.356 (−1.492)

Troop surge speech × Iraq 
Policy

−1.457 (−1.155) −1.53 (−1.196)

Troop surge speech × 
Combat in Iraq

−1.006 (−1.162) −0.933 (−1.207)

Troop surge speech × 
Afghanistan

15.963 (−1,415.75) 11.796 (−682.931)

Dispersion parameter −0.003*** (0)
−2(log-likelihood) 4,030.1 3,954.86 2,257.66
AIC (Akaike Information 

Criterion
4,050.095 4,004.85 2,311.651

BIC (Bayesian Information 
Criterion)

4,100.743 4,131.469 2,448.4

N 1,170 1,170 1,170

Source. The Project for Excellence in Journalism, 2007 News Coverage Index, www.journalism.org
Note. Entries are coefficients from negative binomial regression models. Models using R version 2.14. 
Standard Errors in parentheses.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001, one-tailed test.

www.journalism.org


Miles 75

or the 2008 Democratic presidential candidates, but the substantive effect of the 
speeches is displayed for comparison. In all, these findings suggest that a single presi-
dential address on foreign policy can significantly and speedily change the focus of the 
national news media (H1). Presidential power to displace items on the national agenda 
does not seem to require substantial effort.

Obama’s 2011 Campaign for Reducing the Budget Deficit

There are three reasons to explore Obama’s 2011 campaign for a budget policy as a 
second test. First, Obama had no clear motive in this public campaign other than 
changing the focus of the news coverage. He had just reached a compromise with the 
Republicans on a budget deal, and there was no imminent need for negotiating a new 
budget. Second, news coverage was dominated by topics outside of the president’s 
control. International conflicts and natural disasters quickly caught the attention of the 
media. On the domestic front, stories about how the poorly performing economy was 
influencing state budget battles dominated the coverage. Finally, the issue involved 
domestic, rather than foreign policy. Thus, this case provides a “hard” test for the 
theory. If President Obama could change the focus of the news media given these 
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circumstances, it strongly suggests that presidential public campaigns effectively alter 
the attention of the national news media.

In the early spring of 2011, the national news focused primarily on international 
events, but the domestic coverage focused on the poor economic conditions. Even if it 
is not the dominant focus of the news, persistent negative economic news can have 
adverse effects on public attitudes toward the president and his job performance 
(Krosnick and Kinder 1990; Patterson 1996). In early April, 2011, President Obama 
officially launched his reelection campaign with an e-mail to supporters and a video 
posted on his website. Two days later, on April 6, the Washington Post ran a story that 
outlined Congressman Ryan’s plan for balancing the budget, which included signifi-
cant cuts to Medicare and Medicaid. On April 8, President Obama made his first public 
address on fiscal policy and stated that he would only support spending cuts that were 
“necessary” and would not jeopardize “social issues like women’s health and the pro-
tection of our air and water” (Obama 2011). Five days later, Obama gave a much more 
detailed address at George Washington University in which he more fully articulated 
the differences between his and the Republican’s proposal.

Consistent with the second hypothesis, President Obama chose to go public on this 
issue at this time to accomplish a strategic purpose other than persuading the public. 
Indeed, national polls did not measure any significant change in public opinion as a 
result of this public campaign for fiscal policy (Gallup 2011). The compromise to 
avoid a government shutdown was reached one day prior to the beginning of this pub-
lic campaign. Why then did President Obama choose to engage in a public campaign 
over the proper way to reduce the deficit, if he no longer needed congressional support 
for a particular policy? President Obama hoped to move the national news agenda’s 
focus away from negative coverage about the economy toward the contrasting propos-
als about how to fix the economy (H2).

I use the same estimation strategy for the second hypothesis as I used to test the 
first. Story topics with more than fifteen mentions are dummy-coded as well as the 
presidential speeches. I gradually build from the simplest model to the most complex 
to increase confidence in the findings beyond that of Wald tests.

Table 2 displays the results from each of the models used to test the second hypoth-
esis. Model 1 is the naive negative binomial regression model. It does not include any 
interaction variables but serves as the baseline model to which other models are com-
pared. Model 2 displays the negative binomial regression model and includes  
the interaction terms but does not model time. Model 3 displays the results of a nega-
tive binomial multilevel regression model that properly accounts for the influence of 
time on the measurement model. Once again, and consistent with theoretical expecta-
tions, the reduction in AIC suggests that model 3 is the most robust of the models, 
since it measures the influence of presidential speeches on the change in the number 
of stories on a topic day by day. President Obama’s April 8 speech on the budget defi-
cit significantly increased the number of news stories about the budget deficit  
(p = .017). This speech also had the intended effect of decreasing the number of stories 
on the poor national economic situation (p = .07). The speech did not have a statisti-
cally significant effect on the number of stories on any other topic. This means that a 
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single domestic policy speech significantly increased the number of news stories dedi-
cated to the budget deficit topic, and the speech significantly decreased the number of 
stories about the negative economic situation (H2).

Once again, we would like to know something about the substantive impact of a 
single presidential address about a domestic policy proposal on the content of national 
news. Using Monte Carlo simulation and the Zelig package in R 2.15, I simulated the 
data one million times to generate the predicted number of stories on a given topic 
under particular conditions. If President Obama had not given his April 8 or April 13 
speeches, the model predicts that the national media would have contained five stories 
on the poorly performing economy per day, but after the April 13 speech, the model 
predicts 2.1 stories on that topic, and just after the April 8 speech, the model predicts 
1.7 stories on the poorly performing economy. With a simple speech, the president 
brought about a nearly threefold decrease in the number of stories about the poorly 
performing economy.

In addition, the model-predicted change in content about the budget deficit is stark. 
The model predicted number of speeches on the budget deficit is 4.6 stories per day–
roughly the same number as the model predicts about a poorly performing economy–
given the counterfactual condition of no presidential speeches. Had President Obama 
chosen not to give the April 8 and April 13 addresses, the poorly performing economy 
and the budget deficit would have received equal news coverage. However, following 
the April 8 speech, the model predicts a sixfold increase in the number of stories on the 
budget deficit, and following the April 13 speech, the model predicts a nearly fivefold 
increase in the number of stories on that topic per day. Thus, instead of a news cycle 
consisting of roughly the same number of stories about the bad economy and the bud-
get deficit, the empirical model suggests both a nearly fourfold decrease in stories 
about a negative news item and a sixfold increase in stories about the president’s pub-
lic address. During the week prior to Obama’s reelection campaign launch, the domes-
tic news focused on the negative impact the national economy was having on housing, 
business investment, and state and local government. Yet, through a strategically timed 
series of public addresses, President Obama diverted the focus of the national news 
media away from the state of the economy and toward the differences between his and 
the Republican’s approach to solving the economic crisis. This pattern of findings is 
consistent with the second hypothesis and suggests that a single public presidential 
address on domestic policy can significantly and substantively alter the national news 
agenda.

There are events beyond the control of the president that influence the national 
news agenda. Figure 2 illustrates other stories that dominated the national news during 
the month analyzed with these data. Obama’s public campaign advocating particular 
budget priorities also diminished coverage on the Tsunami in Japan and Libya, while 
it increased the number of stories about the Republican presidential candidates. In fact, 
the model predicts sevenfold increase in the number of stories following the April 13 
address about the 2012 Republican presidential candidates than would have been 
expected had the president chosen stay private. Thus, presidents do not exercise com-
plete control over the national news agenda, and this strategy should be employed 
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Table 2. The Influence of a Presidential Domestic Policy Speech on National News 
Coverage.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

(Intercept) −0.061 (−0.133) −0.634*** (−0.166) −2.672*** (−0.311)
April 8 speech −0.326 (−0.217) 0.108 (−0.274) −0.136 (−0.492)
April 13 speech 0.652*** (−0.188) 0.916*** (−0.232) 0.788 (−0.424)
Bad economy −0.248 (−0.143) 0.922** (−0.309) 1.027*** (−0.307)
Budget deficit 2.188*** (−0.303) 2.175** (−0.667) 2.322*** (−0.573)
Japan Tsunami 1.522*** (−0.306) 3.191*** (−0.656) 3.721*** (−0.529)
Republican campaign 1.544*** (−0.306) 0.229 (−0.767) 0.343 (−0.719)
Libya 2.453*** (−0.302) 4.047*** (−0.652) 4.164*** (−0.53)
Obama campaign 0.087 (−0.328) 1.433** (−0.686) 0.995 (−0.661)
4/8 Speech × Bad economy −1.466** (−0.573) −1.046* (−0.582)
4/8 Speech × Budget deficit 1.64 (−1.1) 2.168** (−0.912)
4/8 Speech × Japan Tsunami −0.69 (−1.102) −1.053 (−0.918)
4/8 Speech × Republican 

campaign
0.885 (−1.206) 0.834 (−1.132)

4/8 Speech × Libya −1.28 (−1.097) −1.177 (−0.898)
4/13 Speech × Obama 

campaign
−2.516* (−1.493) −2.039 (−1.593)

4/13 Speech × Bad economy −0.01 (−0.509) 0.048 (−0.52)
4/13 Speech × Budget deficit −2.263** (−0.941) −2.473*** (−0.768)
4/13 Speech × Japan 

Tsunami
−2.485*** (−0.96) −2.373*** (−0.823)

4/13 Speech × Republican 
campaign

0.568 (−0.994) 1.183 (−0.92)

4/13 Speech × Libya −1.185 (−0.948) −1.26 (−0.786)
4/13 Speech × Obama 

campaign
0.811 (−1.379) 1.095 (−1.493)

Dispersion parameter 0.001*** (0)
Nagelkerke R2 .235 .298  
Log-likelihood −2,307.74 −2,277.5 −1,321.91
AIC 4,635.478 4,598.997 2,691.814
BIC 4,689.028 4,716.807 2,820.334
N 1,564 1,564 1,564

Source. The Project for Excellence in Journalism, 2011 News Coverage Index, www.journalism.org
Note. Entries are coefficients from negative binomial regression models. Models estimated in R version 
2.14. Standard errors in parentheses.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001, one-tailed test.

judiciously. However, the analyses of both the troop surge campaign and Obama’s 
campaign for resolving the budget deficit crisis suggest that presidential public cam-
paigns can significantly alter the national news agenda.

www.journalism.org
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Conclusion

The dominant approach to the public presidency expects presidential campaigns to 
either persuade the public or set the policy agenda. However, the focus of the current 
literature on positive presidential powers may mask certain negative presidential pow-
ers. For instance, decades of research on policy change shows that the president is the 
most powerful player in the policy process because he is uniquely positioned to pre-
vent changes to the status quo (Baumgartner et al. 2009:234). Likewise, this article 
demonstrates that presidents can use strategically timed public addresses to displace 
unwanted items from the national news agenda with relative ease.

The bully pulpit need not be used exclusively to persuade. As the national represen-
tative, a president is in a unique position to both place items on the national agenda and 
displace unwanted items on the national agenda. Given the power of the press to influ-
ence what the public thinks is important (agenda-setting) and the considerations peo-
ple use to evaluate political figures (priming), the power to influence media coverage 
should not be neglected. To date, the literature has focused so much on the power to 
place items on the national agenda that it has neglected the power to displace unwanted 
items on the national agenda. Yet, the power to displace should not be ignored. Once 
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an issue is removed from the national agenda, it has very little chance of becoming 
enacted into policy (Baumgartner et al. 2009:193). Though some may struggle might-
ily to influence the national news agenda, modern presidents seem to be able to dis-
place items on the agenda with ease.

This could be why modern presidents go public more often than their predecessors, 
despite their seemingly diminished capacity to persuade (Cohen 2010; Edwards 2003). 
The troop surge example shows that a single foreign policy address can change national 
news coverage overnight. In addition, presidents can alter the national news agenda 
with a speech on domestic policy. Even when international events dominate news 
coverage, presidents can alter the focus of the domestic news coverage. A single 
speech highlighting the different strategies to solving a national problem was suffi-
cient to significantly alter the attention of the national news media. Overnight, the 
attention shifted from poor economic performance to the Obama/Ryan plans for fixing 
the budget deficit.

Often, the persuasive capacity of a presidential speech is measured by changes in 
public support immediately following a presidential address (Edwards 2003, 2009). 
However, this view neglects the influence that the national news agenda has on long-
term political attitudes. One of the reasons that President Obama was reelected despite 
historically high levels of unemployment was his ability to persuade the public that his 
approach to fixing the economy was better than his opponents (Hetherington 2013). 
Thus, Obama’s April 2011 campaign to reduce the budget deficit could be viewed as 
the beginning of a long-term strategy to persuade the public to support his approach 
for fixing the economy. By redirecting the national news agenda away from the effects 
of a poorly performing economy toward the different approaches of the two political 
parties, President Obama helped frame the election year debate (Hetherington 2013).

This pattern of findings suggests that modern presidents wield power beyond short-
term persuasion. It might be true that presidents cannot shape the contours of the 
political landscape to pave the way for change by establishing an agenda and persuad-
ing the public Congress and others to support their policies (Edwards 2009:188). 
However, the power to displace unwanted items from the national news agenda pro-
vides modern presidents with unique power to influence the policy process and politi-
cal dialogue, and potentially frame the terms of political debate. Future work should 
consider this important informal presidential power.

However, undesirable effects may also accompany displacement of issues from the 
national news agenda. For instance, both public campaigns examined in this article 
increased the amount of coverage devoted to opposition candidates. Publicizing one 
perspective seems to publicize the opposing perspective as well. Thus, presidents must 
be judicious about the conditions under which they engage in a public campaign and 
the issues they will advocate. Future research might explore instances when presidents 
sought to redirect the attention of the national news agenda toward more advantageous 
topics and inadvertently brought more attention to a much less desirable topic.

Author’s Note
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Introduction: Press Censorship under the Politics of 
Marketization

On January 5, 2012, members of fish farmer Doan Van Vuon’s family opened fire on 
more than one hundred police officers and soldiers trying to evict him and others from 
their homes in the Tien Lang district in the northern port city of Haiphong. He was 
being pushed off his state-owned plot a year before his lease was set to end (McKinley 
2012). Six officers were injured in the fighting, leading Vuon and three relatives to be 
charged with attempted murder (Marr 2012). In a nation where economic decentraliza-
tion has lent more political power to local and provincial officials, and where those 
figures are able to profit through land evictions in the countryside, the story was just 
like any other and at first did not receive much coverage. Vietnam’s state-run press 
published quick reports based on police sources, which peddled the narrative that 
Vuon was a criminal who had used illegal firearms. A month later, however, the situa-
tion went from a hushed skirmish to a national imbroglio that the Communist Party 
was unable, and unwilling, to control. Two newspapers, Nông Thôn Ngày Nay 
(Countryside Today) and Pháp Luật Thành phố Hồ Chí Minh (Ho Chi Minh City Law), 
unearthed their own findings that district officials broke an earlier agreement reached 
in court and lied about statements made by witnesses (McKinley 2012).

The Tien Lang affair, as the case was called, released a torrent of popular griev-
ances over corruption in local police departments. Yet rather than attempt to end the 
controversial and potentially damaging coverage as would be expected in this one-
party state, leaders permitted the reporting to continue because, they even admitted 
publicly, exposing the local government malaise was also in its interests, while on the 
other hand, officials simply could not command press coverage over an incident that 
became so enormous. In February, relentless media criticism against district officials 
prompted Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung to issue a rare statement announcing that 
heads would roll. The prime minister’s spokesman publicly praised the two newspa-
pers for providing “timely reports [that had] helped the central government agencies 
see the matter clearly and proceed to deal with it in an appropriate way.” Newspapers, 
he said, did a good work “serving the nation” and “orienting public opinion” (Brown 
2012: 1).

His comments on the Tien Lang affair summed up the tumultuous and often con-
flicted role of the state-controlled media in Vietnam: that the Party wants the press to 
be “a tool for managing society” (Hayton 2010: 158), a state-sanctioned watchdog that 
can keep a check on the growing power of decentralized bureaucrats, state-owned 
enterprises (SOEs), and rival party factions while appeasing popular discontent against 
the regime itself. Indeed, the Tien Lang case had much power to undermine the party’s 
legitimacy at a time when Vietnamese farmers and laborers complained that wide-
spread corruption and inflation—at the time, the highest in Asia—was cutting sharply 
into their income. That the party-state correspondingly kept an evenhanded grip on the 
reporting that suggests this was not an example of complete press “liberalization,” but 
one of partial liberalization when the political elite simply could not keep a lid on an 
explosion of press reporting, and found it in its interests to go along with popular 
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grievances. This protected the party's proclaimed status as the benevolent parent of 
national development.

This episode, however, did not mean that journalists were completely free to pursue 
hard-hitting investigative stories. Internet journalists and media executives later told 
the media researcher Catherine McKinley that they continued to be pressured by the 
Ministry of Information and Communications (MIC) to remove critical reader com-
ments from their websites. The government permitted wide publishing on this story 
because it involved a single farmer in a small district—hardly an example of heavy-
weight corruption in the Politburo of Hanoi (McKinley 2012). By allowing for a flow-
ering of controversial coverage, the party fashioned itself as having a popular mandate 
to address the grievances of the people while reasserting its control on the periphery.

With the Tien Lang model as a starting point, this paper will examine relations 
between the party-state and the government-supervised media in the contemporary 
political arena of Vietnam. In this system, the state-sanctioned press was the pragmatic 
creation out of the necessity to curb corruption, a major block to economic develop-
ment, during the Doi Moi (renovation) marketization project starting in 1986. Because 
the press holds this task of informal policing, a study of Vietnamese journalism can 
reveal much about “civil society” in a period of economic growth without correspond-
ing political “liberalization.” Relaxations and crackdowns against the press are pur-
posefully unpredictable and arbitrary, although reporters run a higher risk of reprisals 
when they publish allegations against high-ranking officials. Because the media hold 
a political position directly under Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV) elites, this pat-
tern of persecution against them reveals much about how the media are used as a tool 
of enforcement from the political center, even if top leaders in Hanoi cannot keep 
complete control over the activities of increasingly profit- and justice-driven journal-
ists. Indeed, the media do not always act in tandem with Party interests. They instead 
attempt to exploit the growing space between the regime’s political censorship of the 
media and the need to use the media as tools of economic development and of curbing 
corruption. (I am grateful to an anonymous peer reviewer for this phrasing.)

This paper is divided into four parts. The “Method” section lays out the procedure 
of and problems inherent in carrying out fieldwork in Vietnam, as well as the reasons 
for picking the two case studies. The literature review then delves into an examination 
of “soft authoritarianism” in Vietnam, summarizing institutional, informal, and patron-
age-based theories of state and civil society. A brief comparison to China, which is 
experiencing a similar path toward marketization directed by party elites, isolates fac-
tors that may explain why Vietnamese bureaucratic mechanisms seek to exploit a 
state-supervised semiwatchdog press. The background section then analyzes how and 
why the Party, during and after the Doi Moi economic reforms, gives the press the 
awkward position of state-sponsored watchdog, a role that reinforces the state’s ability 
to allow for controversial coverage and then halt it if reportage moves too high up the 
food chain. The paper finishes with two case studies that demonstrate how the press 
continues to be used in a similar manner today, and concludes on a note with relevance 
to the broader study of comparative journalism under transitional states.
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Method

This paper makes use of a number of first-person and secondary sources. It draws on 
ten months of field research in Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi carried out from August 
2010 to June 2011 on a Fulbright grant. The author interviewed twenty-nine journal-
ists, bloggers, editors, media businesspeople, public relations officers, and govern-
ment officials, although not all interviews are used in this paper because not all are 
relevant to the case studies. Of the total, twenty-seven of them wished to remain anon-
ymous due to the politically sensitive nature of this research. This approach is com-
mon in Vietnam where McKinley (2009) and Gainsborough (2010) have similarly 
used anonymous sources when looking into corruption cases, land evictions, and 
media issues. To corroborate spoken statements, the author made use of internal brief-
ings obtained from one newspaper in Ho Chi Minh City, peer-reviewed journal arti-
cles, quantitative counts of the article headlines on newspaper front pages (to measure 
the public-image priorities of the party, state, and press), Tap Chi Cong An (Communist 
Review) articles that lay out official party strategy, and American government cables 
published in 2010 by Wikileaks. In the absence of much peer-reviewed material on 
this topic, the diplomatic cables are a valuable, thorough resource for a topic muddled 
by rumor. The American embassy in Hanoi and consulate in Ho Chi Minh City take a 
keen interest in the Vietnamese press and blogosphere, and it is one of the few institu-
tions, to the author’s knowledge, that has penned well-referenced analyses of media 
coverage.

After laying out the literature review and background, the author presents these 
findings through two case studies: first, the 2010–2011 near-bankruptcy of the state-
run shipbuilder Vinashin during preparations for the eleventh National Party Congress; 
and second, a controversial bauxite mining project in the Central Highlands. The 
author merged two events—the Vinashin near-collapse and the Congress—into one 
case study because in the course of research both turned out to be politically insepa-
rable. Both transpired within months of each other: the Vinashin story broke in July 
2010, and the eleventh Party Congress convened in January 2011, and the Party’s press 
censorship around the former melded into the coverage of the latter. This first case 
study shows how the Party uses the press to launch “thrusts” against corruption at 
subordinate levels, which can also be used to hurt the political prospects of high-
ranking rivals who support them. The second case study reveals how the government 
responded to “elite resistance” against the bauxite mining proposal. This refers to the 
tendency in Vietnamese politics of the Communist Party to be attuned to pressure from 
elites rather than from the body politic, and when elites flare up against Party policy, it 
usually relaxes its restrictions on press coverage.

Literature Review: Vietnamese Civil Society under Soft 
Authoritarianism

Nonacademic literature, produced by nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and the 
international mass media, typically use the moniker “state-run press” to describe the 
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Vietnamese media, a label that gives an accurate but at times incomplete impression of 
a highly restricted environment. The three largest censorship watchdog groups place 
Vietnam near the bottom of their international rankings, often a few spots ahead of 
China, Iran, and North Korea in terms of media and Internet freedoms. In its 2013 
Freedom of the Press rankings, for instance, Freedom House labeled the Vietnamese 
media “not free” (Freedom House 2013: 1). Reporters without Borders (2013) ranks 
Vietnam number 172 out of 179 countries, a decline that owes to the five arrests of 
reporters in 2011 and that has remained steady since then. Finally, in its 2012 Attacks 
on the Press report, the Committee to Protect Journalists (2013) placed Vietnam as the 
sixth worst nation for bloggers, behind Myanmar and Saudi Arabia but in front of 
China. In an earlier report, the organization noted a growing clampdown against the 
media: in 2007, two reporters were imprisoned, while in 2011, that number more than 
quadrupled to nine journalists and bloggers imprisoned in a single year (Committee to 
Protect Journalists 2012).

While the rankings correctly suggest a grim picture, it would be an understatement 
to conclude that the Vietnamese media bow down to state direction and do not pursue 
their own controversial coverage, which, in nearly all interviews, respondents said 
were driven by both profit and egalitarian motives. Such a top-heavy picture overlooks 
the fervor of Vietnamese investigative journalists, and seeing these reporters as state-
employed watchdogs goes contrary to the common framework, popular among aca-
demic theorists during the early-1990s, of binary opposition between an independent, 
nonstate affiliated press and civil society that can uphold checks and balances against 
the state (Cohen and Arato 1992). The logic of this view, taken at face value without 
added nuance, can easily lead to a false dichotomy between authoritarian censorship 
and democratic press freedom; in Vietnam, the state maintains checks and balances 
within, rather than outside, the one-party system, and the press is one-party-supervised 
institution used to balance off the power of other groupings. The problematic postur-
ing of the media is evidenced in the fact that authoritarianism has not stopped the 
country’s fiery newspapers, magazines, and news websites in major cities, many of 
which focus on uncovering corruption and political gossip partially as a way of turning 
out a profit from general readers. Given the aggressiveness of this sphere of Vietnam’s 
“civil society” in the face of a one-party regime, a more pertinent question to ask 
would be “To what extent can the Party, which views the news media both as a propa-
ganda mouthpiece and a watchdog, be seen as both popular as well as authoritarian?”

The case studies in this paper lend support to the idea that press–state relations, far 
from being strictly authoritarian, are determined by the breakdown of elite consensus 
and pluralization of Vietnamese society, as well as the rise of money politics, patron-
age, and models of “bureaucratic socialism”—the last term defined by Porter as “legal-
rational centralization with economic liberalization” (Porter 1993: 128). Under this 
system, the CPV tolerates some criticism, mostly internal, as an instrument of rule, 
while occasionally and arbitrarily striking down at detractors who venture outside a 
hazy red line: that is, the writing of these dissidents directly threatens the party-state’s 
claim to legitimacy, which it bases on combination of economic performance, revolu-
tionary history and national unification (Abuza 2001: 21). Dixon (2004: 25–31) calls 
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this system “soft-authoritarian corporatism,” a reference to a fragmented state that 
delegates some roles to society in a trend toward gradual pluralization, while maintain-
ing overall control over national development. In a wider theoretical context, this aca-
demic lineage places Vietnam in the realm not far from Herbert Marcuse’s (1969: 
95-137) “repressive tolerance,” the idea that some conditions of tolerance serve domi-
nation by the state.

“Repressive tolerance” can elucidate the role of the press in Vietnam’s one-party 
but increasingly pluralistic system. In the early-1980s, before Vietnam embarked on 
its marketization project, the press consisted of a handful of sporadically published 
newspapers whose circulation suffered from a paper shortage and poverty. In a modi-
fication of what Romano (2005: 4–5) calls, “development journalism,” or the tendency 
in some Asian press outlets to support the development goals of the state, the state 
media advocated for the party line of Marxism–Leninism, and particularly for the state 
orthodoxy of building national self-reliance through collective efforts following the 
Second Indochina War. Today, the Party remains in power. However, mainstream 
newspapers and websites, while diverging regularly on controversial debates over the 
environment and political corruption, peddle largely homogeneous views that support 
the legitimacy of the Communist Party and its rightful hold on society—reflecting the 
trend toward “repressive tolerance” despite a widening media discourse.

One parallel to “repressive tolerance” in the realm of media can be found in the 
works of Hallin (1989: 116-118), who, in discussing the unrelated topic of American 
media coverage of the Vietnam War, laid out three “spheres” of discourse: the sphere 
of consensus, the sphere of legitimate controversy, and the sphere of deviance. The 
sphere of consensus contains reporting on which there is a widespread agreement, or 
areas of moral clarity in the United States on topics such as slavery and the equality of 
all human beings. The sphere of legitimate controversy is a middle ground where 
reporters feel the need to be objective, balancing several views on which there remains 
disagreement, such as partisan politics, the use of drone strikes, and universal health 
coverage in the United States. The sphere of deviance covers outlying views deemed 
not worthy of consideration, such as tales of alien abductions and unsubstantiated 
conspiracy theories.

In the more totalitarian Vietnamese media coverage of the late-1970s, the spheres 
of consensus and deviance steamrolled over the nearly nonexistent sphere of legiti-
mate controversy. This was due to the near-total agreement among conservative elites, 
led by Le Duan and Le Duc Tho, who commandeered the press and Party journal to 
promote the 1975 victory over South Vietnam, the collectivization of rice farming, 
national reconstruction, the 1979 invasion and occupation of Cambodia, and the reed-
ucation of “hostile elements” such as landowners and former government and military 
officials working for the defunct South Vietnamese state. In other words, Vietnamese 
journalists, who held trusted party credentials, gave little thought at the time to pub-
lishing views lingering in the “sphere of deviance.” Before internal Party debates pub-
lished in the official Communist Party journal became more heated in the late-1970s, 
these topics would have included gradual marketization and a relaxation of 
collectivization.



Cain 91

Because of the pluralization of Vietnamese society in the 1990s and 2000s, the 
middle “sphere of legitimate controversy” has been enlarged, giving the media far 
greater publishing space. Today, passionate debates occur in the press over political 
corruption in the police force and the state, various environmental projects, the overall 
direction of the Party, and Vietnamese society, to name some examples. At the same 
time, the state-supervised press continues to have a strong sense of the boundaries of 
the sphere of deviance and sphere of consensus. Despite the increasingly rambunc-
tious rhetorical battles over the implementation and trends in government policy, the 
Communist Party remains the sole legitimate hand guiding national development, and 
any voice diverging from this is an outlier in the sphere of deviance. This dynamic 
places the press in the ironic position of being a state-sanctioned watchdog under state 
authority, a form of “repressive tolerance” in which journalists are allowed to push the 
boundaries in an ever-widening “sphere of legitimate controversy.”

Understanding the growing role of this “sphere of legitimated controversy” also 
requires examining Vietnam’s semiauthoritarian politics and the expansion of grass-
roots civil society networks. Andrew Wells-Dang emphasizes informal networks as a 
benchmark for measuring the changes in state–society relations over the past three 
decades. He contends that the one-party state does not have the resources to control—
and quite often overlooks—the spread of “informal and virtual networks” that have 
crept into the state-run “civil society,” giving it a more popular mandate outside of 
state institutions. He argues that the consensus of a civil society based on “corporatist 
associations or autonomous non-profit organizations” gives the wrongheaded impres-
sion that civil society actors report directly to the state apparatus, when they rather 
comprise an active citizenship contesting the political system over which the Party 
does not maintain complete domination (Wells-Dang 2012: 4–15). In his examinations 
of what he calls “rice-roots democracy,” Wells-Dang backs this assertion by pointing 
to the increasing number of public demonstrations (what he calls the “literal” form of 
political space) and dissenting media and blogging activity (the “virtual” arm), which 
are both tolerated as long as they do not attack the rule of the Party itself (Wells-Dang 
2010: 96).

Likewise, political elites no longer have control over the potpourri of voices in the 
state-supervised press, so they work in harmony with newspapers while at other times 
attempting to restrict them when the coverage moves too high on the political food 
chain. In other words, this thesis is careful neither to underestimate the agency of the 
media nor to privilege the omniscience of the Party: Politburo elites sometimes receive 
compliance from reporters and editors through self-censorship and the threat of arrest, 
but journalists also push the boundaries in a form of fierce resistance (a collision of 
“top-down” and “bottom-up” forces) motivated by a search for justice as well as profit. 
As the case studies will demonstrate, when elite consensus collapses and various party 
groupings openly fight over key issues such as the environment, corruption, and politi-
cal direction of the Party, the press can skirt punishment, publishing its most aggres-
sive allegations of corruption and environmental degradation. It is only when the 
media get too bold that they face government reprisals.
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Wells-Dang put forward a compelling model looking at nonelites, but when exam-
ining the role of the press, it is also necessary to take into account the Party elites who 
journalists ultimately report to despite growing pluralization. This paper looks to the 
writings of Martin Gainsborough, who has advanced the idea that Vietnamese elite 
politics is based predominantly on personality, money, and patronage—to which ques-
tions of policy are secondary. In Vietnam: Rethinking the State, Gainsborough (2010: 
6) summarizes problems with the orthodox view of “reform,” preferring to use the 
more neutral word “marketization,” namely, that it overlooks the reality that what 
people call “policy” is actually “a disparate collection of elite actions and counterac-
tions . . . much less coherent than is thought.” The reform paradigm promotes an illu-
sory division between the CPV’s “reformist” and “conservative” factions, which are 
constantly changing and not based on policy (Gainsborough 2010: 140). With this 
paradigm in mind, this paper also uses the word “marketization” except in cases where 
the author is quoting or summarizing the views expressed in other documents or 
interviews.

Gainsborough partially frames Vietnamese politics in terms of the logic of decen-
tralization and “recentralization.” He applies this model to explain the rise in corrup-
tion cases brought against large businesses since the late-1990s, arguing that these 
court charges constitute “thrusts toward recentralization” in which “the centre has 
sought to regain the initiative” after ceding power to decentralized business interests 
(Gainsborough 2010: 152). However, the “center” brings these and other allegations 
forward without much coherency or predictability. Gainsborough (2010: 71) thus sug-
gests that the Party (and its loose factions) use “uncertainty” as an “instrument of 
rule.” What does Gainsborough’s framework mean for an understanding of Vietnamese 
civil society and more specifically for the state-run press? Kerkvliet, for one, has noted 
a parallel pattern of vagueness in the jailing of activists. Analyzing the arrests of dis-
sidents since the 1990s, he points out that even a revolutionary family background and 
strong party credentials do not always protect a critic from imprisonment, and that 
while many dissidents lose their jobs and are jailed, the Party tolerates criticism with 
“unevenness” (Kerkvliet 2010: 14–15). Taking this hypothesis further, the system sim-
ply lacks the reach and resources to punish every transgressor, preferring to discipline 
a handful of exemplars to keep the rest in line. (I am thankful to David Brown, a for-
mer American diplomat in Vietnam, for raising this point.) In other words, as goes a 
Chinese proverb, “Kill one to warn a hundred.” The phrase was chosen for the title for 
this paper because of its parallels with the situation in Vietnam. In China, the axiom 
gained popularity in March 2009, when the Chinese government shut down a dissident 
law firm, Yitong, for taking on several controversial cases (Human Rights in China 
2009).

McKinley has used Gainsborough’s work to document the rise of the more decen-
tralized, but still state-supervised, mass media (alongside a growing business sector, 
underlying their profit motive) in correlation with the economic and political growth 
of Ho Chi Minh City in the 1990s, where the most widely read newspapers are now 
based (Gainsborough 2003; McKinley 2007). These southern newspapers, such as 
Tuoi Tre and Thanh Nien, which are circulated all over the country, are more distant 
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from the “center” in Hanoi. The expanse is reflected in the greater liberties they take 
in publishing controversial articles on corruption and environmental degradation, as 
well as in the relative financial independence of newspapers in Ho Chi Minh City run 
by youth organizations rather than the Communist Party proper. In her three quantita-
tive studies, McKinley charts out the surfeit of news articles that expose corruption in 
the south, noting that fewer newspapers expose corruption when they are “close to the 
sun” (McKinley 2007: 24–26; McKinley 2008: 5–9; McKinley 2009: 18–22).

To finish, a brief comparison with China, which has experienced a similarly bois-
terous story of economic growth, may help flesh out the factors that lead Vietnam to 
employ the press in this way. Vietnamese leaders act in the presence of elite institu-
tions that, compared to China, “require construction of broader coalitions of policy-
makers, place more constraints on executive decision making, and have more 
competitive selection processes,” argue Malesky, Abrami, and Zheng (2011, 409). 
Nonetheless, the broader paradigm of “recentralization” and media as an internal 
“checks and balances” tool stands in both countries. The use of the Chinese media to 
discipline corrupt officials became prominent in the 1990s under Prime Minister Zhu 
Rongji, when China was relaxing its markets and decentralizing its system in a parallel 
manner to what Vietnam did over the same decade. Parallels are to be found in the 
work of Peter Lorentzen, who, describing muckraking journalism after the 2008 
Sichuan earthquake in China, pinpoints a remarkably similar pattern in which the 
Party allowed press coverage that painted a negative picture of corrupt lower level 
officials, both out of its pragmatic interests of disciplining them, and because the 
Beijing party center simply could not control newspaper articles about such a cata-
strophic event. Similar to the situation reported by media research subjects during 
periods of open reporting in Vietnam, there was also evidence in China of strife at the 
top level. Both the state-supervised media and civil society groups were given free rein 
in the disaster zone, even though many admitted in survey by Beijing Normal 
University that they depended on government connections to get access to the area 
(Shieh and Deng 2011: 185–87). Lorentzen (2011: 2) writes,

The implicit theory of reformers versus oppressors, while commonplace in discussions both 
of China and of other authoritarian regimes, does a poor job of explaining the evolution and 
current state of China’s media environment . . . Instead, the CCP [Chinese Communist Party] 
is consciously making use of journalists as a check on corruption and poor performance in 
lower levels of government.

Other China-focused accounts support the model. Liebman contends that judiciary–
media relations in China can be characterized by “competitive supervision,” meaning 
the Party uses the media as an informal mechanism to keep the reins on lower level 
courts. Media coverage “encourages Communist Party officials to intervene in the 
courts, reaffirming Party oversight of the judiciary and producing rushed trials in 
which assuaging populist demands for harsh treatment of defendants is more impor-
tant than legal standards,” he writes (Liebman 2011: 834).
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Background: Doi Moi and the Need for Vietnamese 
Muckraking

As the literature suggests, the Vietnamese party-state, like in China, sees the press as 
a tool for managing decentralization and factionalism, even if journalists are partially 
free in pursuing these stories. This pattern owes to the state’s changing political and 
economic needs during Doi Moi, the market reform of the mid-1980s. In 1986, the 
CPV tasked the media (at the time consisting of five scantly circulated newspapers 
because of a paper shortage) with addressing popular grievances over low-level cor-
ruption, which had contributed to the economic crisis and food shortages under the 
post-1976 collectivization attempts (Heng 1998: 32–34). This media restructuring, 
however, put the press in the awkward position: all publications were (as they continue 
to be) wholly or owned partially by the state, but were suddenly being ordered to 
locate corruption within it. McKinley points to this development as the first reason 
why leaders have been able to take an ad hoc attitude toward the media since the early-
1990s (McKinley 2009).

The CPV, cautious about the effects of a boisterous press, reinforced its arbitrary 
capabilities by passing a conflicting juxtaposition of laws, decrees, and constitutional 
amendments that permitted media criticism while essentially making it a crime. At the 
height of legislative changes in 1990, the government pushed through the Press Law, 
which gave reporters the legal right to gather their own information and made it a 
crime to obstruct their work. In a contrarian fashion, though, the law stipulated that the 
media must act as a “forum for the people” while being a “mouthpiece of the Party,” 
opening them to subjective criminal charges (Hayton 2010: 142). In a more widely 
reaching move in 1992, the government passed a new Constitution that essentially 
guaranteed freedom of speech while, through various laws, making criticism of the 
CPV an offense. Under this legal framework, all newspapers were required to legally 
answer to the MIC and Ministry of Public Security. Today, the MIC continues to hold 
a weekly meeting with top editors every Tuesday morning to review the previous 
week’s coverage and to discuss the permissibility of the next week’s stories (Hayton 
2010).

As literacy rose and readership widened, the state quickly ceded to demands for 
more newspapers that could clean up corruption and aid the nascent marketization 
project. Throughout the late-1980s and early-1990s, more publications opened, put-
ting out different views representing various orbits outside the administrative center in 
Hanoi, while the existing ones expanded with new bureaus despite ultimately answer-
ing to the Politburo. Those at the periphery today still have more, albeit limited, room 
to pursue controversial stories (McKinley 2007). These proximities are reflected in the 
fact that Vietnam’s two largest outspoken newspapers are based in Ho Chi Minh City 
and are run by communist youth unions that are central to the party proper but pursue 
reformist stories to fulfill their profit role for their respective organizations. To name 
the most well-known example, Tuổi Trẻ (Youth), which operates under the Ho Chi 
Minh Communist Youth Organization, is the country’s most-read newspaper with a 
daily circulation of 400,000. Its rival, Thanh Niên, is the official paper of the Ho Chi 
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Minh Youth League and runs 280,000 copies daily. Smaller progressive papers in the 
city include Tiền Phong (Vanguard) and Sài Gòn Giải Phóng (Saigon Liberation). The 
three most progovernment outlets, however, are based in Hanoi. Nhân Dân (The 
People) is the official newspaper of the CPV Central Committee and one of the five 
newspapers already running at the time Doi Moi began in 1986. Lao Động (Labor) is 
the publication of the Vietnam General Confederation of Labor, the party’s umbrella 
union organization, and does not publish its circulation numbers. The Vietnam News 
Agency is the official state wire service, which publishes a progovernment newspaper, 
Vietnam News.

Vietnam was a latecomer to legalize the Internet in 1997, soon allowing the media 
to reach a wider audience and to include a more diverse set of voices. The mid-2000s, 
in particular, marked the rapid expansion of Internet journalism that was loosely state-
controlled. In 2000, 0.3 percent of the population, or two hundred thousand people, 
were Internet users; in 2011, that number was 34 percent or 31 million users (Vietnam 
Internet Network Information Center [VNNIC] 2012). In 2007, the liberal and par-
tially state-owned news site VietNamNet joined the list of the country’s most popular 
online publications, claiming to attract 4 million viewers who generated one hundred 
million page views per day (Nguyen 2007). The website pushed the limits in uncover-
ing government and business malaise and contributed to the professionalization of 
Vietnamese journalism by sending its reporters to trainings around the world.

Despite intermittent crackdowns mostly in the late-1990s, the rise of Internet jour-
nalism was the last significant development in an overall trajectory toward a strong, 
party-credentialed press corps that could enforce checks and balances within, rather 
than from outside, the CPV. In 2003, the central party-state got precisely the victory it 
wanted out of its growing press, when investigative reporters helped implicate Ho Chi 
Minh City mafia boss Nam Cam, along with his city government cronies who resisted 
police investigations. In 2004, Nam Cam and four other gang members were executed 
(Vasavakul 2003). Quickly, however, the CPV “center” realized it had unleashed a 
potential threat and had to curb the growing autonomy of the press during Vietnam’s 
largest corruption scandal in the last decade, the Project Management Unit 18 (PMU-
18) Affair from 2006 to 2008. The imbroglio revealed that journalists were indeed 
willing to publish investigations that went as high as the prime minister’s office and 
that increasingly scattered party factions would go to great lengths to leverage the 
press in their favor during these scandals. The problems began in January 2006, when 
Nguoi Lao Dong revealed that the arrest of a low-level traffic officer, who had bet $1.8 
million in Japanese and World Bank aid money on soccer matches, for petty bribery 
had led detectives up to the head of a corporation. Digging deeper, reporters found that 
the chair of the state’s best-funded development agency, PMU-18, a body charged with 
road-building projects for the Ministry of Transport, had overseen the gambling ring. 
Thanh Nien and Tuoi Tre ran stories incriminating PMU-18’s then-boss, Nguyen Viet 
Tien, who was quickly arrested for diverting the donor funds (Hayton 2010).

In a rarity, newspapers all over the country published articles and op-eds pummel-
ing the national ministerial leadership—a topic that was almost always off-limits 
under the Doi Moi media model. But in April 2006, the reversal of fortunes started 
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when Thanh Nien went too far, publishing bribery allegations against PMU-18’s new 
director, Đặng Hoàng Hải. He was the son-in-law of one of the most powerful men in 
the country at the time, then-CPV General Secretary Nông Đức Mạnh. Despite being 
sentenced to thirteen years in prison in 2007, along with seven others, he never served 
the sentence; the party suspended the investigation against him and then, in August 
2008, arrested and sentenced two respected journalists who unearthed the allegations, 
while Tuoi Tre fired two editors who oversaw the coverage (Hayton 2010). This period 
marked a significant decline in press and online freedoms, with several bloggers also 
arrested in the mid- and late-2000s. Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung has also stepped 
up censorship by signing the Decree on Cultural and Information Activities, stipulat-
ing that reporters could be fined for writing articles that relied on anonymous sources 
and required articles to be reviewed by the state before publication (Government of 
Vietnam 2006). Decree No. 2, signed in January 2011, also laid down fines of $50 to 
$2,000 when journalists fail to “provide honest domestic and international news in 
accordance with the interests of the country and the people” (Human Rights Watch 
2011). However, the edicts, like most in Vietnam, are only enforced when political 
elites decide to punish someone.

Case Study I: Vinashin and the Eleventh Party Congress

The first case study will demonstrate how patronage, factionalism, and personality 
influenced press coverage of the near-bankruptcy of the state-run shipbuilder Vinashin 
in 2010 and 2011, and the subsequent eleventh Party Congress to which it is linked. 
The press became a two-pronged party tool: first, for circumventing the bureaucratic 
procedures in the Ministry of Public Security to “punish” provincial-level Vinashin 
executives, and to discredit Prime Minister Dung right before he was up for reelection 
at the eleventh Party Congress. Vinashin was the crown jewel of Dung’s SOEs, and the 
dependency of these companies was part of a project to model state companies after 
the South Korean chaebol (Malesky, Schuler, et al. 2011), or sprawling conglomerates 
that drive national development. The government doled out billions of dollars to 
Vinashin, hoping to turn Vietnam into the world’s fourth biggest shipbuilder by 2018. 
By 2007, the company was taking advantage of its state backing and funding from 
foreign investors to open one subsidiary every one and half days in noncore areas such 
as hotels, motorbike manufacturing, and fruit sales (Cheshier 2009), and by 2010, it 
had branched out inefficiently into 300 noncore units (Hayton 2010).

In August 2010, the company nearly collapsed under $4.4 billion worth of debt, 
equivalent to 5 percent of the gross domestic product (GDP), a cataclysm that ignited 
a press frenzy as reporters blamed the company’s poor governance and management 
practices, and speculated about complacency among political leaders. Large state 
newspapers and analysts capitalized on a state audit that month that alleged gross neg-
ligence on the part of top executives, who signed relationship-based contracts that 
served little economic value, and who invested in fourteen provinces as a way of 
diversifying support from the Central Committee (Malesky, Schuler, et al. 2011). In 
August 2010, Vinashin chairman Pham Thanh Binh was arrested and, in December, 
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the conglomerate defaulted on the $400 million Credit Suisse loan. In March 2012, 
eight executives were sentenced including the CEO, who was handed twenty years in 
prison (Hookway 2012).

As to be expected in this press model of recentralization driven by elites, coverage 
at first focused on provincial-level corruption and did not go higher than this informal 
mandate. Furthermore, because it followed pattern of exposing corruption right before 
Congresses often to shore up votes (Malesky, Schuler and Tran 2011: 337-339), the 
conundrum was being treated as a political rather than a law enforcement issue. This 
is evidenced by the fact that the debt quandary was first brought up to the press through 
the Party Inspection Committee, the body charged with auditing and disciplining party 
members, according to three editors in Hanoi (Anonymous Editor 2010a, 2010b; 
Anonymous Journalist 2010c) and corroborated by Thayer’s analysis (Thayer 2010a). 
This political body reported to Sang as then-head of the Party Secretariat at the time. 
Usually, such as during the PMU-18 Affair, allegations have been released to the press 
via the traditional route of the Ministry of Public Security but not this time. As the 
Vinashin project was advocated by Dung, who as head of government had the power 
to appoint police leaders, the debacle became the cause célèbre of political rivals seek-
ing a Party, rather than government, solution outside of his immediate grip (Thayer 
2010a).

Two editors and one journalist said this oddity was widely noticed and exploited, 
because the newspapers hoped to cover a corruption scandal that could rival PMU-18 
(Anonymous Journalist 2010c, 2010d, 2010e). “When the factions fight, we can write 
about pretty much anything we want,” said one reporter at Tuoi Tre, “but only if it will 
be accepted politically,” referring to his rule of thumb of not publishing allegations of 
wrongdoing too high in the hierarchy.

On the one hand, we felt the pressure to make a profit, because even though we are [sic] 
doing well on money, we cannot let go of the chance to investigate and expose corrupt 
officials so we can sell papers. But we also felt a sense of justice. This was a serious problem 
in Vietnam and most reporters enter this field and criticize the government for justice, not 
money.

Further supporting Gainsborough's model of media–party relations, another editor 
added that the government’s notion of “politically acceptable” is left purposefully 
vague, opening newspapers up to harassment should they cross the hazy line. For 
instance, at one weekly editorial meeting with the MIC, another high-ranking editor 
said that journalists were repeatedly given orders to “act in the interests of the people” 
and to “find solutions for the Party” when covering corruption in Vinashin, but that 
MIC officials would not clarify the precise meaning of this statement.

Their statements appear to be corroborated by the Party’s written stance toward 
news reporting on the scandal, summarized in Tạp chí Cộng Sản (Communist Review), 
the official party journal. The publication put forward a press strategy that emphasizes 
“finding effective solutions for re-structuring,” and in an analysis by one professor, 
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urges the Party to punish those responsible as a way of sowing political legitimacy 
(Vuong 2010: 43). The author further writes,

While public attention has been given in particular to the arrest of a number of Vinashin’s 
senior managers and the appointment of new top managers for the Group, there has been 
insufficient critical review and analysis of the causes of Vinashin’s difficult situation, the 
evidence of corporate revitalization or of the work done by the members of the group in the 
last few months to restore confidence in the “brand” of one of Vietnam’s biggest companies. 
(Vuong 2010: 43)

One mid-level MIC official (Anonymous 2011) backed this position in an inter-
view, although he would not comment on the precise contents of those press meetings. 
He suggested that the Party was balancing the need to criticize SOE managers against 
the necessity of protecting its own legitimacy (by, he specified, showing readers that 
the government was trying to clean up corruption rather than partaking in it).

Although four of the most-read state-run newspapers and websites—Tuoi Tre, 
Thanh Nien, VietNamNet, and Nhan Dhan—did not directly incriminate the prime 
minister, they were given a party-sponsored opportunity to connect him to the debacle 
during his self-criticism session before the National Assembly on November 24, 2010. 
On national television, Dung took personal responsibility for the “government’s short-
comings and weaknesses” that led to the conglomerate’s downfall (Ruwitch 2010). 
Around the same time, from November 24 to 26, the four main newspapers began 
shifting their coverage away from the arrested executives and toward the prime minis-
ter’s role in promoting the SOE model. From November 10 to 23, four out of eleven 
Tuoi Tre front pages surveyed and five out of eleven Thanh Nien front pages carried 
articles on the Vinashin executives, as well as broader SOE inefficiencies pegged to 
the Vinashin scandal. From November 24 to 29, all four front pages in each newspaper 
carried stories analyzing Dung’s presumed admission of guilt, even though they did 
not tie it into big-picture political maneuvering before the Congress. This suggests that 
some Party elites were cautiously gaming the press system to make an example of 
Dung, but taking care not to unleash a PMU-18-style scandal, an unintended conse-
quence that could upset the leadership transition.

Such a reality is further evidenced by the fact that the pioneering site VietNamNet 
faced a swift strike. The website took more liberties in writing about state corruption 
and unspecified leadership than other newspapers (O’Flaherty 2011). On January 4, 
2011, one week before the congress was set to begin, the MIC removed Nguyen Anh 
Tuan, the website’s quasi-celebrity founder, from his post, and the website came under 
a series of hacking attacks from a mysterious origin (O’Flaherty 2011). Press com-
mentators used the label “murky” to describe the situation, because they could not 
figure out which coverage prompted the attacks and removal, and why other newspa-
pers were not being targeted for similar reporting (O’Flaherty 2011: 2); rather, it 
seemed the Party was striking strategically before the Congress as a preemption and 
warning.
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Two months after the prime minister’s public self-criticism, the eleventh Party 
Congress commenced from January 11 to 19, 2011. There was a general reluctance, 
even among Tuoi Tre and Thanh Nien, to publish bold reporting as they have done on 
topics like the environment and local-level corruption. A weekly internal briefing from 
Tuoi Tre on January 16, 2011, summarizes the strategy of publishing interviews with 
top officials who have more freedom to talk openly about the party’s problems, but 
there is no mention of pursuing on-the-ground investigative reporting. It writes,

The stories of those who are the journalists writing about the Party, concerning issues of 
corruption and waste relevant to Party members and the people are still a serious issue. But 
. . . the voices of insiders . . . have made the content not as heavy. With current events we’re 
making a focus on “Hope” and “Youth and Great Challenges,” with Tuoi Tre’s opinions 
being expressed, though in a composed and subtle manner . . . We’ve been able to distinguish 
ourselves from the other newspapers with our exclusives relating to problems within the 
Party. We’ve had two consecutive news issues that have pursued such problems, and we are 
going to organize an interview raising every point of view regarding essential issues that the 
Party must address. (Tuoi Tre 2011: 3)

The briefing goes on to explain some reluctance to take the investigative reporting 
too far during a sensitive time. It raises a quibble over a front-page story, on January 
12, 2011, which made the error of displaying wrinkled voting ballots with Ho Chi 
Minh’s portrait—a sort of blasphemy that could be used as a pretext for punishment.

This is the first time ever that party members have been seen withdrawing voting cards so 
sloppily, and with a photo of Uncle Ho on the party cards at that! We could be cited for using 
a photo in this manner. (Tuoi Tre 2011: 3)

Such an example shows a cautious and self-censoring press during this period, and 
with this relative quaintness, the Central Committee delegates continued meeting until 
January 19 with no significant leadership or policy changes. The Vinashin issue hurt 
Dung, but leaders did not allow the press to reach as far as PMU-18 once did. Dung 
resisted attempts to be ousted and was reelected to a second five-year term, while his 
main rival Sang was elected the president of Vietnam as he retained power in the 
Politburo rather than government. (It is still unclear precisely how Dung survived this 
test despite facing low popularity.) More than one year later, the Communist Review 
released a summary praising the press for “continuing to implement the resolutions of 
the 11th Party Congress,” and reinforcing a vague role in helping the party curb eco-
nomic problems.

Over the past one year, the press and publication services have fulfilled their socio-political 
functions, contributing to disseminating the Party’s political tasks, important solutions of the 
Government on inflation control, prevention of economic downturn, stabilization of macro 
economy, and insurance of social security for sustainable development. (Doan 2012: 1)
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Case Study 2: Bauxite Mining, “Elite Resistance,” and 
Press Coverage

This case study demonstrates how, similar to the Vinashin episode, the press can report 
widely on a provincial-level environmental issue with national market implications. 
Like Vinashin reporting, this case also reveals more about the responsiveness of the 
party to other elites and to the press, opening up space for muckraking journalists 
when “elite resistance” from the top flares up against these local officials. Vietnam is 
estimated to hold 5.4 billion tons of bauxite ore, thought to be among the largest num-
ber of reserves in the world. About 4.4 billion of those reserves are in Dak Nong, one 
of the poorest provinces in the Central Highlands, while the rest is primarily located in 
the nearby Lam Dong and Dak Lak provinces (US Consulate General Ho Chi Minh 
City 2009). The highly valued mineral is strip mined as the raw material for alumina, 
which in turn can be refined into aluminum (although Vietnam does not have the tech-
nological prowess to accomplish this yet). Local officials backed the state-run mining 
company, Vinacomin, in a plan approved by the prime minister in 2009 that included 
China’s state-run mining giant, Chalco (Thayer 2010b).

Supporters of the proposal, and especially provincial elites from the Dak Nong 
People’s Committee, argued that the revenue from tapping into the reserves would 
greatly enrich living standards among the impoverished population (US Consulate 
General Ho Chi Minh City 2009). What is revealing from press coverage of the baux-
ite controversy, however, was how a flood of “elite resistance” suddenly swept across 
Vietnam, pitting mainly mainstream elites against provincial party elites and affect-
ing media policy in a manner consistent with Gainsborough’s hypothesis. This was an 
incident that touched on the party’s performance legitimacy, because “for the first 
time the government to decide on large-scale development projects was called into 
question by a broad national coalition of mainstream elites” (Thayer 2010b: 52). He 
adds, “When Vietnam’s one-party state is confronted by challenges from within the 
party or from the elite, it reacts in a partly responsive manner,” going back to the 
model of repressive responsiveness that is widely agreed upon in the civil society 
literature, regardless of the disagreements as to how civil society is structured (Thayer 
2010b: 63).

In January 2009, the bauxite issue was suddenly enflamed in the media when the 
war-era hero General Vo Nguyen Giap issued an open letter (the first of three) to the 
main state-owned newspapers, arguing that the project would displace minorities, 
destroy the Dong Nai/Saigon River system, and threaten national security with the 
arrival of Chinese workers who would give China economic influence (Thayer 2010b). 
Giap released two more letters up until May 2009, and by that month, it was clear that 
a loose coalition of antibauxite activists had emerged, consisting of scientists, environ-
mentalists, bloggers, politicians, and intellectuals. Emotions ran high in part because 
of the revolutionary general’s involvement. In April and May, the government, which 
officially supported the idea, was forced to make public displays of caution toward the 
plan. For instance, the prime minister permitted the National Assembly to carry out its 
own reviews of mining practices (Thayer 2010b).
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The bauxite scenario sat at the juncture of three sensitive subjects: the path of eco-
nomic reform, the resulting environmental degradation, and relations with China. The 
confluence of these factors, along with elite involvement, led the press to be permitted 
to report more widely as the Party attempted to manage all these interests. Not all the 
media commentary was negative; however, a fact that reflects on the media’s con-
flicted role in the state along with the genuine beliefs of some that, with safeguards, 
the project should go forward. The author’s interviews line up with the media account 
given by the American embassy, commenting on a May 2009 National Assembly 
debate over the matter:

This “balanced” approach has prevailed in the media’s coverage of the National Assembly’s 
debate, particularly after the Ministry of Industry and Trade (MOIT) submitted its May 23 
report to the NA, as required by the April 26 Politburo directive announced by Standing 
Secretary Sang. As usual, VietNamNet’s widely circulated e-newspaper provided the most 
thorough coverage, but other outlets such as Tuoi Tre also sought to contrast statements in 
favor of bauxite development from Central Highland provinces Dac Nong and Lam Dong 
with opinions from other deputies who oppose the project on environmental, economic, or 
“national security” grounds . . . A critical report prepared by the Ministry of Natural 
Resources and Environment detailing the potential environmental fallout from bauxite 
development, was for example, given fairly wide play (U.S. Embassy Hanoi 2009).

For Vietnamese reporters, a number of conflicting initiatives from the top of the 
Politburo led to a confused and vague situation. When the public debate broke out in 
2009, editorial staffers at VietnamNet were told not to cover the more controversial 
side of the bauxite projects, an order that came from then-propaganda committee 
chairman To Huy Rua, according to leaked American cables. Less than two weeks 
later, however, President Truong Tan Sang, who Rua ultimately reported to, reversed 
the decision, telling editors to cover both sides of the issue (U.S. Embassy Hanoi 
2009), and signifying that Rua, a revolutionary ideologue, was subject to his more 
pragmatic, nonideological overseers. From the author’s interviews and one published 
report, it appears that this decision was classically “soft authoritarian”: the press was 
being utilized to please elite “resistors” hoping for more dialogue (Thayer 2010b: 48), 
while reining in nonstate blogs that were taking advantage of the issue to advocate 
multiparty democracy (Nguyen 2012: 1).

Two editors in Ho Chi Minh City affirmed that moderation was intended to offset 
the growing popularity of antibauxite blogs, particularly boxit.vn, while retaining 
credibility as a factual paper balancing both sides (Anonymous Editor 2011a, 2011b). 
Two other Hanoi-based journalists (Anonymous Journalist 2011c, 2011d) said they 
came under pressure from the MIC to label these blogs “reactionary,” a label that 
indeed appeared in the printed press describing blogs (Nguyen 2012). The government 
antipathy toward these bloggers was evidenced further when, in March 2010, Google 
published allegations that computers downloading Vietnamese keyboard software 
were being infected with malware, which was then hijacking host computers to launch 
denial of service attacks on antibauxite blogs (Mehta 2010).
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Around the same time, environmental reporting became a centerpiece of Vietnamese 
political journalism in relatively liberal news sources such as Tuoi Tre, Thanh Nien, 
and VietnamNet. This revealed how newspapers were pushing the boundaries on what 
is acceptable in taking on their state-sanctioned “anticorruption” role, because envi-
ronmental issues had attention from elites and the scandals started with local misman-
agement more than Hanoi-based stakeholders. In a survey of sixty daily front pages of 
Thanh Nien and Tuoi Tre from October 20, 2010 to December 20, 2010, forty-one of 
their front pages, or 68 percent, carried at least one environmental story. This is com-
pared with approximately 10 percent of front pages surveyed from the same newspa-
pers from June 20 to August 20, 2010, when environmentalism had subsided. One 
journalist said the rising interest in the environment, and particularly bauxite mining, 
grew further when, in October 2010, one million cubic meters of “red mud” were 
accidentally released from an alumina plant in Hungary. The incident killed seven 
people in what was known as the Ajka alumina plant accident (Kenarov 2011), which 
became front-page news in most large Hanoi-based and Ho Chi Minh City-based 
newspapers the next day. Catering to elites who had good standing within the system, 
state-run papers had to cover the Hungary fiasco in detail to please their tastes, said 
one reporter (Anonymous Journalist 2011e).

In the end, widespread press coverage as a result of elite resistance did not stop the 
government from going forward with the economically lucrative plan. In November 
2012, the first refinery in Tan Rai was commissioned (Mok 2012). This case study has 
demonstrated, rather, how a flare-up of press coverage comprised one tool in a debate 
that forced other elites to make concessions. For example, it prompted the National 
Assembly to gather powers that allowed it to more directly audit provincial business-
minded bureaucrats. The controversy, in essence, was one based on personality, with 
the involvement of Giap, and that pitted voices from around the nation against mainly 
local officials who aggressively lobbied for their plan.

Conclusion

Starting with the Tien Lang affair and weaving through some of Vietnam’s most heated 
political, economic, and environmental coverage, this paper has demonstrated how the 
country’s state-sanctioned press operates under a mandate closely linked to patronage 
and decentralization. This essentially makes newspaper operations partially free, but 
this study has further clarified why it would make little sense to fall back on a dichoto-
mous framework of a watchdog press versus an authoritarian state. Rather, a more apt 
approach is to examine the role of “uncertainty” in Party rule as it allows the press to 
pursue stories that are strategic to its interests. However, it would be unwise to down-
play the media’s own agency in pursuing stories outside of elite direction, whether out 
of the pursuit of profit or a commendable desire to see justice done.

Alongside a literature review, this has been accomplished through a fieldwork 
approach gathering the views of journalists, editors, mid-level MIC officials, and oth-
ers. A field-based approach can help clarify and add to the existing literature, 
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especially on questions over how media pressure is exerted, where censorship comes 
from, and how journalists react, comply, or resist. In a broader significance, studying 
the press reveals much about how the Vietnamese political elite sees itself and the role 
of its civil society, specifically under Dixon’s (2004: 31) “soft corporatist-authoritari-
anism.” Such a framework suggests that Party elites see themselves as cautiously but 
chaotically navigating the new era of markets—but only as long as it has tools to 
ensure the market project does not threaten the rent-seeking interests of national busi-
ness-party elites.

What wider implications does this study have for research on nominally communist 
states experiencing economic growth without corresponding political openings? In 
Vietnam, it suggests that a strict, top-down institutional model can give the false 
impression that many of these states hold direct command over their state-run civil 
societies, when the picture is more complex and includes a variegated number of 
actors (even if many of them are elites). More often, erratic censorship can be explained 
through the rise of decentralized economic groups, prompting the party to go on 
Gainsborough’s “thrusts” of recentralization. This model can be applied in future 
research on the comparative journalism of transitional states, such as in Myanmar, 
China, and Cuba, where elites, for reasons not always clear, have let down old ways 
and guided their countries toward the goal of marketization, while attempting to keep 
a hold on press reporting. This view necessarily goes beyond the orthodox view of 
“reformers” and “conservatives,” opening up greater possibilities for understanding 
that a sphere of writers, reporters, and intellectuals—one arm of civil society—can be 
both repressed and raucous.
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Abstract
During President Felipe Calderón Hinojosa’s administration, the military was called 
on to confront organized crime, and dozens of journalists were killed in Mexico. 
Attacks on journalists have continued under the new administration. This study 
focuses on the erosion of the democratic institution of the press in Mexico’s 
northern states, for the majority of journalists murdered in the last decade worked 
in that region. Utilizing Shoemaker and Reese’s hierarchy of influences model, this 
study examines pressures constraining the press working in a tide of violence. The 
thirty-nine semistructured, in-depth interviews with Mexican journalists, who report 
in five of the northern states, indicate the strongest influences came from outside 
newsrooms, where intimidation and unthinkable crimes were committed against the 
press along the entire border. Individual-level influences, such as lack of conflict-
reporting training, safety concerns, and handling the trauma of covering violence, were 
among the strongest pressures often leading to self-censorship. Organizational-level 
influences, including newsroom policies and financial arrangements with government 
and business, also influenced journalistic practice. The study added an inter-media 
level for analyses of news organizations and individual journalists working together to 
increase safety. Additional findings show major disruptions in border reporting where 
news “blackouts” exist amid pockets of lawlessness.
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Introduction

Crime reporter Armando Rodríguez Carreón was gunned down in his driveway in the 
Mexican border city of Juárez as his eight-year-old daughter looked on (Committee to 
Protect Journalists 2010a). Eight reporters were kidnapped in one month in Reynosa, 
a northern Mexican border city across from McAllen, Texas (Estévez 2010). And dur-
ing one week in the summer of 2012, two northern border news outlets were attacked 
with grenades and gunfire “to silence reporting on criminal groups” (Archibold 2012).

By all accounts, Mexico is one of the most dangerous places in the world for jour-
nalists. Violence against journalists increased precipitously after former President 
Felipe Calderón Hinojosa launched a war against organized crime in 2006, and by the 
end of his administration in 2012, 630 attacks were reported against the press, with 
more than 67 journalists killed and 14 disappeared (Human Rights Watch 2013; The 
Associated Press 2012).

Reporting in Mexico still is an enormous risk, with attacks on journalists continu-
ing under the new administration of Mexican President Enrique Peña Nieto (Chavez 
2013). This study examines to what extent journalism practices have undergone radi-
cal change amid the violence. Furthermore, given that the majority of journalists mur-
dered in the last ten years leading up to our study were working in the northern border 
states (Committee to Protect Journalists 2010b) and that some news organizations 
there were among the leaders in the democratic consolidation of the media system in 
previous decades (Hughes 2003, 2006), our research focuses solely on journalists 
working in that region.

In this study, we address an overarching research question that examines how the 
democratic institution of the press has been influenced in northern Mexico during a 
period of rising violence related to organized crime and corrupt government offi-
cials. In our analysis, we use the framework of Shoemaker and Reese’s (1996) hier-
archy of influences model to which we add an inter-media level to accommodate a 
strong association among journalists and news organizations with distinct interac-
tions within the profession during the tide of violence. We also draw on theoretical 
conceptions of press–state relations (Hallin and Mancini 2004), the hybrid civic 
news media model1 in Mexico (Hughes 2003, 2006), the literature focused on pro-
fessional journalism roles (Weaver et al. 2007), and journalism culture (Hanitzsch 
2006). The study also builds upon other scholarship that examines the perceived 
effects of reporting in conflict zones and post-crisis situations (Carter and Kodrich 
2013; Fahmy and Johnson 2005; Kim 2010; Kim and Hama-Saeed 2008), media 
censorship in conflict environments (Ferreira 2006; Sharkey, 1991), and antipress 
violence in lawless regions (Waisbord 2002, 2007).

News Media as a Democratic Institution in Mexico

The old system of media control in Mexico “has antecedents that stretch back to the 
pre-revolutionary era” (Lawson 2002: 26). The country’s Constitution of 1917 guar-
antees freedom of the press and expression, though it has been noted that the 
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conditions for these liberties were not necessarily supported (Ferreira 2006). The 
country’s post-revolutionary government controlled the news media through subsi-
dization (Benavides 2000).

From the 1940s to the 1980s, Hughes (2006: 7) noted, “Clientelism, corporatism, 
and a state-centered ideology of social justice had attached most Mexican social, eco-
nomic, and political organizations to the government or its party.” For decades, the 
news media largely were subordinate to the ruling Institutional Revolutionary Party 
(PRI), passing on information sanctioned by the state (Arrendondo Ramírez and 
Sánchez Ruíz 1986). The 1968 and 1971 student protest massacres served as critical 
junctures for a nascent social movement with only a few news outlets attempting 
“assertive journalism” in the 1970s and none surviving that decade (Hughes 2006: 18).

By the 1980s, the PRI found it was too expensive to hold together its heterogeneous 
coalition during the structural crisis, leading to various sectors being cut away from 
support to stem the financial bleeding and leading to divisions within the party related 
to economic and political reform (Lawson 2002). Increased civic engagement in that 
same decade and into the 1990s sparked the Mexican press’ transformation toward 
democratic consolidation, with a few innovative news organizations, several of them 
in northern states, publishing news critical of the regime (Hughes 2003, 2006).

One of the major turning points in the country’s political transition has been placed 
with the 1996 political reforms, the loss of seats in Congress the following year, and 
the opposition National Action Party (PAN) candidate Vicente Fox Quesada’s presi-
dential election defeat of the party that had ruled for more than seven decades (Lawson 
2002: 24). By the 1990s, too, many national papers reflected journalism that was more 
“civic” than authoritarian, ultimately becoming a hybrid press system of a varying mix 
of “civic,” “market-driven,” and state-centered orientations2 (Hughes 2003, 2006: 
10–12).

In her exhaustive research of press models in Mexico, Hughes (2003, 2006: 110) 
found that three of the seven “first wave” civic papers in her study were in northern 
Mexico. Three of the nine news organizations identified in Hughes’ (2006) conceptu-
alization of the second phase of change for civic newspapers were in the north and 
considered an example of the diffusion of professional journalism norms. The recent 
shift to increased violence against journalists in that region makes our study all the 
more relevant.

Violence as a Constraint on the Democratic Institution of 
the Press

Although institutionalized violence against the news media has received little scholarly 
study or theoretical focus (Kim 2010; Kim and Hama-Saeed 2008; Waisbord 2002), 
research has investigated the practice of journalism during conflicts (Fahmy and 
Johnson 2005; Kim 2010; Kim and Hama-Saeed 2008; Tumber and Webster 2006). 
Scholarly work also suggests that the relative strength of the institutional environment 
is critical for the protection of journalists from violence (Waisbord 2002), and we sub-
mit, for support of watchdog or “civic” news media in a fragile democratic system.
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For decades, Mexico has been among the most dangerous countries for journalists 
in Latin America (Estévez 2010; Waisbord 2002). Although great attention has been 
dedicated to the bloody period after President Calderón called on the military to fight 
organized crime along the border, the previous ruling party’s ties to drug trafficking 
date back to the end of World War II (O’Neil 2009). As the PRI lost monopoly control 
of government, so slipped the patron–client tie in which organized crime groups used 
the political party to “create a system-wide network of corruption that ensured distri-
bution rights, market access, and even official government protection for drug traffick-
ers” (Shirk 2011: 9). The 2000 presidential election of opposition PAN candidate 
Vicente Fox, and the PRI’s loss of power, further eroded the old model, leading orga-
nized crime groups to embrace autonomy and to establish new ways of ensuring illicit 
goods received safe passage crossing the northern border through buying off local 
officials along the route (O’Neil 2009).

With rising profits, organized crime groups in Mexico developed militarized 
enforcement strategies and began a brutal struggle to gain control of smuggling routes 
along the northern border (O’Neil 2009). There have been more than 60,000 deaths in 
the country that have been linked to drug-related violence, organized crime, and cor-
rupt government after the Calderón administration’s proclaimed drug trafficking war 
(Human Rights Watch 2013), which was coupled with more than $1.1 billion of U.S. 
financial support delivered through the Mérida Initiative toward militarizing the bor-
der on the Mexican side (Ribando Seelke and Finklea 2013). By the year of our study, 
the majority of killings of Mexican journalists had occurred in the northern border 
states (Committee to Protect Journalists 2010a), away from the capital where it 
“appears to be politically too costly for criminal organizations” because of the concen-
tration of diplomatic embassies, three branches of government, and headquarters of 
political and social groups (Estévez 2010: 274).

One of the many risks of institutionalized violence is its potential for undermin-
ing the country’s fragile democratic system (O’Neil 2009), which we argue includes 
investigative or “civic” journalism. In the year of our study (2011), for example, the 
number of organized crime-related deaths in the six northern border states reflected 
how drug trafficking turf wars gained momentum along the eastern side of the 
northern Mexico border. From the northwest border to the northeastern border that 
year, there were 351 organized crime-related deaths in Baja California Norte, 320 
in Sonora, 2,925 in Chihuahua, 851 in Coahuila, 1,472 in Nuevo León, and 1,257 
in Tamaulipas (Molzahn et al. 2012; Ribando Seelke and Finklea 2013). That year, 
the Committee to Protect Journalists’ (2011: 1) impunity index ranked Mexico 
among “the world’s most murderous countries for the press . . . where authorities 
appear powerless in bringing killers to justice.” Thus, we study the extent that the 
democratic institution of civic journalism (Hughes 2003) is in peril in these north-
ern states. For political theorist Robert Dahl’s suggested minimal conditions for 
democracy, one of the most widely accepted (Schmitter and Karl 1996), include 
citizens’ rights to freely express themselves and the right to seek and obtain infor-
mation (Dahl 1982).
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Hierarchy of Influences Framework

As scholars have noted, the hierarchy-of-influences model is a strong framework for 
examining reporting in conflict zones (Fahmy and Johnson 2012; Kim 2010). Our 
study used Shoemaker and Reese’s hierarchy of influences model, informed by other 
scholars’ work in a global context (Hanitzsch 2006; Hanitzsch et al. 2010; Kim 2010; 
Reese 2001). The structure was used to analyze recent influences on journalistic cul-
ture and practice in a year that the number of attacks on press freedom in Mexico rose 
by nearly 11 percent from the previous year to 172 (Forced Silence 2012).

In the model, the five levels of influences on journalists are nested with the higher 
levels subsuming lower levels of influence (Shoemaker and Reese 1996). The 
individual-level influences form the core followed by the news media routines level, 
organizational level, extra-media level, and the outermost ideological level (Reese 
2001; Shoemaker and Reese 1996).

Individual-Level Influences

We investigate individual-level factors that could influence journalists’work- and ethi-
cal decision making, including demographics, such as age, gender, education, work 
experience, and personal factors, such as family beliefs and values, professional back-
ground, and occupation (Hughes 2006; Hanitzsch et al. 2010; Kim 2010; Reese 2001; 
Shoemaker and Reese 1996; Weaver et al. 2007). We also draw from studies that have 
examined the individual-level toll of exposure to violence toward journalists (Feinstein 
2012; Kim 2010; Kim and Hama-Saeed 2008).

News Media Routines Influences

We use Shoemaker and Reese’s (1996: 105) description of the news media routines 
level, which will include “patterned, routinized, repeated practices” that journalists 
perform in the course of working. The literature has been mixed on the extent that 
professional routines influence news judgment (Hanitzsch et al. 2010; Shoemaker 
et al. 2001; Zhu et al. 1997).

Organizational-Level Influences

We use the organizational level to analyze influences on journalists in northern Mexico 
through news media organizations’ policies and structure (Hanitzsch et al. 2010; 
Shoemaker and Reese 1996) in a time of violence. The influences of editorial manag-
ers’ business decisions related to staffing and competition also fall under this dimen-
sion (Berkowitz and Limor 2003). Furthermore, in Mexico, we assert, decision- making 
at the organizational level could be critical as news outlets struggle in a challenging 
financial and violent environment (Lowrey and Chang 2010), where concentration of 
media outlets in a few private hands has had direct implications on the strength of the 
press and democracy (Organization of American States 2011).
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Extra-Media Influences

The influences on journalists from outside of news organizations are theorized as extra-
media level influences, or, as Shoemaker and Reese (1996: 175) note, “extrinsic” to 
news media outlets. In an environment of violence, we examine these extra-media 
influences, which include news sources, business advertisers, governmental authorities 
including the military, nongovernmental and intergovernmental organizations, and 
organized crime groups (Reese 2001; Shoemaker and Reese 1996). According to 
Shoemaker and Reese (1996), and other scholars (Zhu et al. 1997), extra-media influ-
ences may have more impact on the profession than lower levels of influence.

Ideology as an Influence

Ideology includes values, attitudes, and perceptions about the role of journalistic work 
in the broader context of society (Reese 2001; Shoemaker and Reese 1996). We exam-
ine the extent that some influences may be stronger than others in the context of vio-
lence and build on scholars’ work that focused on the democratic transition of the news 
media in Mexico (Hughes 2003, 2006; Hughes and Lawson 2004; Lawson 2002).

Based on this literature and the framework of the hierarchy of influences model, 
our study examines the following research questions.

Research Question 1: What are the political, societal, and economic influences 
on the country’s journalists in the context of violence along the northern border?
Research Question 2: What types of violence and intimidation are visited upon 
Mexican journalists along the country’s northern border states?
Research Question 3: How has increased violence along the country’s northern 
border changed journalism practice for Mexican journalists since the period 
when civic journalism was introduced?

Method

We focus on the country’s journalists working on the northern border because these 
journalists frequently are more at risk than those based near power centers of a country 
(Estévez 2010; Waisbord 2002). Several factors contribute to this heightened level of 
vulnerability in northern Mexico: (1) distance from political and economic centers in 
the country, which often results in fewer resources and recourses when journalists/news 
outlets are subjected to aggression; (2) news organizations located in peripheral areas 
tend to be smaller with less economic and political power to protect their employees; 
and (3) Mexico’s northern border is the location of drug and human smuggling routes.

We developed a list for a purposive sample of journalists from large, medium, and 
small news organizations from print, online, radio, magazine, and television news in 
the six states along the entire northern border of Mexico (Baja California Norte, 
Sonora, Chihuahua, Coahuila, Nuevo León, and Tamaulipas). In developing the list, 
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we consulted representatives from four major organizations that had contacts along the 
border: Investigative Reporters and Editors, the Inter American Press Association 
(2012), the Binational Association of Schools of Communication, and chapters of the 
National Association of Hispanic Journalists. To recruit, we contacted journalists 
based in eleven representative media markets in six northern Mexican border states 
(Tijuana and Mexicali, Baja California Norte; San Luis Río Colorado, Nogales, and 
Hermosillo, Sonora; Ciudad Juárez, Chihuahua; Ciudad Acuña, Coahuila; 
Monterrey, Nuevo León; and Nuevo Laredo, Reynosa, and Matamoros, Tamaulipas; 
see Figure 1).3

The questionnaire was developed from a modified version of Kim and Hama-Saeed’s 
(2008) framework utilized to study journalists performing in zones of conflict. Interview 
questions were designed to examine factors that impact the work of journalists in an 
unpredictable environment. We piloted our questionnaire with six journalists.

The reporters, photographers, videographers, editors, and producers whom we con-
tacted had a range of experience, including coverage of public affairs, crime and cor-
ruption in northern Mexico. Of the forty-five Mexican journalists contacted, thirty-nine 
journalists agreed to be interviewed in person for an 86.67 percent response rate. We 
conducted in-depth interviews that were semistructured in nature from September 17, 
2011, through December 16, 2011. Participants were offered anonymity, and every 
journalist opted for this. With participants’ permission, all of the interviews were 
audio-recorded.

The audio files were translated into English and transcribed. We then analyzed and 
aggregated interview responses from the transcripts that corresponded to the study’s 
research questions. We used Corbin and Strauss’ (2008) coding schemata as an analyti-
cal strategy to identify concepts; and we further developed themes and categories 
using axial coding.

Figure 1. News media markets in the six northern border states of Mexico.
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As we analyzed our data, we determined that an inter-media level should be added 
between the organizational and extra-media levels of the hierarchy framework to 
accommodate our data.

Findings

We recruited journalists from five states4 in northern Mexico during the last full year 
of President Calderón’s administration. Twelve of the thirty-nine Mexican journalists 
in the study were women (30.77%) and twenty-seven were men (69.23%). Participants’ 
ages ranged from twenty-five to fifty-six years with a mean age of 39.6 years (SD = 
7.89). Participants’ journalism experience ranged from three years to thirty-five years 
with a mean of 16.49 years (SD = 7.37) working in the field. Education was from a 
high school diploma to holding a master’s degree.

We found that journalists across the country’s northern border had similar influ-
ences, though the intensity of those influences varied. In the following sections, we 
address the three research questions in this study, describing the political, societal, and 
economic influences on journalists in the context of violence along the country’s 
northern border, the types of violence and intimidation visited upon these journalists, 
and how the violence in the region has drastically changed journalism practice since 
Hughes’ (2003, 2006) civic journalism research.

Individual-Level Influences

The strongest influences on journalists at the individual level were lack of training to 
work in a conflict zone and extreme concerns about personal and family safety, risks 
that had become major influences on journalists’ abilities to perform investigations 
about the government, and crime or other public interest issues. Most journalists in the 
study discussed the personal toll from working in an uncertain and violent environment 
with mass executions, which directly impacted their psyches, and thus their work, in 
what one editor [CH1] characterized as a “living nightmare” that has “all the ingredi-
ents to terrify anyone.” One journalist anxiously recounted how the violent working 
environment led to a “nervous breakdown” and self-committing to a hospital [T7].

Journalists described altering their driving routes, changing automobiles, and con-
cealing identities. One journalist [CH4] scrubbed links to his addresses and vacated 
his house. An editor [CH8] in Ciudad Juárez noted that many reporters fear for their 
lives. “I had colleagues who came to me and said, . . . ‘If something happens to me, I 
trust my child with you.’” A Tamaulipas journalist [T4] received a bulletproof vest as 
a gift from his father. Another longtime reporter from that state [T8] noted, “I wake up 
at night seeing the dead, smelling the death, and shaking and crying . . . I try to forget 
. . . But honestly, it’s something that you’ll never forget. You can’t.”

In the states of Baja California Norte and Sonora, where turf battles had been set-
tled, at least temporarily, and violence had dropped somewhat by 2011, reporters noted 
that they still were shell-shocked. “We still haven’t shaken that fear we had at one 
point,” said one reporter from Tijuana. “That’s to say there are many things that could 
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be investigated but that aren’t investigated” [BC8]. Still, in that same city, there were 
journalists at one news organization who would not be intimidated, even after a “hit” 
price was put on three of their lives and they had to use government bodyguards. One 
editor from that news organization, known for investigations, said, “If they call us to 
tell us what to do, or what not to publish, we’re going to publish it twice over and 
we’re also going to write that they called us to tell us not to publish” [BC11].

Media Routines Influences

A few journalists in the study noted technological innovations, which allow rapid 
news dissemination and increased use of social media, along with the faltering econ-
omy and local job layoffs, had led to increased workloads, longer workdays, and 
superficial reporting in an already challenging and often violent environment. Further, 
journalists spent more time backgrounding sources because of their potential connec-
tions to organized crime. Some reporters complained about working as many as fifteen 
hours at a time. Some wrote up to fourteen stories a day. “There are journalists who 
have to cover, and have covered, twenty deaths in one day. Different cases,” said a 
Ciudad Juárez reporter [CH5].

Journalistic work has changed completely, just as personal lives have changed. One 
editor [CH1] noted, “We’re more careful in our communications, especially because 
we know that criminals have teams and ways of finding out what we’re talking about. 
Even when we talk on our cell phones, we know that they’re listening to us.”

Some reporters used radios instead of cell phones, and limited e-mail and phone 
calls, to avoid being detected. Some drove in unmarked cars, wore disguises at crime 
scenes, and used caution when handling equipment, such as cameras, to avoid the 
appearance of carrying a weapon.

Television and radio news reporters described facing larger challenges with not 
drawing attention to themselves compared with those in print work [T7, T8, T11]. “We 
want to report but have to ask, ‘Do we do it? Do we not do it? Where can we go? 
Where can’t we go?’ Sometimes we say something (on air) and we’re terrified,” said 
one reporter, who wept [T11].

Organizational Influences

We found that most news organization owners, top editors, and producers interviewed 
for this study had developed policies that were, in large part, reacting to the violence 
and economic downturn rather than setting visionary goals. They also distanced them-
selves from organized crime to project a neutral position. Most communicated that 
they were conscious of the critical public interest role of journalists in society, as 
Hughes (2003, 2006) described in her research.

Although Hughes (2003, 2006) found a diffusion of civic journalism in the second 
wave of news media transformation process in Mexico, we found a diffusion of news 
practices among news outlets that largely retracted from investigative journalism, 
though there were exceptions. A journalist/co-owner [T10] from a news outlet along the 
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northeastern Mexico border said that after two staff journalists were killed within the 
news outlet, practices were adopted from another news organization with a similar his-
tory of civic journalism and violence against the staff: “We began self-censorship . . . 
We just stopped publishing anything to do with crime. Right now, they have left us 
alone” [T10]. Other news organizations quit publishing news reports with bloody 
images, ceased covering crime group street battles, eliminated bylines and replaced 
them with “staff,” and changed datelines of news events to protect reporters. Other 
news organizations increased security by fortifying walls around their buildings, install-
ing cameras, steel doors, bulletproof glass, fingerprint swipes for building entry, and 
vault-like security rooms. News organizations allowed journalists to sleep in the build-
ing when the streets were too unsafe to return home.

Although the owners of a number of news organizations used armored vehicles and 
bodyguards and set up consultations with security assessment experts for their staff, a 
number of news outlets lacked safety protocols and training for journalists. Nearly a 
half dozen news outlet owners and news managers arranged to send their reporters to 
the United States or other parts of Mexico after they received death threats. And in 
some of the more dangerous areas, news organizations had brought in war correspon-
dents, U.S. Embassy representatives, and other experts to discuss security assessment. 
Still others chose not to purchase protective gear for employees.

After the death of a reporter and the disappearance of another reporter from one 
news organization known for investigative journalism, the owners and management 
became deeply worried about the remaining staff. In response, a news manager [BC3] 
there said,

A policy was created—to not publish information related to drug trafficking or related to 
organized crime . . . with the exception of press releases, the information sent to us by an 
official source—the attorney general, the national attorney general . . . No more investigating 
for us.

One longtime and respected journalist from Chihuahua, who is spearheading an 
organization that assists journalists in distress, said some news organizations have 
abandoned reporters who have been hurt, often after discussions with Mexican law 
enforcement. “I mean I haven’t heard of any case where the opposite has happened,” 
the journalist said [CH7]. A veteran reporter in Ciudad Juárez [CH5] noted, “One of 
the challenges of journalists today is the lack of support from companies. I think that’s 
one of the biggest problems. It’s not just the risk from outside.”

Insecurity related to the violence also impacted the marketplace, and thus news 
organizations as well. Businesses had pulled back on advertising to avoid being targets 
of extortion and kidnapping, leaving newsrooms’ management to deal with tighter 
budgets and forcing some to close. One news organization that practiced civic journal-
ism in the past had consolidated costs to the point that the advertising department was 
sharing space with the newsroom. A news manager [BC5] there said, “In a political 
sense, we don’t have any firm positions. But when it comes to advertisers and every-
thing else, yes, they do limit us” [BC5].
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In 2011, in response to the decline in commercial advertising, some news organiza-
tions derived as much as 80 percent of their advertising from government with the 
balance made up by business, which is similar to the period before the transition to 
democracy. More than a dozen journalists spoke about the issue of business advertis-
ing decline and the increased use of, or consideration of, government advertising 
[BC1, BC3, BC8, BC12, CH1, CH2, CH7, CH9, SO2, SO3, SO4, T1, T3, T5, T6, T8, 
T10]. At one news organization that was sprayed with gunfire by a criminal organiza-
tion, a top editor [CH1] noted that the company laid-off journalists to avoid taking a 
larger proportion of advertising from government sources:

So the challenge of news organizations is to level out that imbalance . . . Try to get different 
numbers, at least 50-50, which is a place where if suddenly the government’s 50 percent is 
taken away, you can still survive with the 50 percent from business, right?

A tough financial environment also resulted in some news outlets trimming journal-
ists’ fringe benefits, such as stipends for gasoline, training, and continuing education 
in an already strained work environment, where according to Estévez (2010), journal-
ists earn between $300 and $500 a month on average outside of Mexico City.

We found only a few journalists and news organizations that still conduct watchdog 
journalism, though a number still file public records requests. And only two longtime 
news organizations continued investigative practices no matter what the level of vio-
lence, in spite of each losing journalists and receiving many threats. One top investiga-
tions journalist from one of those outlets [BC11] explained, “We enjoy a freedom that 
other news organizations don’t have . . . Our decision is to not publish any advertising 
from the government . . . For us, it’s more than economic resources . . . Freedom 
costs.”

Inter-Media Influences

Although there are numerous exceptions, as a whole, Mexican borderland journalists 
have come to support one another, professionally and personally, mostly within cities, 
and occasionally, among cities and states and across the Mexico-U.S. border, whether 
working within the same news organization or a competing one. We introduce inter-
media-level influences to the framework of this study, to examine interactions among 
news organizations and journalists from different news outlets to isolate factors that 
either discouraged or sustained journalists.

To ensure that news was reported, inter-media-level relationships included simulta-
neously reporting on news with other newsrooms to increase safety. Newsrooms also 
sent information that was too “hot” to other news outlets in other states, Mexico City, 
or to the United States. Journalists from different news organizations drove together or 
in caravans to report at crime scenes to ensure witnesses of potential abuses by secu-
rity forces, local law enforcement officers, or members of organized crime groups. 
Other inter-media work included news outlets offering reporting courses and bringing 
in experts to speak about such issues as self-care and care of victims. Journalists also 
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have accompanied one another in filing complaints with state attorneys general over 
government or organized crime abuses against colleagues. Regional coalitions also 
have replicated national-level journalism support organizations along the border. One 
group developed a census of journalists in their city. Reporters also noted that they had 
visited other northern border states to learn strategies from other journalists.

One Sonoran journalist [SO1] acknowledged that these newfound relationships in 
an environment of uncertainty were a shift from earlier times:

Before, there was more envy or competition or more rivalry as far as work. You’d go alone, 
and you wouldn’t tell the rest, or tell the competition because, well, you want to get the 
scoop. And, so the lack of security, I think, was one of the things, among other things, that 
led us to be more united and more in touch.

The presence of growing inter-media relationships does not necessarily represent 
ubiquitous solidarity or community, however. In Baja California Norte, for example, 
some journalists complained about lack of solidarity. Others noted that Mexican jour-
nalists along the northern border are not only far from the power center of Mexico City 
[BC8], but they also are largely isolated from U.S. colleagues. One journalist in 
Mexicali noted,

I think there is a serious problem because there is no communication among us. I feel it doesn’t 
exist. And even less with the other side of the border. If there were constant communication—
not just here on this side of the border, but also on the other side, it be a different thing. We’d 
be a block. And a very strong block. And it would be very important [BC1].

Extra-Media Influences

Criminal organizations, governments, academic institutions, business, civil society, 
and transnational organizations, all had an impact on journalists along the northern 
border. The Mexico City-based National Center for Social Communication (CENCOS) 
and the London-based Article 19, which researched 155 attacks against journalists and 
news organizations, found that nearly one in two of the reported assaults were commit-
ted by government authorities and one in four reported organized criminal groups as 
responsible (CENCOS 2011).

Criminal Organizations as an Extra-Media Influence

Journalists spoke about a generally unsafe environment, though those based in the 
states of Baja California Norte and Sonora suggested that there had been a reprieve in 
pressures on their work since the violence related to warring crime groups had died 
down by fall 2011. In some interviews, journalists spoke about corrupt politicians or 
government functionaries involved with criminal groups, which infiltrated newsrooms 
with moles or through buying off reporters, most commonly, with envelopes of cash, 
cars, and other gifts. One Ciudad Juárez investigative journalist [CH8] noted, “The 
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profession has been infiltrated and sometimes you don’t know who you are working 
with.”

Journalists in every state indicated that police beat reporters were the most at risk 
because of illegal activity taking place at crime scenes after killings and because of 
battling gangs, corrupt government officials, and organized crime groups’ efforts to 
use journalists as propaganda tools for their own messages. At one point, said an editor 
from a newsroom that once practiced serious journalism in Tamaulipas [T10], more 
than three quarters of the newsroom was on the payroll of organized crime until man-
agement “cleaned house” and got it down to about one in five reporters. In some 
newsrooms in that state, reporters said that criminal organizations dictated to news 
executives or police reporters what to report and what to hold back. Study participants 
said these groups also had threatened news executives, producers, editors, reporters, 
and photographers in their news outlets. Along the entire northern border, journalists 
said criminal groups send lookouts to monitor crime scenes to observe when reporters 
arrive and what they report. A longtime investigative reporter noted: “It’s like the city 
has eyes, and everyone knows what you were doing” [T8].

Government as an Extra-Media Influence

Journalists complained about government officials refusing to provide them with infor-
mation for news reports and the overall insecurity in their practice related to weak 
government institutions. This was reflected in part by the high level of impunity that 
they witness regularly. Furthermore, the role of extensive government-backed advertis-
ing in the vacuum of business advertising has led to a largely unspoken threat of “gov-
ernment censorship” from officials who threaten to pull advertising when unfavorable 
stories are published. This was occurring in an environment of long-standing media 
consolidation and concentration (González de Bustamante 2012; Trejo Delarbre 2011).

Study participants also noted that because local law enforcement and other gov-
ernment agencies have been infiltrated by organized crime more than in the past, 
journalists have to be more careful when reporting, which takes more time. This 
confirms work by Freedom House (2012: 2), which noted, “Local political authori-
ties and police forces appear to be involved in some cases, creating an environment 
where journalists do not know where threats are coming from or how to avoid the 
violence.”

New law enforcement protocols at crime scenes also made reporters and photo-
journalists uneasy. Some reporters said law enforcement banned taking photos at 
crime scenes. In Baja California Norte, some reporters said politicians and govern-
ment officials blacklisted those who do investigative journalism. Other journalists 
reported that their sources have been killed after leaking information to them about 
the government.

Grenade attacks, shootings in public places, and streets blocked by government or 
organized crime group convoys made it difficult for reporters to distinguish among 
corrupt government officials and battling crime groups on the street, further challeng-
ing the work within some cities in Tamaulipas. In Reynosa, Tamaulipas, at times, all 
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communication infrastructure had been shut down in sections of the city where street 
battles were in progress, making it difficult to communicate with colleagues, sources, 
the government, and others [T7].

Journalists in each state also spoke about the impunity of the crimes against jour-
nalists and the tepid responses from government agencies. According to one editor 
[CH8]:

I mean the impunity is so great with these attacks that we’ve suffered, the investigations of 
the crimes [against] our colleagues so neglected, that it makes us more vulnerable . . . 
Because in the end we saw that the authorities don’t do anything. They fold. And the drug 
traffickers decide who lives and who dies.

In some of the study’s cases, journalists reported that government officials sug-
gested their news outlets acquiesce to organized crime group demands. One of the 
most jarring examples in our study was of political pressure exerted on a newsroom 
with an investigative journalism tradition. A manager [BC5] from that newsroom 
noted just one year earlier most news outlets in the city agreed to forego crime cover-
age for more than a week as Tijuana sponsored an event with high-profile appearances 
to recast its image for economic development. But when several decapitated bodies 
were discovered hanging in the city, the news organization reported it, leaving off the 
organized crime group’s message on a public banner (narcomanta), an internal news-
room policy adopted by many news organizations in the region and around the country 
to avoid becoming a propaganda tool. The next day, a decapitated head of a young man 
with the same message was thrown near the news outlet’s security guard, which the 
management immediately reported to the state attorney general’s office. According to 
the news manager [BC5]:

I told them, “Hey, well, what do I do?” And what they told me there in the attorney general’s 
office was, “You know what, that was because you didn’t publish what they put on yesterday’s 
blanket. And so what I recommend is that you publish this one.” . . . So we decided to publish 
what the manta said [BC5].

Sources as an Extra-Media Influence

Journalists in all of the northern border states in the study talked about the level of 
uncertainty with all sectors of society. The extra-media influence of sources dodging 
interviews with journalists cannot be underestimated. Affluent citizens decline inter-
views to avoid extortion or to stay out of public view. Sources on the street from 
unknown backgrounds produce risk because of their potential connection to orga-
nized crime. Sources presumably without any drug-related ties on the street were 
less willing to be interviewed for fear of retribution. The gap in sourcing com-
pounded by a general state of fear in some communities in the states of Chihuahua, 
Coahuila, and Tamaulipas in the year of the study had led to a news vacuum and 
“news blackouts” in some cases.
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Business and Market Forces as an Extra-Media Influence

Business advertising was down for news organizations, though neither the global eco-
nomic downturn nor the state of the news industry was the key reason cited. Many 
businesses were pulling ads for fear of becoming targets of extortion or kidnapping. In 
Baja California Norte and Chihuahua, journalists noted business advertisers who have 
been crime victims asked that crimes not be reported. When mass killings occurred, 
for instance, hoteliers and restaurateurs were known to pressure news organizations to 
downplay the violence because negative coverage hurt business.

Banks pulled credit access for journalists because news media workers were a per-
ceived security risk. A journalism organization leader and longtime reporter in Ciudad 
Juárez [CH7] noted that life insurance companies no longer were available to journal-
ists in that city that had nearly 3,000 deaths (Wilkinson 2011) in the year of our study. 
The veteran reporter [CH7] noted that among a journalism organization group in 
Ciudad Juárez, sixty members lost life insurance:

And so the government had to intervene in this, to be like our guarantor. If the government 
hadn’t intervened right now, we would not be insured. It’s a situation I mentioned to the 
people who came from the [United Nations], that right now we’re almost completely 
vulnerable. So, I think that something has to be done because we are defenseless . . . The day 
the government says, “We’re not going to insure them anymore,” we’re going to end up 
without it [CH7].

Civil Society as an Extra-Media Influence

The majority of journalists interviewed for the study indicated that by and large they 
were buoyed by a few academic institutions and national and transnational organiza-
tions, as well as journalists from outside of the country, who have taken interest in 
their plight and offered support. Journalists in nearly every state spoke about organiza-
tions that have offered counsel, workshops, and other support, as some journalists 
continue to attempt to report on government and organized crime, societal issues 
related to the violence, and political and bureaucratic corruption.

Our analysis of interviews with journalists in the northern region indicates that 
most of the efforts to effect change have been reactionary to the violence, or the poten-
tial for violence, which Hughes (2003, 2006) found to an extent in the new millennium 
as violence began to rise, though her earlier research along with Pinto’s (2009) also 
found that civil society and press groups were moving forward with vision toward 
advancing access to public information and public interest journalism. Still, some 
organizations lobbied for legislation and an amendment to the Constitution, which 
now give power to federal authorities to prosecute crimes against journalists and 
human rights defenders. In the last months of the Calderón administration, nearly a 
year after our study, the Law for the Protection of Human Rights Defenders and 
Journalists was enacted, yet implementing and utilizing the protections has proven to 
be a challenge (Freedom House 2013).
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At the local level, the support of civil society has been enormous, noted one journal-
ist [CH7] who is the leader of a professional group in Ciudad Juárez. And this support 
is largely because citizens can relate to the terror that many journalists face because 
violence is meted out throughout society, the veteran journalist indicated [CH7].

Ideology as an Influence

As expected, ideological-level influences on journalists in the study were not uniform 
across the profession in the northern states, and the study found nuance within the 
profession at this level. Although nearly all of the journalists interviewed believed that 
the role of a journalist is to inform society and to work in the public interest, we found 
in each state a loss of trust in government and dignity in the profession as an institution 
of democracy among some journalists, a diminished sense of news media indepen-
dence, and a lack of hope about the future of the profession, contrary to scholarly lit-
erature from a decade or less ago (Hughes 2003, 2006).

In the context of journalism as a democratic institution, there also was a perception 
among some journalists that there is a disconnect between journalists and society with 
the decreased capacity to include citizens in news reporting. Exacerbating this is the 
decline in trust in politicians, political appointees, and local officials, including local 
law enforcement authorities, and fear that the constant presence of violence would 
become normalized through the constant presence of la nota roja (violent crime 
reports). Self-censorship and censorship became a new norm that is tolerated in some 
newsrooms. And reporting and news coverage were dictated, in part, by violence. One 
journalist in Tamaulipas [T11] noted, “If we analyze all of these situations, we could 
ask ourselves, ‘What kind of journalism are we practicing here?’”

Discussion and Conclusion

In an era in which Mexico’s news media are encountering an unprecedented level of 
aggression in a region with pockets of lawlessness and varying levels of violence, we 
found the hierarchy of influences model to be a strong and valuable framework for 
examining constraints on journalists. Our qualitative study of journalists who work in 
ten cities in five states along the 2,000-mile northern border with the United States 
examined the political, societal, and economic influences on journalists in a region 
that is far from the country’s political power center (Estévez 2010). The study found 
that the democratic institution of the press, at all levels of influence, has been greatly 
disrupted in the country’s northernmost states most directly by violence, weak govern-
mental institutions, and market barriers. This finding is similar to earlier work of 
Hughes and Lawson (2005: 9) that identified factors in Latin American media systems 
that hampered “independent, pluralistic, and assertive media systems in the region.” 
Our study affirms their argument that to foster the democratic institution of the press, 
journalists must be protected from violent retribution with a legal framework and 
enforcement of the law.
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There was great nuance from newsroom to newsroom, city to city, and state to state 
in the levels of influences in our study. Generally, though, violence had increased at 
some point in the entire region within the previous five years (Ríos and Shirk 2011), 
and at the macro-level, political, societal, and legal structural change was brokered by 
representatives of domestic and transnational organizations, and the national Congress, 
with input from the states (O’Connor 2011, 2013; Ribando Seelke and Finklea 2013). 
However, these legal changes did not seem to diminish the increased risk that journal-
ists faced on the periphery.

This discussion first assesses broadly the institutional relationships within our find-
ings in the study and then reflects on the specifics of the model that we used. As we 
revisit Hughes’ (2003, 2006) research, which demonstrated that six news organiza-
tions in northern Mexico had founded or transformed newsrooms into civic-style insti-
tutions, beginning in the 1980s and into the next decades, we note that our findings 
indicate the tide of violence has reshaped the hybrid model that Hughes introduced.

In some jurisdictions in the northern states, it appeared organized crime groups 
wielded more power than local politicians, political appointees, or government func-
tionaries in their relationships with journalists. And across the border, journalistic 
autonomy often was traded for personal security, which included reporting only one 
version of events, that of government officials. Although these newsroom policies 
often were born out of a sense of terror in the practice along the northern border, this 
distinct trend can be likened to some semblance of Hughes’ (2006:4,12) conceptual-
ization of the “adaptive authoritarian” news model in its “passive approach to new 
gathering” with “traded autonomy,” though in our study it did not appear to be for 
“partisan or personal advantage” and was complicated by the more prominent role of 
organized crime groups. Nonetheless, there appeared to be vestiges of the old guard 
ways, consisting of stenography from press releases, which Hughes’ (2003) work a 
decade ago described as a model that was fading.

We found two other major issues with press–state relations in northern Mexico. 
News outlets had a growing dependency on government subsidies, and there were 
journalists in every state in our study who indicated that human rights abuse com-
plaints were minimized or dismissed by law enforcement and attorneys general offices. 
This latter issue was validated in a report a year later. Although Mexican state and 
federal governments had set up special prosecutors’ offices and committees during the 
Calderón administration, with the goal of tracking and investigating violence against 
journalists, the Paris-based World Association of Newspapers and News Publishers 
(2012: 8) decried this as “institutionalized pretense,” noting in the report that most 
investigations of violence fall under state and local jurisdiction where many govern-
ment offices lack resources or have been infiltrated by criminal organizations.

It is important to note that in nearly every city in which news media in our study 
worked, journalists spoke about the level of uncertainty in the workplace and murky 
boundaries among organized crime groups, political appointees, government function-
aries, and politicians. Although it apparently was not always clear who was involved 
with the violence against the news media, the context of nearly complete impunity 
exacerbated this issue. According to our study, organized crime groups filled 
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the governmental power vacuum in some jurisdictions with corrupt politicians and 
government functionaries colluding, in some cases, in pressing news organizations to 
compromise their ethics, news reporting, and investigations. And in other cases, news 
organizations adopted policies of other news outlets in the region in a diffusion of 
norms that are antithetical to Hughes’ civic journalism model during less violent times, 
where for security reasons, news outlet owners and managers cited decisions to only 
use government authorities as the exclusive “official” account. In the most extreme 
case in the easternmost coastal state of Tamaulipas, bordering the eastern part of the 
U.S. state of Texas, the fragile institution of the press appeared to be in greatest jeop-
ardy. We submit that the historical, political, and bureaucratic context in that state, 
coupled with one of the most violent drug cartels, the Zetas, fighting virulently for 
territory, created an idiosyncratic scenario for journalists not present in some other 
border states in the study.

The intersection of violence and the market-driven side of the hybrid news media 
model, which Hughes described, also has taken on unexpected consequences in the 
northern states, which has seriously undermined press autonomy. With organized 
crime groups extorting business owners who advertised with news outlets and the 
subsequent plummeting of private-sector support, the study’s participants noted the 
tensions and risks with filling that void with government advertising and other subsi-
dies, such as life insurance and government bodyguards. Furthermore, corporatist 
agreements between some news organizations and business advertisers to advance or 
avoid news coverage appeared to be another corruption of the democratic institution 
of the press.

In studying the press as a democratic institution, the hierarchy of influences 
approach offers a parsimonious model that allows researchers to examine patterns and 
relationships among influences in conflict zones or jurisdictions with sustained levels 
of violence. Our two main contributions in this area are the introduction of the inter-
media level and the finding that the levels in the model are quite permeable and appear 
to be susceptible to bidirectional influences, particularly in an environment of intense 
violence. In crisis or conflict environments, this inter-media level creates a space in the 
model, between the organizational and extra-media levels, allowing nonhierarchical 
data among journalists and news organizations to be analyzed more closely. In this 
study, it allowed us to see there were areas in the border region where, at a very local 
and reactionary level, individual journalists and news outlets banded together to 
deeply examine ways to address the violence against the profession in order to do their 
work. This, in small part, is counter to Farah’s (2012: 5) suggestion that heads of some 
news media outlets in Mexico have “remained virtually silent and have abandoned 
efforts to create a unified strategy, carry out common investigations, or highlight the 
plight of journalists.”

Not surprisingly, we found influences on every level of the hierarchy. The violence 
coming from the extra-media level appeared to be the strongest influence, affecting 
every level above and below it in the hierarchy. We acknowledge that at the same time 
that violence may be exerted on journalists and news organizations from the extra-
media level, there are other forces at the extra-media level, perhaps not as powerful, 
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such as domestic and transnational civil society, and intergovernmental and govern-
mental organizations, which provide financial, educational, security, legal, and psy-
chological support.

In some cases, similar to Shoemaker and Reese’s (1996) conceptualization, the 
higher level influences subsumed lower levels of influence. Thus, an organized crime 
group (extra-media) killing and disappearance of journalists from one news organiza-
tion influenced newsroom policies (organizational level). Similar to other scholars 
(Fahmy and Johnson 2005, 2012; Kim 2010), we found lower levels of the hierarchy, 
such as the organizational level, influenced higher levels in the hierarchy, such as ide-
ology. We also observed bidirectional influences in the model. For example, sustained 
organized crime group violence (extra-media), such as killing journalists and mass 
numbers of people in a city, had a profound influence on the individual level for those 
in the profession, and consequently, influenced the ideological level about the role of 
the profession in society. In one city, a top editor [BC3] at a news organization that has 
cut investigations in response to the violence, noted, “The steps forward we made—
with the freedom of expression that came with the transition to democracy in Mexico—
we’ve gone backwards” [BC3].

Notably, the two levels that appeared most influenced by violence from the extra-
media level were the individual and organizational levels. Many of the journalists 
interviewed for this study indicated that the violence deeply traumatized them (indi-
vidual level) in some way, as Feinstein’s (2012) survey found. The insidious level of 
intimidation, with assassinations, kidnappings, and beatings of journalists (extra-
media) coupled with newsrooms infiltrated with “reporters” on cartel payrolls, and 
venders and others planted on streets to conduct surveillance in the service of orga-
nized crime, has created an understandable heightened level of fear and distrust among 
journalists at all of the other levels in the hierarchy. Furthermore, these findings sup-
port Waisbord’s (2002) suggestion that violence (extra-media level) against journalists 
leads to self-censorship (individual level) stemming from fear, which tamps down 
watchdog reporting (news routines level) on drug trafficking, corruption, human 
rights, and environmental issues.

This study has a number of limitations. Security issues, to an extent, impacted our 
ability to recruit. We also acknowledge that the findings from a purposive sample of 
journalists in the country’s five northern border states are limited to this group in a 
relatively limited time period.

There is a need for additional theorizing and research that focuses on violence, 
impunity and press–state relations, and the issues with the market model, as threats 
and prolonged aggression persist against the news media, and continue to place the 
democratic institution of the Mexican press at serious risk. We suggest that other 
researchers could utilize and test the pathways of influence from the northern Mexico 
case by applying the framework to studies conducted in other conflict zones, specifi-
cally in countries with consolidating democracies.

With the election of President Enrique Peña Nieto of the PRI, new border policies 
may shift the landscape once again along the border, which some suggest had been 
changed after the PRI lost its seven-decade grip on power to the PAN at the turn of the 
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millennium, disrupting the clientelistic organized crime-government system in a frag-
ile political environment (O’Neil 2009). Although there has been a president elected 
from the former ruling party, a simple return to the old order is doubtful in the northern 
border region as some of the powerful organized crime groups have greatly fractional-
ized, and new relationships will be negotiated, all of which will influence the environ-
ment of violence and press–state relations.

Looking forward, journalists in the northern states are on the frontlines to witness 
and experience any outcomes from President Peña Nieto’s pledge to prioritize pro-
tection for human rights and crime prevention in the country’s shifting security strat-
egy such as has been laid out in his Pact for Mexico. At some point, a transformation 
of newsrooms may again be required, as occurred in a seemingly different and less 
violent era for journalists in Mexico in the 1990s (Hughes 2003, 2006). This vision 
for transformation within current “newsrooms in conflict” may be apt given what is 
at stake.
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Notes

1. Hughes (2006: 4) defines the civic model as news media that provide “information that 
helps citizens communicate their needs to government, hold government accountable, and 
foster deliberation and debate.”

2. Characteristics of the authoritarian news model include “the absence of newsroom auton-
omy, a representation of only points of view that support the positions of the current regime, 
and a passive approach to news gathering” (Hughes 2006: 4). The market-driven concept 
of journalism, according to Hughes (2006: 4–5), “involves the quid pro quo of news for 
material gain, but in a liberal political system and market-based economy.”

3. By the end of the study, we were not able to recruit participants from the state of Nuevo 
León; and in the state of Coahuila, we only had one participant in the study.

4. Participants in the study are from five of the six northern Mexico states: Baja California 
Norte [BC], Sonora [SO], Chihuahua [CH], Coahuila [CO], and Tamaulipas [T].
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