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After the unexpected result of the 2016 American elections, news 
media, as well as established politicians and parties across the 

western world, have been accused of ignoring or even disregarding 
political concerns and opinions of a large segment of people in their 
countries. This claim fits into a tradition of accusing media, and espe-
cially Public Service Broadcast, of not or only one-sidedly represent-
ing the whole spectrum of political opinions, ideologies and prob-
lems, preferring specific parties or ideologies above others (cf. Takens 
et al. 2010; Ruigrok et al. 2011). The same concerns were voiced 
in The Netherlands back in 2002, when the populist politician Pim 
Fortuyn was assassinated, and preceding the new Media Act of 2008 
when new public broadcasting associations were introduced (Wijfjes 
2005; Ruigrok et al. 2011). However, inspired by the recent events, 
several prominent journalists and media celebrities have called for a 
new talk show that should address these presumably ignored political 
perspectives. This call suggests that there is a lack of talk shows in 
which these topics or opinions are discussed. It contradicts the rich 
Dutch talk show tradition that is known for formats that discussed 
extraordinary opinions and varying political perspectives. It is espe-
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cially this genre that has become known as not sticking to traditional 
news sources, but also voicing the concerns of ‘the man on the street’ 
(Leurdijk 1999; Wijfjes 2009). 

In 2016 there are at least six talk shows on national television that 
are discussing current events in politics, sports, culture and social top-
ics. Do all of these fail to give a pluralistic account of political and pub-
lic affairs? This dissertation will shed light on how Dutch talk shows 
deal with politics, how talk show formats influence the choice of polit-
ical topics and whether they prefer specific political guests or groups. 

Despite the ongoing growth and emergence of new online news 
media, along with alternative ways to gather information, for exam-
ple via social media, television is still one of the crucial sources of po-
litical information for citizens worldwide, especially when one takes 
all sorts of programs into account, not only news shows (see e.g. Van 
Zoonen 2003; Wasko 2005; Cushion 2012; Blankson 2012; Papa-
thanassopoulos et al. 2013). In election campaigns, for instance, tele-
vision is the only medium on which people can follow a live debate 
between candidates, not only in the US, but in many countries. Even 
beyond election time, news items and talk shows featuring political 
talk are widely watched. The interaction between politicians and jour-
nalists on television has, however, changed markedly during the last 
few decades and is still altering. These changes are occurring on both 
sides. Politicians are aware of the importance of a good image and in-
creasingly negotiate about their appearance on television shows. Using 
spin-doctors, media training and tactics like leaking information, they 
try to influence how they are depicted (e.g. Dahlgren 2003; Kleinni-
jenhuis, Oegema, and Takens 2009; Houtman and Achterberg 2010).

Journalists and television producers, on the other hand, try 
to reach a larger audience by introducing new programs and for-
mats every season, playing with earlier programs’ conventions and 
merging information and entertainment to keep the viewers’ at-
tention. (Thorburn, Jenkins, and Seawell 2003; Ellis, Esser, and 
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Lozano 2016). This has an impact on the selection of topics and 
interviewees and on how these are approached and presented. The 
audience’s demands and expectations seem to be more important 
than ever (Van Santen and Van Zoonen 2009; Brants et al. 2010). 
While journalists and politicians alike want to reach as many view-
ers or voters as possible, their ideas of what they want the public to 
see differs and sometimes even clashes. Both groups of actors try 
to control the interaction, the politicians to boost their image, the 
journalists to create exciting, entertaining and informative television. 

Talk shows are significant and extraordinary players in the rela-
tions betwewen journalists and politicians. They can easily switch 
between serious and more entertaining topics or questions, including 
talk about strong opinions, personal stories or emotions. While poli-
ticians feel forced to adjust to these formats, they also see an opportu-
nity for getting their message across more easily than during news pro-
grams where they get only a few seconds of speaking time (Kee 2012).

Traditionalists see the shift towards more emotional and enter-
taining formats as a corruption of both politics and journalism. They 
fear that the focus on politicians as witty, emotional and trustworthy 
individuals, originating in the wish to be attractive to as many voters 
as possible, might be at the expense of the political content, and in-
formation about current policy, undermining the democratic function 
of political reporting (Patterson 1993; Fiske 1994; Schudson 1998a; 
Glynn 2000; cf. Van Santen and Van Zoonen 2009; Vreese et al. 2017). 
More optimistic scholars see the ability to reach a broader audience 
that would otherwise have been out of touch with political affairs, as 
a positive outcome (Norris 2000; Baum 2003; Van Zoonen 2005). 

The history of politicians hitting the talk show circuit is almost as 
long and rich as that of the genre itself (Van Santen 2012). Researchers 
agree that “the relationship between politics and the media has thus 
become recognized as an inseparable part of contemporary democrat-
ic life.” (Cushion and Thomas 2013). As Brants (2005) suggested, talk 
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shows with their hybrid forms of discussion, informative interviews 
and entertaining chat, in which the personal has become political and 
the other way around, are probably the best examples of mixing jour-
nalistic styles, forms and conventions. “The personal and the politi-
cal, the emotional and the rational, the involved and detached might 
merge and combine in a variety of discourses that together construct 
a hybrid political persona” (Van Zoonen and Holtz-Bacha 2000, 48).

It is often said that politicians are forced to respond to the media’s 
rules, aims and constraints, and thus lose control over how they and 
their political agenda are covered and interpreted (Altheide and Snow 
1979; Strömbäck 2008; Voltmer and Brants 2011). This would mean 
that television has the power to impact a politician’s success or failure. 
On the other hand, journalists complain that PR advisors negotiate 
each detail of the politicians’ action on screen. Thus, the question is: 
How does this power struggle shape the relations between journalists 
and politicians? Due to the fact that a decisive part of this struggle 
takes place off-screen and the production processes are invisible to the 
viewer, research into this hidden part of the relationship is required. 

Although the power relations between journalists and politicians 
have been a core research topic (see e.g. Strömbäck and Nord 2006; 
Davis 2009; Cook 1997; Eriksson and Östman 2013) their impli-
cations and construction in the specific case of talk shows has not 
been studied extensively. They have often been studied from the 
perspective of their implications for the dissemination of informa-
tion, and therefore for democracy. This perspective often been char-
acterized by a normative overtone in the debate about talk shows 
that relates mainly to the (ideal) role of television in democracy. 
How exactly these relations are created and how they are influ-
enced by the medium television in general, and talk shows in par-
ticular, has hardly been empirically studied. Moreover, the form of 
those shows has often been neglected in this debate, even though 
it plays a significant role in the style and appearance of the shows, 
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and therefore also impacts its content. Every talk show format has 
its own conventions and style that influence the representation of 
politics. Therefore, it is necessary to study not only the interaction 
between journalists and politicians, but also the format as a deci-
sive factor in the coming into being of the talk. The focus of this 
dissertation will therefore be on the following research question:

In which way is the on- and off-screen interaction between actors 
in the fields of politics and television journalism in Dutch talk 

shows affected by the programs’ formats?

To answer this question, both aspects, namely the form and con-
tent of Dutch talk shows, will be analyzed, using a mixed-methods 
approach.  A combination of quantitative and qualitative content 
analyses of specific cases, ethnographic research and interviews 
with journalists, producers, politicians and PR-advisors will shed 
light on both the visible and the hidden aspects of the formats and 
the relations between journalists and politicians in these shows. 

Comparing recent developments in politics and television jour-
nalism, similar trends can be observed: a shift towards more emo-
tional, personal and entertaining presentation. That seems logical, 
since they often have the same underlying cause: whereas poli-
ticians try to find new ways to reach more voters, television jour-
nalists are looking for means to reach a large audience. Thus, on 
both sides, the changes are caused by the desire to reach the pub-
lic. These goals lead to similar, mutually influenced developments 
in both fields. Television programs adjust to changes in politics and 
political communication, on the one hand, and politicians have to 
cope with format requirements on the other hand. The resulting 
changes in media as well as politics have often been addressed us-
ing the concept mediatization (Mazzoleni and Schulz 1999; Hjar-
vard 2008; Voltmer and Brants 2011; Hepp 2013; Strömbäck 
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and Esser 2014; Hjarvard 2014; Kunelius and Reunanen 2016). 
According to Hjarvard (2008), mediatization is a ‘double-sid-

ed process’ in which social and political institutions have to ac-
commodate the principles and conventions of media. According to 
this theory, politicians who want to have access to the media and 
want to be depicted in a favorable way have to comply with the 
media’s logic. On the other hand, those institutions, for example 
political ones, have created their own ways of influencing the me-
dia. Scholars have argued that mediatization nowadays is a mutu-
ally reinforcing process. Not only do media determine the condi-
tions that politicians have to adapt to, and have therefore changed 
the ways of communicating politics, but politicians also adopt this 
media logic and use it for their own purposes, for example to find 
new ways to reach the public(Kepplinger 2002; Strömbäck 2008; 
Voltmer and Brants 2011; Kunelius and Reunanen 2016). These 
processes can influence the form and content of this communica-
tion, but also its general structures and conventions. They can all 
be referred to as mediatization, which makes the word a broad 
umbrella term for the interaction between media and politics, and 
general developments on both sides. It has been used to describe 
developments on different levels, from general fields, such as po-
litical communication, to specific institutions and processes. There-
fore, “mediatization has the character of a theoretical perspective or 
framework rather than a proper theory” that refers to “all activities 
and processes that are altered, shaped or structured by media or the 
perceived need of individuals, organizations or institutions to com-
municate with or through the media” (Strömbäck and Esser 2014).

Due to the fact that the aim of this study is to conduct detailed 
analysis of the interaction, including content and form, a different 
approach has been chosen as the basis of this study. It can best be 
summed up as ‘blurring of boundaries’, because television journalism 
and politics, in their attempt to reach a wider audience, push the 
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boundaries of conventions that have long been taken for granted in 
journalism, as well as in politics. This notion resembles the concept of 
mediatization in its focus on the interaction between politicians and 
journalists, but instead of describing all changes and developments as 
a form of mediatization, it is the common denominator of several, 
more specific areas and concepts. Each of which deals with one par-
ticular development that has influenced the interaction between jour-
nalists and politicians in a certain way, and still does: infotainment, 
personalization and format. These concepts will be used to structure 
the theoretical part of this research (chapter 2), and to determine the 
perspectives for the case studies (chapter 4-7). To answer the central 
research question, four case studies have been conducted that discuss 
and analyze the talk show phenomenon from four different perspec-
tives, reflecting the three areas of boundary blurring. Together these 
studies provide a cohesive view of politics in Dutch talk show formats.

Traditionally, journalists, and often also researchers, considered 
only those topics politics that were related to party or parliamentary 
affairs and policy, mostly with politicians as the main actors. Nowa-
days a broader, more inclusive interpretation of politics has become 
common, also embracing public debate among citizens, who are not 
necessarily affiliated to a political party (Norris 2000; Van Zoonen 
2003; Baum 2003; Blumler and Coleman 2015). By presenting poli-
tics in an entertaining, subjective or emotional way and combining it 
with other topics, talk shows expand the traditional notion of politics. 
In fact, it is this diversity that defines talk shows as a genre on its own, 
balancing on the edge between information and entertainment (Living-
stone and Lunt 1994; Costera Meijer 2001; Timberg and Erler 2002; 
Baum 2005; Van Zoonen 2005; Baym 2005; Keller 2009; Cao 2010). 

In this interpretation of politics, the role of politicians has changed. 
They are no longer officeholders, but public figures, whose personal 
thoughts, stories and emotions have become part of their public ap-
pearance (Corner 2000; Van Zoonen and Holtz-Bacha 2000). This 
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broader sense of politics has provided the space to feature new voices 
and opinions that are not necessarily based on political facts, but can 
also derive from emotions and personal stories (Van Zoonen 2012). 
As (Nieminen and Trappel 2011) have argued, this has also broad-
ened journalism’s watchdog role; not the task is not only to focus on 
politicians, but to also cover other participants in the field of politics, 
such as experts, journalists and citizens. This research will show that 
this broader definition of politics is at least partly prompted by tele-
vision’s particular form and logic, which shape the specific formats.

Although the focus of the empirical studies, as well as of the cases 
in this dissertation, is on the Dutch context, the results have universal 
and transnational implications. The media system in the Netherlands 
resembles that of other Northern European countries, and has been 
described as the democratic corporatist model (Hallin and Manci-
ni 2004; Brants and Van Praag 2006; Eriksson and Östman 2013). 
Moreover, television specific elements that are used to shape the talk 
show formats are universal and are used in shows in other countries 
as well. Thus, despite its specific national focus, this dissertation will 
contribute to the international research into politics and journalism, 
and provide new insights into the field of television talk show formats.

Structure of this dissertation
In order to answer the previously outlined research question, a lit-
erature review was conducted first, which is presented in chapter 
2, the theoretical framework. ‘Blurring boundaries’ is the over-
arching theme of this chapters, which is divided into three parts. 
First, the two broader concepts of infotainment and personal-
ization will be discussed, leading towards an analysis of the con-
cept of television formats, the core concept of this dissertation.

 The first part deals with the blurring of boundaries between in-
formation and entertainment on television. It will discuss the jour-
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nalists’ struggle to meet viewers’ expectations and to fulfill their 
informative task at the same time. Since its invention, television’s 
ability to convey information as well as entertainment has caused 
many discussions. It will be argued that in the past this debate 
was influenced by normatively driven theory, such as the discus-
sion about the usefulness of television to contribute to the public 
sphere. On a more pessimistic note the media malaise theory ac-
cused the media, but especially television, of eroding the democrat-
ic debate. The aim of this study, however, is to empirically analyze 
how the boundaries are blurred. Here the concept of infotainment 
will be discussed, as it focuses on the merging of form and content 
into a new form that combines information and entertainment.

As the first part of the theoretical framework, focuses on tele-
vision, the second part discusses the politicians’ role and how they 
try to reach more voters by using media and adjusting to their rules. 
This part is called ‘blurring boundaries between the personal and 
the public’, because politicians are no longer mere representatives 
of a party or governmental or oppositional positions, but they have 
to perform a complex image of themselves, building upon infor-
mation and characteristics from the public as well as from the pri-
vate realm. In this context, personalization will be the key concept.

In the third part, ‘blurring boundaries between planning and 
spontaneity’, the two prior parts come together in the discussion of 
talk show formats and their balancing act between informing, amus-
ing and affecting the audience. In this part the notion of format will 
be further scrutinized. As will be argued, formats consist of a unique 
combination of form and style elements that are often characteristic 
of the medium or the genre. Therefore, the concept of media logic 
is crucial here, since it focuses on the influence of the specific form 
of the medium on the development of content. Together these three 
parts combine concepts from the field of television studies and polit-
ical communication that provide insights into the changing dynam-
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ics between television journalism and politics in talk show formats. 
 This theoretical part will be followed by chapter 3 on the meth-

ods used in this research project. From a grounded theory approach 
three methods were utilized: content analysis, interviews and eth-
nographic research. These methods were used to study different 
cases, therefore the notion of case study research is also discussed 
in this chapter. The advantages and risks of each chosen method, 
as well as their combination will be discussed. The data collection 
and the cases of the research in general will also be described. As 
the research for this dissertation consists of four separate studies 
that have been or will be published as separate articles, the specific 
method for each study will be discussed in the respective chapter. 

The first case study in chapter 4 analyzes the interpretive reper-
toires used by public relations (PR) advisors of Dutch politicians to 
describe their relations with talk show journalists. A qualitative anal-
ysis of semi-structured interviews revealed that the dominant reper-
toires come from the realm of play. Studying the interpretive reper-
toires of advisors working in PR and how they fruitfully combine the 
elements of struggle and cooperation sheds light on the structures 
and strategies that define journalist-source relationships. It provides 
insights into how PR advisors perceive and enact their own roles, 
which often go unnoticed both in research and by the general public. 

On the one hand, one might say that politicians’ fear of sur-
prises is understandable, considering that an unsuccessful appear-
ance will stick to their reputation for a very long time. They even 
might prevent future appearances, which are seen as crucial to get 
exposure for their ideas and themselves as influential politicians. 
On the other hand it is this caution and preparation that might 
prevent talk shows from inviting them, as the study in chapter 5 
demonstrates. It shows that talk shows use a combination of two 
criteria to choose political guests; they have to be in a powerful or 
relevant political position and they have to be a talkable talk show 
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guest who can tell an interesting, newsworthy story in an attractive 
way. A comparison of a quantitative analysis of the political items 
in five Dutch talk shows in the 2014/15 and 2015/16 seasons with 
interviews with journalists and political actors reveals how the spe-
cific talk show formats determine the ratios of these two criteria 
and therefore how often and with whom politics is discussed. With 
this analysis, this study offers new empirical insights in how talk 
show formats, influenced by television logic and journalistic con-
ventions, determine the choice of political guests on those shows. 

While chapter 4 discusses political communication and chapter 5 
covers a topic in the realm of television studies, the study in chapter 
6 relates to the concept of personalization, which in turn relates to 
both fields of study. It shows that the personalization of politics in 
talk shows takes shape via the show’s formats. A quantitative and 
qualitative analysis of two Dutch talk show formats is compared to 
a single case study of the presentation of a politician’s personal story 
on both shows. This approach enables us to not only determine the 
various elements of talk show formats, such as interview style, setting 
and cinematography, but also to analyze their particular influence on 
the different forms of personalization; individualization, privatiza-
tion and emotionalization. With its combination of a broader content 
analysis with a specific case study, this study provides a detailed exam-
ination of the link between television formats and the personalization 
strategies of both journalists and politicians, which therefore contrib-
utes to the field of study of political personalization on television.

Whereas the focus of chapter 5 and 6 is solely on the relation 
with politicians and how they are presented on the shows, in Chap-
ter 7 the talk with politicians is compared to items in which pol-
itics is discussed with various non-political guests. In a combined 
quantitative and qualitative content analysis of a case study of three 
Dutch talk shows in the 2015/16 season, a typology of types of ex-
perts used in political talk show talk is developed, in order to show 
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their impact on political talk. While interview types in news pro-
grams have been analyzed previously, in this study the concept is 
related to the realm of talk shows and insight is provided into the 
position experts are given by talk show formats to discuss politics. 
Building upon a case study concerning the ongoing refugee crisis in 
Europe, this paper shows that the choice of experts influences the 
direction a talk takes and the angle and framing of a particular topic. 

In the final chapter 8 the results of the four studies are com-
pared and triangulated, relating them to the main research ques-
tion regarding the impact of talk show formats on the inter-
action between political actors and journalists in those shows. 
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