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Blurring the boundaries between information 
and entertainment - infotainment

The media in general and television in particular play an import-
ant role in politics. They are not only a prominent means for 

politicians to get their messages across, but also inform the pub-
lic about current affairs (Dahlgren 1995; Schudson 1998a; Norris 
2000; Nieminen and Trappel 2011; Blumler and Coleman 2015). 
Even now, with the Internet and social media functioning as a prom-
inent source of news, television is still an important source of infor-
mation for a large group of people and therefore an ‘inescapable part 
of modern culture’ (Wasko 2005, 3; cf. Van Zoonen 2003; Cushion 
2012; Papathanassopoulos et al. 2013). While it will be argued that 
it is the television format that determines the amount of information 
provided by a specific show, broader concepts that play a role in de-
termining these formats have to be discussed first in order to analyze 
their impact on formats and how formats are constructed, which will 
be in the last part of this theoretical framework. Therefore, televi-
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sion’s role in providing information will be discussed in this first part 
of the theoretical framework. Due to the fact that it is not only a 
strong medium for disseminating information, but also a prominent 
a source of entertainment, the blurring of boundaries between infor-
mation and entertainment will be the guideline for this discussion. 
The concept of infotainment will be discussed in this context.

The informative task
From its introduction onwards, people have argued that television, 
as other media, should provide people with information and knowl-
edge that will enable them to participate in the public sphere, and 
react to and control politics and the government (MacNair, Hibberd, 
and Schlesinger 2003; Bignell 2004; Blankson 2012; Cushion and 
Thomas 2013; Asp 2014; Grabe and Myrick 2016). Initially intro-
duced in the early 1960s by German sociologist Jürgen Habermas 
(Habermas 1962), the public sphere concept has often been used by 
researchers to assess media based on their contribution to the reali-
zation of democratic ideals, starting from the idea that well informed 
citizens and discussion among them is the foundation of political 
opinion and therefore of democracy (Dahlgren 2005). An informed 
citizen, according to this idea, is able to distinguish between useful 
and useless information and has enough knowledge to actively par-
ticipate in politics. 

The reason for which television is especially attractive to poli-
ticians in this democratic respect stems, at least partly, from medi-
um-specific characteristics. It has the ability to convey information 
as well as emotion and to connect abstract ideas to concrete images 
and examples (Wasko 2005). Moreover, the fact that it is live offers 
the ability to reproduce images of what is happening elsewhere in 
the world at the very moment the events are taking place (Fiske and 
Hartley 1978; Bignell 2004). With these qualities, television seems 
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to be able to give viewers immediate and reliable access to the world. 
In the early days of the medium people hoped that this immediacy 
would erase illiteracy and even bring peace, because seeing people 
in different countries would eliminate misunderstandings (Wasko 
2005). This has been proven to be an idealistic and unfulfilled wish, 
but the appeal of immediacy still exists, today maybe even more than 
ever before. Some researchers, for example, see reality TV as the lat-
est development to satisfy people’s appetite for immediate images of 
the ‘real’. Television news programs are popular for the same reason, 
namely their immediate access to the world (Hill 2005). For other 
programs with a less strong focus on news and factual information, 
such as talk shows, this function is not so clear, as will be discussed 
later on.

Programs and channels that focus on market share and ratings 
have been criticized for neglecting their educational and informative 
task and for failing to provide the information needed for partic-
ipation in society and politics, while focusing on the presentation 
of entertainment (Blumler and Hoffmann-Riem 1992; Donders and 
Van den Bulck 2014; Goodwin 2014).  Due to the fact that the idea 
of educating the public is the basis of Public Service Broadcasting 
(PSB), this argument regarding market failure has often been used 
to legitimize PSB’s existence in the last decades. From this point 
of view, PSB should help to elevate people, give them political and 
other knowledge to enable them to participate actively in society 
(Steemers 2003; Van Dijk, Nahuis, and Waagmeester 2005; Bardoel 
and d’Haenens 2008; Bergès Saura and Gunn 2011; Ferrell Lowe, 
Goodwin, and Yamamoto 2016; Donders and Van den Bulck 2016). 
This can be clearly seen in the Netherlands, where the PSB has an 
educational and democratic mission: to serve as a forum for all social 
groups, for all opinions and discussion of all views (e.g. Daalmei-
jer 2004). The Media Act, which regulates the Dutch Public Service 
Broadcasting system, determines that information and diversity are 
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two of the most important pillars of Dutch PSB, while entertainment, 
should play a minor or even no role at all (Daalmeijer 2004; Van 
Dijk, Nahuis, and Waagmeester 2005; Bardoel and d’Haenens 2008; 
d’Haenens, Sousa, and Hultén 2011; Mediamonitor 2015). Because 
the boundaries between information and entertainment are shifting, 
the main reason used by PSB to legitimize itself has shifted towards 
that of pluralism and diversity concerning representation, as well 
as reaching a diverse audience (Van Dijk, Nahuis, and Waagmeester 
2005; d’Haenens, Sousa, and Hultén 2011; Donders and Van den 
Bulck 2016)

Despite huge differences among European countries, their PSB, 
especially television, faced similar developments throughout the past 
three decades. Broadcasters are constantly trying to find a middle 
ground between the democratic ideal, steered by normative val-
ues such as educating the public and maintaining cultural identity, 
and market constraints introduced by the commercial broadcasters 
(Steemers 2003; Bardoel 2003; Dahlgren 2005; De Haan and Bar-
doel 2009; Norris 2010; Goodwin 2014).

In fact, what seemed to be a contradiction at first, the traditional 
PSB notion of determining what the public should watch versus the 
commercial approach of designing programs according to the pub-
lic’s wishes and therefore reaching for a large audience, has become 
a part of PSB policy. Because PSB should be for all people and reach 
a diverse audience, aiming for a large market share has become a 
legitimizing tool in itself. As Collings et al. (2001) state: “Public ser-
vice broadcasting cannot succeed unless it is popular” (cf. Brants and 
Van Praag 2005; Brants et al. 2010; d’Haenens, Sousa, and Hultén 
2011). However, due to their marked-driven attitude PSB are facing 
a dilemma: the more they are led by public demand, the more they 
will resemble their commercial competitors and therefore undermine 
their right to exist as a special public service (Costera Meijer 2005; 
Van Dijck and Poell 2015). 
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During the last few decades, several scholars have pointed out 
that the public sphere, introduced above, represents a normative idea 
rather than an empirical concept (e.g. Dahlgren 1995; Van Zoonen 
1998; Van Zoonen 2005). This begs the question of whether tele-
vision is actually enhancing the public’s participation in the public 
sphere. It might simulate this participation, encouraging a passive 
role by the viewer, who stays at home watching television instead 
of actively taking part in society (Corner 1999; Bignell 2004). In 
that sense one could also argue that ‘television takes over the job 
of relating the viewer to the world around them, and separates the 
viewer from their experience of reality’ (Bignell 2004). Besides, it 
is questionable whether most citizens want to actively participate in 
democracy, which is probably not always the case (Dahlgren 2005). 
They could also watch television as a source of distraction rather 
than information. On the other hand, entertainment and popular 
culture could serve a more subtle form of information gathering and 
enhance participation in society, despite their lack of obvious factual 
information (e.g. Van Zoonen 1998). This legitimizes the question of 
whether this idea of informed citizenship, and television’s task in it, 
might be too strict, ignoring the very characteristics of this medium: 
its ability to provide information and entertainment in a variety of 
different forms.

Competitive markets creating room for popularization

One reason for the blurring of the boundaries between information 
and entertainment on television is the shift towards a more market 
driven journalism. While television has always been trying to find a 
middle course between its democratic ideal and market constraints, 
this struggle has intensified since the 1980s, when commercial televi-
sion was first introduced, competing with the traditional idea of PSB 
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in many countries (Wijfjes 2005; De Haan and Bardoel 2009). The 
question of whether television should provide information and have 
an educational function, or should aim for high ratings, no matter 
what, by providing the viewer with whatever he1  wants most, has 
become one of the most asked questions in this debate.

A growing body of literature states that increased competition 
between public and commercial broadcasters has resulted in a more 
market-oriented attitude of PSB. In order to reach a bigger audience, 
media do not determine what the public should watch anymore, but 
let the people decide what they want to see and adjust their programs 
according to these wishes.  As Brants and Neijens put it: ‘There has 
been a shift from programs in public interest to programs the public 
is interested in’ (Brants and Neijens 1998, 150; Brants et al. 2010). 
Public demand is increasingly influencing decisions about which top-
ics and news events are covered and about the formats in which these 
are presented (Patterson 1993; Brants and Van Praag 2005). These 
trends are especially noticed in election campaign coverage, which is 
said to have become more image driven, conflict oriented and spec-
tacular (Van Praag and Brants 2014).

As a result of this shift, the distinction between information and 
entertainment on television has been under pressure. Both purpos-
es, entertaining and informing, are inherent to the medium, and the 
struggle and contradiction between them has been a subject of discus-
sion since the very day television as a public service was born (Corner 
1999). More recently, however, the idea emerged that the distinction 
between information and entertainment cannot be as clearly drawn 
as has been argued in the past. 

Elements of popular culture, such as music and film, are mixed 
with more serious topics, presented in a combination of facts, person-
al opinions and the feelings of guests. Gossip, humor and sensation 

1  For the sake of readability and comprehensiveness, actors such as politicians, 
viewers, hosts and experts are referred to as ‘he’, implying that they can be both 
male or female.
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have entered the realm of the more serious programs in the form of 
human interest topics (Glynn 2000; Street 2003; Van Zoonen 2005; 
Gripsrud 2008; Van Santen and Van Zoonen 2009). Through this 
popularization, which has also been referred to as tabloidization, the 
boundaries between facts and emotion, but also between public and 
private, and between information and entertainment are stretched 
(Van Zoonen and Holtz-Bacha 2000; Holtz-Bacha 2004; Van Santen 
and Van Zoonen 2009).

In this discussion the Dutch PSB talk shows are of particular in-
terest, because they stem from a different tradition than, for exam-
ple, Anglo-American shows. Originating in the 1950s in the US, talk 
shows have traditionally been associated with personalized, enter-
taining and distracting talk. The talk show tradition in the United 
States and the United Kingdom is largely restricted to two famous 
kinds of talk shows. On the one hand, the entertaining and satirical 
one-man late-night shows focused on ridiculing daily news and mock-
ing famous guests. Examples of these shows are David Letterman’s 
Late Night and Late Show and The Colbert Report in the United 
States, and The Graham Norton Show in the United Kingdom. Then 
there were, on the other hand, the ‘daily talk shows’, which were 
very successful in the 1990s, mainly in the US but also, for example, 
in Germany, with Oprah being the most famous example (Gerhards 
2002; Shattuc 2005). They contained more conflict, confrontation, 
emotion and sex than earlier generations of talk shows. In those af-
ternoon shows scandals and emotions of the ‘common people’ were 
discussed, sometimes with experts, such as psychologists, sometimes 
with relatives, or with the studio audience.

In Dutch television programming popularization emerged with 
the introduction of the public broadcast association TROS, which 
started broadcasting in 1966 and which tried to reach a large au-
dience with easily accessible entertainment (Van Zoonen 2004a). 
While it did not occur on all channels and broadcasters, the term 
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‘vertrossing’ even entered the Dutch dictionary Van Dale, meaning 
tailoring programs to the audience’s taste by presenting value-free 
and lowbrow entertainment with little information or educational 
value (Van Zoonen 2004a). The same definition was later applied 
to programs of commercial television channels, which entered the 
Dutch television landscape in the late 1980s. 

In The Netherlands talk show formats were established for the 
first time in the 1960s by public broadcasters. Since then several 
public broadcasters have developed many successful, widely watched 
talk show formats that all contained a certain mix of information 
and entertainment, discussing current affairs and newsworthy top-
ics (Wijfjes 2009). It is from this rich tradition that the commercial 
broadcaster RTL4 developed the talk show format Barend & Van 
Dorp, which was more entertaining, personal and emotional than 
its PSB predecessors. It is often referred to as the prototype of the 
current Dutch daily talk shows. 

Given their ideological and idealistic ideals, described above, the 
PSB shows combined characteristic talk show elements such as enter-
taining topics and personal talk with the ideal of informing the pub-
lic. Therefore, they are located in the heart of the blurred boundaries 
between information and entertainment. 

Theories concerning the negative effects of the described devel-
opments in television journalism can be summarized under one com-
mon denominator: media malaise. Advocates of this theory argue 
that the shifts towards a more popular approach to the news and the 
blurring of the boundaries between information and entertainment 
are damaging the informative function of television and are therefore 
damaging democracy. ‘Media malaise’ can be seen as an umbrella 
term to cover the claim that the mass media have a substantial and 
malignant impact on politics and social life (Newton 2006).

Technological innovations such as cable television and 24/7 
broadcasting, combined with a liberalized market, which together 



·33·

Blurring boundaries - infotainment

made it easier to air an increasing number of channels, did not nec-
essarily lead to a more diverse television culture, critics argue. They 
claim that it conversely led to mostly low-budget and populist pro-
gramming, enforced by financial decisions. Being the main motiva-
tion of commercial broadcasting, high ratings seem to have become 
more important than diversity or educational purposes (Fiske 1994; 
Cushion 2012). As a result of this shift, traditional political news 
seems to be replaced by more entertainment-based news coverage, 
in which sensationalism, conflicts and scandals are emphasized. This 
would lead to a situation in which news does not provide citizens 
with the information needed for a healthy democracy anymore. Tab-
loid news, therefore, would be a threat to the function journalism has 
to fulfill in a democracy (Schudson 1998a; Corner and Pels 2003a; 
Dahlgren 2003).

Talk shows are often mentioned in these concerns. Critics see talk 
shows as mere consumer goods for a large audience, causing a de-
cline in taste, manners and even civility, trading the higher values 
of society for mere entertainment (Corner 1999; Van Zoonen and 
Holtz-Bacha 2000; Tolson 2001; Timberg and Erler 2002). There-
fore the talk show has been treated as the example of moral decline 
(Dahlgren 1995; Van Zoonen 1998; Tolson 2001; Gerhards 2002). 

In relation to political information and the coverage of politics, 
television news, as well as talk shows have often been accused of 
‘dumbing down’. This means that they adopt populist news values 
and present them in a superficial and popular way in order to stay in 
the competition for the biggest share of the market (Cushion 2012). 
Both terms, ‘media malaise’ and ‘dumbing down’, exist only in re-
lation to normative ideas about quality, ‘good’ and ‘bad’ television, 
whereas the conventions and values of television journalism are not 
clearly defined at all. The characteristic of immediacy, for example, 
is often interpreted in a negative way, ‘since many perceive, in the 
directness and immediacy of images, a threat to the pseudoscientific 
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objectivity of official news work’ (Glynn 2000, 21; Shattuc 2005). 
It would undermine the well-considered news story and let journal-
ists focus only on images that serve this immediacy well. Such an 
interpretation implies that there was a right or best way to provide 
news and information at one point, without taking into account the 
medium-specific abilities to find new forms of information supply.

Other scholars, therefore, emphasize the fact that the theories 
of media malaise and dumbing down, or the narrative of decline, 
as McNair (2009) calls it, are nostalgically romanticizing an age of 
journalism that has never existed in a pure way or perfect form (Mc-
Nair 2009; Cushion 2012). This sums up the limitation of the media 
malaise theory: it is based on normative assumptions about what tele-
vision and journalism should be, while television is a medium that is 
ever-changing; therefore the conventions and norms are changing ac-
cordingly. They are evolving with the introduction of new programs 
and formats, but also with changes in politics, as will be discussed 
below. This short overview of this perspective shows that these pessi-
mistic ideas are deeply rooted, but they are mostly based on incidents 
rather than on long-term analyses (Brants 1998). There is a lack of 
detailed empirical research on how information can be disseminated 
on television, detached from normative views about its quality and 
social impact. Moreover, other researchers have stressed the possible 
positive effect of talk shows, which will be discussed in the following 
section.

Infotainment 
Because ‘popularization’ is an umbrella term for differing techniques 
and elements concerning content, form and style in media in general, 
it is broader than the distinction between information and entertain-
ment or the lack thereof (Van Santen 2012). Therefore, the concept 
of infotainment could be more useful to study this specific field of 
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boundary blurring. It is often used to describe the influence of en-
tertainment elements on informative programs, for example the use 
of live music in an informative talk show, as well as the appearance 
of informative elements in entertainment programs (Van Santen and 
Van Zoonen 2009). Although these developments might be norma-
tively judged, infotainment is a useful concept to define, distinguish 
and analyze hybrid forms of information and entertainment. 

In television news the market-oriented approach has an impact 
on the choice of topics and the form in which they are presented, be-
cause both have to appeal to a broader audience. As a result, stories 
about the ‘man on the street’, his emotions and mood, have been giv-
en a more prominent place in television news (Wijfjes 2005). Inter-
views with politicians, on the other hand, have become shorter and 
their answers are mostly being used as sound bites that journalists can 
use as building blocks at any place in an item (Hallin 1992; Eriksson 
2011; Schohaus 2013). In those items it is nowadays very common 
to interview journalists as experts, for example foreign correspon-
dents on location, emphasizing the immediate and spontaneous char-
acter of the program, as well as the journalist’s knowledge (Lundell 
2010). Journalists’ accounts are often perceived as more truthful and 
authentic than purely factual reporting (Eriksson 2011; Van Zoonen 
2012; Kroon Lundell and Ekström 2013).

Researchers from various traditions have found that news jour-
nalism in general has become more interpretive, as well as critical to-
wards politics (Patterson 1993; Van Praag and Brants 2000; Entman 
2004; Djerf-Pierre and Weibull 2008; Eriksson 2011; Kroon Lundell 
and Ekström 2013; Fink and Schudson 2014; Salgado et al. 2017). 
Salgado et al. (2017) found in their comparison of 16 countries that 
while interpretive journalism is more prevalent in television news in 
some countries, in others it happens more in print news or online. 
In the Unites States and the United Kingdom, for example, election 
news coverage on television is increasingly filled with talking jour-
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nalists instead of with politicians. As a result, journalists are speaking 
for the candidates, who rarely get the chance to tell their own stories 
(Farnsworth and Lichter 2008). This changes the (power) relations 
between journalists and politicians to the journalist’s advantage. The 
latter’s control over the news is enhanced (Hallin 1992; Steele and 
Barnhurst 1996; Farnsworth and Lichter 2008; Salgado et al. 2017). 
In this interpretive style reporters feel that their knowledge and pro-
fessional skills allow them to truthfully interpret and frame events 
and the utterances of politicians. They assume that they know ‘what 
is really happening’ and are thus selecting facts mainly to support 
and illustrate their framing of the news (Brants 2008, 50; Schohaus 
2013). Instead of merely observing current affairs, journalists are 
supposed to analyze them. Altheide (2002) even argued that the 
interviewees are approached not only with specific questions, but 
also with particular answers in mind, so that the main role of the 
interviewee comes down to providing the appropriate piece of infor-
mation within a limited time. On the other hand, as interviewees be-
came aware of those procedures and of the way their answers could 
be edited, they began to frame their answers accordingly, considering 
different interpretations. With the interpretive style the journalist not 
only becomes more powerful, but also tries to react to the viewers’ 
wishes. At this point there is so much information that one cannot 
expect a viewer to follow everything and filter the useful information 
out of this mass. With their interpretations journalists are doing this 
job for the viewers, trying to hold on to them (Schohaus 2013). 

Journalists who appear in studio interviews as experts or com-
mentators interpreting political reality for audiences might connect 
citizens who otherwise would not be interested in politics, and voice 
the presumed interests and needs of the public (Djerf-Pierre and 
Weibull 2008). Interpretive journalism thus potentially strengthens 
the journalist’s ability to be critical and control politicians, aiming 
‘to find out the truth behind the verifiable facts’. On the other hand, 
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critics have stated their concerns about its negative effects on the 
news making process. It would provide viewers with interpretations 
as facts at the cost of reporting news facts and statements of sources 
(Patterson 1993; Djerf-Pierre and Weibull 2008; Salgado and Ström-
bäck 2012; Salgado et al. 2017). 

All of these techniques serve one goal: to reach and satisfy a broad 
audience. While high ratings are the only criterion for commercial 
broadcasters to assess success, public service broadcasters want to 
reach a diverse audience and therefore a reflection of society. How-
ever, due to the fact that the target audience of prime time shows on 
the first national channel is a broad and large group, the task of these 
shows to reach a diverse public fits the aim of high ratings. There-
fore the difference between commercial and public broadcasts in 
their aim for high ratings seems to be diminished, at least concerning 
shows aimed at a large audience. Both strive for a large audience, not 
least because it is a means to receive financing (Van Zoonen 2004b). 
In this interpretive form of television news, elements that are tradi-
tionally more associated with entertainment, such as the emphasis 
on emotion or stylish editing, are no longer excluded from news 
items, because they can help to make the news appealing and more 
comprehensible. Overall, one can say that the specific features of the 
television medium are used more extensively than ever before (Wi-
jfjes 2005; Schohaus 2013); therefore the concept of infotainment, 
focusing on the mutual influence of elements from different realms, 
is useful here. 

Studying the influences of infotainment, researchers have found 
possible advantages of blurred boundaries between information 
and entertainment. The focus on infotainment might also lead to a 
form of journalism that is more comprehensible and accessible, and 
to more reports on issues the public is concerned about. Thus info-
tainment could contribute to public discourse and empower citizens 
because it is a kind of television in which conventions and forms 
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from various genres have been put together to provide new ways of 
informing, engaging and entertaining the public about public affairs 
(Jones 2005). 

The educational and innovative influence of infotainment and 
popular television has been recognized by a number of researchers 
(e.g. Bonner 2003). The breaking of traditional cinematographic 
rules could have a positive effect, since it diminishes the space be-
tween the host, participant and audience and therefore brings topics 
closer to the audience (Tolson 2001). For some researchers the talk 
show has shown that a more inclusive, less emotionally repressed 
public discourse is possible (Livingstone & Lunt, 1994). This kind of 
television could therefore invite people who would otherwise have 
never watched the news or paid attention to politics and who are not 
a part of the highbrow culture and public sphere to engage with pol-
itics. It could be seen as a means to attract a more socially diverse au-
dience (Fiske 1992; Langer 1998; Norris 2000; Van Zoonen 2005; 
Costera Meijer and Adolfsson 2006; Biressi and Nunn 2008), not 
least because ‘many people engage with news that is trivial or emo-
tionally driven’ (Glynn 2000; Cushion 2012). Moreover, research 
has demonstrated that people remember dramatic and personal news 
stories. Thus the core journalistic values of detachment and objectiv-
ity might need to be complemented or replaced by involvement and 
subjectivity, because emotions might help viewers to gain insight into 
news and politics (Costera Meijer 2001). The component of pleasure 
can also play an important role here. According to Corner, providing 
pleasure has been the primary imperative of most television produc-
tions since the first programs came on air (1999). This pleasure can 
take different forms and occur on different levels; it can be merely 
visual, it can be dramatic and it can be social. It can be in the form 
of fantasy, as a distraction from reality, but it can also be in the form 
of humor about current events. Limiting knowledge to the sphere of 
the rational implies that the more subtle contributions to common 
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knowledge and civic culture that can be achieved by entertainment, 
humor and emotion are overlooked. For example, basic values such 
as trust and affinity could be brought across via entertainment or 
personal stories (Dahlgren 2005). 

This holds especially true for research into political representa-
tion, which has worked with reductive ideas about the transfer of in-
formation, as Corner (1999) points out, ignoring the ways television 
is producing meaning and knowledge through pleasure. Moreover, 
no evidence has been found of a negative influence on the political 
knowledge of people (Norris 2000). Instead, Baum (2005) found in 
his research that people who watch soft news shows in search of en-
tertainment often learn something about politics accidentally. These 
effects, however, are limited and not exclusively positive (more in-
formed voters react more cynically). However, to state that it has a 
negative influence would be too one-dimensional. 

In this debate, another group of scholars does not blame televi-
sion or journalism, but looks at the social and cultural changes un-
derlying the shifts in television news and politics. Glynn (2000), for 
example, points out that “the construction of a cultural hierarchy 
that distinguishes ‘serious’ journalism from disreputable tabloidism 
is an important example of the more general process whereby domi-
nant social taste formations elevate themselves culturally and exclude 
‘others’ from apparent worthiness”. The changes in journalism there-
fore only mirror broader changes in society. 

Arnsfeld (2005) emphasizes that many people are politically dis-
engaged and that a balance between entertainment and political in-
formation is the best solution to providing as many people as possible 
with political knowledge (see also Fiske 1994; Van Zoonen 2005). 
Instead of blaming television for it, entertainment could play an im-
portant role in the creation of confidence and trust in politics. Hu-
morous political talk shows could integrate popular culture and pol-
itics in a way that enriches citizenship (Jones 2005; Aalberts 2006). 
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This introductory discussion of the blurring boundaries between 
information and entertainment has shown that the debate about the 
informative function of television has often been a normative one. 
The more inclusive and optimistic approach discussed above also de-
parts from the normative notion of educating the public. However, 
there is still a lack of empirical research. In the long tradition of 
discussing and researching the positive or negative effects of those 
changes, how they are manifested in the programs in detail and how 
this effects the interaction between journalists and politicians has still 
scarcely been analyzed empirically in the Dutch context. 

Therefore the aim of this dissertation is not primarily to confirm 
or find a position in this debate. Different aspects and elements of 
the realms of entertainment and information will be analyzed empir-
ically to show how they affect the discussion of politics in talk shows. 
In chapter 5 a different perspective will be added to this discussion 
by studying which politicians appeared on which shows in the last 
two seasons. It will prove that while shows want to inform about 
politics, their approach to politics is influenced by the medium of 
television and its aim to address and entertain a broad audience. In 
chapter 7 the notion of interpretive journalism, with its study of the 
role experts play in talk shows, will be further explored. Here again 
a combination of entertainment elements and the aim to inform the 
public plays a role in the choices talk show  producers make to dis-
cuss political topics with politicians and/or experts. 

Before discussing these studies, however, the next part of this the-
oretical framework will be devoted to another concept related to 
the realm of blurring boundaries: personalization. It will be shown 
that the shift towards a more market-driven approach can be seen 
in politics as well, which results in a struggle for power, since both 
journalists and politicians want to reach the audience in a way that is 
most useful and profitable for them.
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Blurring the boundaries between the public and 
the private – personalization

The influence of personalization on the relationship between jour-
nalists and politicians has been studied frequently but, as several 
researchers have stated, its definition has long been confusing and 
contradictory (Kleinnijenhuis, Oegema, and Takens 2009; Van Aelst, 
Sheafer, and Stanyer 2012; Van Santen 2012). The term has been 
used to describe different developments, from the supposedly in-
creased attention to the personal characteristics of politicians, to the 
increased media focus on Prime Ministers (Hofer, Van der Brug, and 
Van Praag 2013). As of today, there is a broad consensus in the liter-
ature that personalization is multi-dimensional, but there is still dis-
agreement about the dimensions themselves (Van Aelst, Sheafer, and 
Stanyer 2012; Van Aelst et al. 2017). To get a better idea of how the 
boundaries between the public and the private are fading, the con-
cept of personalization will be further explored in this section. The 
several definitions of this concept and how it is used in politics will 
be discussed. As in the first part, the normative discussion attached 
to this development will be summarized to show which implications 
are feared. This discussion will further illustrate why personalization 
is a multi-layered concept. Finally, the specific elements of personal-
ization that are relevant to this research will be discussed.

Politics and media: a symbiotic relationship? 
It is not only television and its modes of news production that have 
changed during the last few decades. The way in which politicians 
present themselves in these media has also evolved. Several scholars 
have described the relation between journalists and politicians as a 
‘marriage de raison’ or even a symbiotic relationship (Holtz-Bacha 
2004; Brants et al. 2010; De Beus 2011). In the biological sense of 
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the word, this means that two unequal beings coexist by mutual-
ly benefiting each other. Thus they need each other to profit from 
their relationship. Holtz-Bacha thinks that the inequality of the two 
‘systems’ lies in their different goals: politicians are seeking power; 
journalists are looking for information. Brants et al. (2010) describe 
the deviating goals differently. According to them, journalists want 
to know what politicians hide and politicians want to create a favor-
able image of themselves. Both comparisons are somewhat exclusive 
and generalizing, but they show that both sides need each other to 
achieve their individual aims. The mutual benefit lies in the way both 
parties try to achieve their goals: politicians give information to the 
media to get more attention and therefore reach more voters, and 
journalists give them this attention in exchange for, preferably exclu-
sive, information. 

Apart from their different interests, they also have the shared aim 
of reaching a large audience. Both sides are facing an increasingly 
instable target group. Whereas television, especially the PSB, has to 
cope with ‘zapping viewers’, who immediately zap away if they do 
not like a show, politicians and political parties have to deal with 
‘floating voters’, who are not affiliated to or do not have preferences 
for one party (Simons 1998). Both target groups have the same char-
acteristics; they are changing their minds quickly, making it difficult 
to reach them and keep their attention. Journalists and politicians 
therefore need each other to reach this fluctuating group. This de-
pendent relationship implies that changes on the one side influence 
the other side and vice versa. Developments such as mediatization, 
therefore, cannot be attributed to either the media or politics, but are 
a result of the intertwined symbiotic relationship. This becomes even 
more obvious in one particular development, often mentioned as a 
result of mediatization, namely the blurring of boundaries between 
the private and the public. In their pursuit of their own interests, 
media and politics find each other in focusing on the politician as a 
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person. 
Scholars have argued that journalists seem to emphasize personal 

stories and details about politicians to reach a large audience with 
attractive and exciting television. Politicians, on the other hand, em-
phasize their image as a ‘normal person’ instead of as a representative 
of a political party in order to appeal to voters. This results in more 
personalized news reporting, in which personal credibility becomes 
more important than ideological principles (e.g. Strömbäck 2008; 
Driessen et al. 2010; Van Aelst, Sheafer, and Stanyer 2012). Howev-
er, the increase of this so-called personalization has not been proven 
univocally by empirical research (Achterberg and Houtman 2013). 

Both sides have blamed each other for outbalancing the sym-
biotic relationship and exploiting the other for their own benefits 
without giving something in return (Holtz-Bacha 2004).  Journal-
ists have been accused of exploiting politicians’ personal lives. They 
try to reach a large audience with sensational stories about events 
and aspects of politicians’ private lives, their families or personal 
histories that politicians would rather keep out of the public eye 
(Grabe, Zhou, and Barnett 2001; Nuijten et al. 2007; Brants et al. 
2010). Politicians, on the other hand, have been criticized for being 
obsessed with their image in the media. It is claimed that they are 
more concerned with their public image and getting media atten-
tion than spreading the political message of their party or trying to 
initiate political changes (Blumler and Gurevitch 1995; Strömbäck 
2008; Voltmer and Brants 2011). It seems as if both sides decided to 
fight openly about those accusations (De Beus 2011). As Holtz-Bacha 
(2004) summarizes, “Journalists now complain about being used by 
politicians, while politicians complain about the way they are treat-
ed by the media” (41). Apparently these complaints and accusations 
have become part of the game, part of the symbiotic relationship. 
Both sides need each other to frame themselves as the innocent vic-
tim in this power struggle.
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Self-promotion and reputation management

Politicians use their personal images in order to control and limit the 
media’s influence on their functioning and on politics as such (Dries-
sen et al. 2010). Because the media are inevitably creating a certain 
image based on journalists’ ideas, PR advisors think that it is prefer-
able to be proactive about shaping an image that fits the politicians 
(Brown, 2011). Organizational campaign strategies and even policy 
preferences are reshaped in order to try to regain power in the com-
munication process (Voltmer and Brants 2011). This professionaliza-
tion of the politician’s reputation involved changes in organizational 
structures, new campaign methods and the employment of external 
experts, including public relations consultants, pollsters, marketing 
specialists, image consultants and even journalists, writers and film 
makers (Davis 2013).

To shape their image, politicians and their spokesmen meet jour-
nalists, experts and citizens directly instead of providing them with 
general party information (Manin 1997). They actively contact tele-
vision programs with a story they find newsworthy and personal ad-
visors and spokesmen are eager to relate how politicians are in pri-
vate to support their personal image (Van Weezel 2011; Kee 2012).  
“To maintain reporter interest, politicians emphasize the personal, 
deliver ideas in sound bites, keep ‘on message’ and avoid complex 
policy statements” (Davis 2013, 149). They try to keep direct contact 
with editors and reporters to make agreements about the right time 
and topics, and use off-the-record briefings and controlled leaking 
of information to influence the content (Davis 2013, 92). With this 
exclusive information they try to keep journalists in a dependent re-
lationship. Whoever wants to get first-hand information has to frame 
the provider in a favorable way (De Beus 2011). 

The production process is the context in which marketing ex-

perts and PR advisors have the most impact on the representation of 
‘their’ politicians. Spin-doctors negotiate conditions for interviews in 
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order to control the image of the politicians (Davis 2013). They spin 
news and desired images, and often use personal stories on purpose 
to simplify a political issue, to distract from uncomfortable issues 
or to highlight the party’s ‘friendly face’ (Holtz-Bacha 2004; Brants 
and Van Praag 2005; De Beus 2011; Kee 2012). While highlighting 
specific aspects, they deny access to other information and try to 
control journalists’ access to newsworthy information or restricted 
areas (Brown 2011; Davis 2013). 

These contacts with journalists are also used to compete with 
other politicians or parties. Media function as platforms to put up 
a struggle with other parties, since emphasizing others’ shortcom-
ings can be used to stress own qualities (Van Weezel 2011). Personal 
qualities are often thrown into the fray, especially when a reputation 
needs to be improved (Pauka 1991). As Brown (2011) summarized: 
“The rules of the game prohibit lying, but accept that it is legiti-
mate for politicians and their spin doctors to present information in 
a partial and misleading way, while at the same time it is understood 
that journalists present that information in a similarly selective way” 
(63). Many of these PR strategies are invisible to the audience, not 
only because politicians and their spin doctors like to keep them off 
screen, but also because institutions as well as individuals have be-
come more promotionally oriented, as Davis (2013) stated. There-
fore “the need to promote has simply become unconsciously inter-
nalized by people and institutions” (2013: 4). Promotional activity 
has become common and is therefore not noticed as such anymore. 
This unawareness is one of the reasons for which research into these 
processes is needed. By analyzing the dynamics between journalists 
and politicians and how their interaction is prepared and shaped, an 
awareness of the tactics and motivations behind politicians’ appear-
ances on television will be created.

As this part has shown, politicians try to use media appearances 
for their own purposes. They use personalization to shape a favor-
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able image of themselves and to reach the voters, who have become 
less easy to reach. In their attempt to control their image in the me-
dia, politicians have to face reporters and journalists who have an 
own agenda. This can lead to tension between the two sides. How 
these differing interests meet in talk shows will be discussed later on, 
in the third part of this theoretical framework. Before this can be 
examined, however, it is necessary to pay closer attention to the dif-
ferent forms of personalization, because they can be used to analyze 
politicians’ and journalists’ strategies more closely. 

Personalization – different forms and definitions
Personalization in general is a very broad concept. One speaks of 
personalization when ‘politicians are more than before the center of 
interest, instead of the institutions and organizations they represent’ 
(e.g. Kleinnijenhuis, Oegema, and Takens 2009). This would mean 
that politics on television is by definition a matter of personalization. 
Even if politicians are speaking for their parties, political events or 
issues are almost always explained and discussed by their represen-
tatives: the politicians. As a result, it is easy to find an increase of 
personalization, simply because the number of television programs 
and other media outlets in which politicians appear has been grow-
ing during the last decades. The vague and all-embracing character 
of this definition explains why already in the 1980s critics argued 
that election campaigns on television had become increasingly per-
sonalized (Schütz 1995; Holtz-Bacha 2004). It might also be due to 
this conceptual vagueness that scholars did not find much evidence 
of and little consensus about a recent shift towards personalization 
in their literature studies (Van Aelst, Sheafer, and Stanyer 2012; Van 
Santen 2012; Kleinnijenhuis et al. 2013). Ascribing this to a lack 
of conceptual clarity, they developed more specific categories. Now 
there seems to be consensus about the following division: within the 
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broader development of personalization one can distinguish between 
a focus on individual politicians (individualization) and a focus on 
the politician as a private individual, instead of a public figure (pri-
vatization) (Van Aelst, Sheafer, and Stanyer 2012).  
Individualization implies an emphasis on politicians’ personal char-
acteristics or achievements in politics. This is often seen in election 
campaigns in which the party leader or candidate for presidency gets 
much more attention than the competing parties in general. In the 
US this is the common way of campaigning, but the use of this tactic 
has increased in other countries as well. In Germany, for example, it 
is called the ‘Kanzlerbonus’, when the chancellor candidates receive 
the most media attention (Holtz-Bacha 2004). Van Santen added 
that individualization not only implies that the media focus on party 
leaders and their political skills and traits; there is also institutional 
personalization, meaning that within politics there is an emphasis 
on individual politicians and their competences, for example by po-
sitioning someone as the ‘face of the party’ (Van Santen 2012, 41).
Privatization, on the other hand, implies that news organizations fo-
cus on the personal and private facts about politicians. Politicians 
often use these facts to emphasize their human character, trying to 
close the gap between the politician as a public person and the audi-
ence (Van Aelst, Sheafer, and Stanyer 2012; Van Santen 2012). This 
privatization can be further divided into a focus on personal char-
acteristics, on the one hand, and attention to personal life, such as 
family or upbringing, on the other hand (Van Aelst, Sheafer, and 
Stanyer 2012, 207).
Van Santen (2012) added another level to this division. Next to indi-
vidualization and privatization, she introduced emotionalization: the 
attention to the private narratives of politicians. Here the personal 
emotions of politicians are highlighted in relation to personal or po-
litical matters (2012, 46). This additional category is useful for this 
research, because it makes a distinction between content or facts, 
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and emotions. A politician can, for example, talk about his work in 
a very emotional way, emphasizing his feelings about a certain deci-
sion, his fears or doubts, but he can also talk about personal facts in a 
non-emotional way, using them in a serious debate. Whereas the first 
situation is an example of emotionalization, the second one can be 
categorized as privatization.

A shift towards the audience
As mentioned earlier, not only are journalists facing the problem of a 
‘zapping audience’; politicians also increasingly have to deal with an 
unpredictable, and therefore intangible, electorate. A growing num-
ber of people is not bound to a specific party anymore, but change 
between parties more frequently than ever (Manin 1997; Boogers 
and Voerman 2010; De Beus 2011). Undeterred by party member-
ships, they can cast their vote for politicians who fight for specific 
topics they find interesting or relevant. During the next elections 
they might change their minds and find a politician of a different 
party more appealing (Mazzoleni and Voerman 2016). Besides these 
floating voters, there are the so-called ‘monitorial citizens’ (Schud-
son 1998), who are less politically active but are passively waiting 
and monitoring what happens with respect to topics that interest 
them. They watch politics from the outside, via the media, like an 
audience, and form their opinion based on the ‘political show’, the 
politicians’ performances on television. Researchers have called this 
development a change from a party democracy, in which the political 
parties were the dominant actors in politics, into an audience de-
mocracy, in which personalities’ performances and authenticity are 
more important than party programs or ideologies (Manin 1997; De 
Beus 2001).  As Van Aelst, Sheafer and Stanyer (2012) stated, this 
‘candidate-centered politics’ is the result of two related factors: the 
weakening of traditional bonds between voters and parties and the 
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mediatization of politics, especially the growing role of television 
in political communication. Van Aelst et. al. (2017), for example, 
observed a link between competition between television stations and 
personalization in their comparative study on personalization in 16 
countries. They found that a higher number of television stations led 
to an increase in personalization.

Because voting behavior has become increasingly unpredictable, 
politicians changed their strategies to reach the audience. Political 
parties adapted to the media’s logic in their campaign communica-
tion with professionalized and more personalized campaigns. They 
increasingly focus on a few topics they consider appealing to voters 
and they try to brand them as ‘their topics’ so that the voters associ-
ate them with a particular party (Patterson 1993; Davis 2013). They 
try to figure out citizens’ possible reactions to specific ideas and pro-
posals and decide which topics should be communicated based on 
these results (De Beus 2001; Aalberts 2006). The focus on one pol-
itician as the ‘face of the party’ is part of this strategy, which can be 
stressed by media exposure, especially on television, where potential 
voters can see that candidate.

Personalization plays a significant role in these tactics and is used 
in different spheres. With regards to appearances on television, the 
difference between frontstage and backstage plays a crucial role. This 
difference relates to what Goffman in 1959 labeled ‘front regions’ 
and ‘back regions’. The front region refers to ‘the place where the 
performance is given’ (1984) [1959], 110), which on television is the 
scene that is available to the viewers. This frontstage region implic-
itly contains certain forms of behavior and norms, which are taken 
for granted by viewers as well as by performers and which are there-
fore hardly noticed anymore. They become clearly apparent only in 
‘times of crisis’ when someone does not adhere to these rules (Banks 
1992), for example, in this case, when a politician does not stick to 
or is not able to adjust to the rules of a show’s format.
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The back region, or backstage, refers to a place where the per-
formance is prepared, out of view of the audience. “It is here that 
illusions and impressions are openly constructed. (…) Here costumes 
and other parts of personal front may be adjusted and scrutinized for 
flaws. Here the team can run through its performance, checking for 
offending expressions when no audience is present to be affronted 
by them; here poor members of the team, who are expressively in-
ept, can be schooled or dropped from the performance” (Goffman 
1984[1959], 114). As Sigelman (2001) correctly noted, this distinc-
tion does not mean that backstage behavior is honest and front stage 
behavior dishonest, but that the former is enacted in a closed setting, 
not visible to the audience.

Following this theory, the self-presentation process of public fig-
ures has been analyzed frequently, resulting in the self-presentation 
model of human behavior that assumes that “people constantly at-
tempt to portray particular self-images to others in order to manage 
the impressions of an omnipresent audience [and] … that people are 
flexible and adapting, changing to meet the demands of the situation 
just as a chameleon takes on the coloration demanded by the envi-
ronment” (Buss and Briggs, 1984, cited in Sigelman 2001). Personal 
style and image building are employed to reach people who are not 
inherently interested in political parties. 

Goffman’s theory has been criticized for being too strict and ig-
noring potentially significant differences in motivation to manage 
impressions in different situations (Sigelman 2001). This also goes 
for the distinction between the performance of the private and public 
aspects of politicians in talk shows. As stated above, politicians use 
the different spheres of private and public to perform their roles as 
politicians in different situations. Therefore one cannot say that the 
private belongs to the backstage and the public to the performance 
on stage. Politicians use parts of both spheres to adjust their perfor-
mance to the form and norms of a format.
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Nevertheless, one should keep in mind that, especially in the case 
of television, there are two spaces or regions in which journalists and 
politicians encounter and interact, on stage and backstage. As Goff-
man stated, it is in the back region that the performance is planned 
and given shape. The interaction between journalists, politicians and 
their advisors and assistants in that space determines, at least partly, 
the performance on stage, visible to the viewer. So, to investigate the 
relationship between the format and the interaction between journal-
ists and politicians, both spaces have to be taken into account.

Performing authenticity
Not only have political figures become more important and visible; 
their representation has also changed. As Van Santen describes, pri-
vate details have become part of politicians’ public stories (2012). In 
their aim to create an authentic image of themselves, politicians use 
all three forms of personalization discussed above.

Politicians do not operate in the sphere of political institutions 
anymore, but also have to ‘perform the self ’ in the sphere of the 
public and popular, according to Corner (2000). “It is in this sphere 
that the identity of the politician as a person of qualities is most em-
phatically and strategically put forward” (393). To create this iden-
tity, politicians try to emphasize their ‘human’ character, instead of 
focusing solely on their political ideas, by providing personal details 
or opinions on matters hardly connected to their political function. 
According to Corner, politicians therefore have become ‘mediated 
persona’, acting in the political, public and private spheres, using all 
of them to create a desirable and convincing image of their perfor-
mance as a politician and representative of their parties. 

Especially in election campaigns, politicians use privatization and 
emotionalization to shape the image of an ordinary, common and 
therefore accessible person with preferences, emotions and families, 
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like everyone else (Pauka 1991).  In this context, politicians like to 
have the opportunity to talk about different topics, in order to show 
that they are interested in a variety of (non-political) subjects, like 
everyone else (Kee 2012). Through this they hope to reach voters 
with a low interest in politics or no party affiliation (Brown 2011). 
The personal, therefore, becomes a part of their representation as a 
public figure (Houtman and Achterberg 2010).

Coleman attributed the emphasis of ‘being themselves’ to the shift 
in the function of politicians. They are less and less advocates of an 
ideology, but act as managers, whose competence is a matter of trust 
in their integrity. To create an honest impression of themselves, they 
have to present a complex image of personal and political qualities 
(Coleman 2011). People will believe his political message only if he, 
the person as such, is perceived as honest and authentic, , he thinks. 
Therefore, politicians increasingly use media experts to frame their 
trustworthy qualities, focusing on personal qualities (individualiza-
tion) instead of party political issues (De Beus 2011). By presenting 
themselves as authentic, they try to make the voter believe in the 
person, who is almost accidentally also member of a party. 

However, politicians gain the voters’ trust only if they seem capa-
ble of dealing with political affairs. Therefore they have to combine 
the personal story and individual qualities with political knowledge 
and competence to meet the expectations of the viewers (Schütz 
1995). They have to be able to switch easily between the private and 
the public to create a reliable and trustworthy image of themselves 
(Van Zoonen and Holtz-Bacha 2000). Politicians have to be able to 
perform both, the public and the personal, in their performance. 
They have to keep the right balance between their public role and 
personal stories, since only the right mix will create a reliable and 
authentic image that can convince the public. 

To create this image, politicians consider appearances on televi-
sion to be crucial. In a study of politicians’ appearances in comedy 
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shows, their most important reason for their attendance appeared 
to be the ability to frame themselves as human beings. This enabled 
them to reach audiences and voters who decided on the basis of per-
sonalities (Van Zoonen, Coleman, and Kuik 2011). They use this 
form of self-marketing as a strategy to express their ideas. Through 
media training, focus groups and rehearsing, they try to improve 
their appearance on television. That is the reason for which not only 
journalists, but also a lot of politicians themselves nowadays expect 
a politician to be able to tell his story in different kinds of television 
programs (Baum 2005). Performing in different television shows has 
thus become a part of their function as politicians (Baum 2005; Kee 
2012). Nowadays it is common that politicians who are not naturals 
in performing get media relations training (Davis 2013) as part of 
their reputation management tactics, which will be discussed in the 
following section.

Normative concerns about personalization 
As with the blurring boundaries between information and entertain-
ment, personalization has also caused a normative debate. As in the 
debate discussed in the paragraphs 2.1.2 and 2.1.3, the same fear 
is underlying this discussion: the decline of political reporting and 
therefore ultimately a decline of the quality of democracy. Personal-
ization in particular has often been used as a negative qualification 
for the quality of democracy and election campaigns (Kleinnijenhuis, 
Oegema, and Takens 2009; Van Aelst, Sheafer, and Stanyer 2012; 
Achterberg and Houtman 2013; Van Aelst et al. 2017).

The blurring of the distinction between the public and private has 
been described as especially troublesome, because it contradicts the 
concept of the public sphere. Aspects traditionally associated with 
the private sphere, such as emotion, intimacy, subjectivity, pleasure 
or consumption, can now enter the realm of the public sphere and 
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could finally dominate the arena of politics (Corner 1999; Dahlgren 
2003). In their attempt to close the gap between voters and politi-
cians, politicians might create a gap between themselves and politics 
as such, by focusing on the person instead of on political matters, 
critics fear (Houtman and Achterberg 2010).

Others have noted that personalization can lead to a growing in-
timacy between voters and politicians on the one hand, and between 
journalists and politicians on the other hand. This trend could not 
only damage political debate, but also cause growing cynicism among 
citizens (Hart 1994) and a ‘spiral of mistrust’, because politicians 
seem to be more likely to be chosen because of their ability to deal 
with media instead of their political know-how (Voltmer and Brants 
2011). The strategic negotiations and deals between politicians, 
spin-doctors and journalists are believed to undermine trust in poli-
tics and democratic institutions (Cappela and Jamieson 1996). Miller 
(Miller 2004), however, nuanced this idea by pointing out that “it is 
not the development of spin techniques or multi-channel television 
in the abstract that are problematic, but rather what this signifies in 
terms of the decline of the democratic process and the increasing 
dominance of business interests in politics ” (376). He sees spin as a 
feature of ‘a society in which private interests have almost entirely 
replaced public interest’ (2004, 380).

Politicians are aware of the importance of being widely known 
for their careers. This ‘fame’ can only be reached through appear-
ances on television and some politicians use personal stories to in-
crease their celebrity status, which they think is necessary for success 
(Plake 1999; Holtz-Bacha 2004; Kee 2012). Houtman and Achter-
berg (2010) called this striving a result of the seemingly compulso-
ry normative expectations that they have ‘to be themselves’ and the 
need to part with the traditional institutional role of politicians. This 
could result in a situation in which only politicians who understand 
how to present themselves on those shows have a chance to get their 
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message across. Political qualities such as knowledge of specific cases 
or governmental matters would then have become unimportant, or 
as Davis (2013) stated: “Public visibility is falsely equated with dem-
ocratic participation” (121).

Other scholars also believe that this shift in the power balance 
could lead either towards a situation in which the media have the 
ultimate control over how politics is presented to the audience or, 
on the other hand, to a coverage that is completely determined by 
politicians who have succeeded in instrumentalizing the media for 
their own purposes (Strömbäck 2008; Voltmer and Brants 2011). 
This might eventually even lead to a decline of serious politics and 
therefore of democracy, critics have warned (Hallin 1992; Patterson 
1996; Street 2003). These fears, however, are not sufficiently sup-
ported by empirical studies, nor by literature reviews comparing sev-
eral studies of personalization (Kleinnijenhuis, Oegema, and Takens 
2009; Van Aelst, Sheafer, and Stanyer 2012).

Moreover, several researchers have noted that these fears are not 
new but arise every time new media or techniques are introduced. 
Kleinnijnenhuis, Oegema and Takens (2009), for example, show that 
the fear of the negative effects of personalization is as old as democ-
racy. Already Plato, who saw personalization as a defining charac-
teristic of democracy, because politicians should always strive to be 
loved by their voters, feared that this fleeting ‘cult of persona’ could 
restrain politicians from making long-term decisions that were un-
popular with the public. Such criticism therefore would testify ‘more 
to a nostalgia for an ideal form of politics and citizenship that has 
never existed’ (Van Zoonen 2003).

From a more positive perspective, personalization, like infotain-
ment, has been described as a possible solution to the complexity 
of politics, because it makes politics understandable and concrete 
and can therefore work to get support and sympathy. Appearance 
in television programs such as talk shows could help to close the 
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gap between politicians and the audience. Not only because their 
personal stories are easier to understand and closer to what viewers 
experience themselves, but also because different camera angles and 
close-ups could also help to minimize the distance between political 
professionals and the public, revealing more expressions and person-
al details that could bring politics closer to the viewing public (Pels 
2003). Public relations should therefore not be seen as a ‘bad thing’, 
but as communication tools that could also help to reach the vot-
ers fast and efficiently, some researchers argue (Street 1997; McNair 
2000; Norris 2000; Van Zoonen 2005; Davis 2013). Moreover, no 
evidence has been found in the Dutch context of general negative 
or positive effects of personalization. Neither does it imply a shift 
away from substantive news coverage, nor a contradiction between 
personalized news and attention to political issues; they can be parts 
of the same story (Kleinnijenhuis, Oegema, and Takens 2009; Van 
Aelst, Sheafer, and Stanyer 2012; Achterberg and Houtman 2013; 
Van Aelst et al. 2017). Studies on personalization also often failed to 
take the interaction between journalists and politicians into account 
and focused solely on one side of the coin, which created an incom-
plete story (Van Zoonen and Holtz-Bacha 2000; Miller 2004). 

This short overview has shown that neither the pessimistic nor 
the optimistic views provide empirical information for the analysis of 
how personalization takes place in the interaction between journal-
ists and politicians. Blaming the media or politics for developments 
that might be unhealthy for democracy, moreover, does not solve 
the problem, as Miller (2004) has stated. More empirical research 
is therefore needed to analyze how exactly the interaction between 
journalists and politicians causes a blurring of the boundaries be-
tween the private and public. This dissertation will help to provide 
these insights, especially with the case study of a politician’s personal 
story in chapter 6. 

One thing this theoretical part has illustrated in particular, is the 
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active role politicians and their PR-staff play in influencing media 
discourse. The tactics applied by politicians and especially by their 
spokesmen and spin-doctors are, however, invisible to the audience. In 
the Netherlands the attention paid to negotiations behind the scenes is 
increasing, for example in television programs such as ‘De Waan van 
de Dag’, in books about the production process of talk shows and 
other programs (see for example Van Weezel 2011; Kee 2012) and 
in research (see for example De Haan and Bardoel 2011). Although 
PR advisors, as well as journalists, are trying to keep their strategies 
secret, viewers are increasingly aware of the artificiality of what is pre-
sented as spontaneous and authentic. Those observations have not yet 
been combined with the research of form, style and content of these 
programs, however. Moreover, viewers are still unaware of how the 
production process, and especially the role politicians and their advi-
sors play in it, influences the interaction on screen. Therefore Chapter 
4 will shed light on the PR advisors role. Their perspective on their 
role and influence will be studied, analyzing their interpretive reper-
toires. By adding their account to the discussion of news management 
and political PR, this study will add a new perspective to the analysis 
of the complex relation between politics and television journalism. 

In addition, this theoretical part has shown that politicians often 
use personal examples in their attempt to create a favorable image 
of themselves. Chapter 6 will show what happens if private details 
become the topic of discussion against the politician’s will. It will be 
discussed how talk show formats, including the host’s interview style, 
shape this personal story and how the politician in question fails to 
use it in his favor. This study therefore connects the study of person-
alization to the field of format research. To be able to make that link, 
it is necessary to discuss how television talk shows treat the aim for 
authenticity and how it is influenced by their formats. This discussion 
will be provided in the next, and last, part of this theoretical frame-
work.
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Blurring the boundaries between planning and 
spontaneity – talk show formats

Whereas the first part of the literature review dealt with the blur-
ring boundaries between information and entertainment, the second 
part focused on the blurring distinction between the private and the 
public. This part concentrates on the perceived boundary between 
structured, strict planning, and authentic and spontaneous appear-
ances, focusing on the specific characteristics of the talk show. This 
third part of the theoretical framework, therefore, has two functions: 
First, to discuss and define the notion of format, and to distinguish 
format elements that are crucial for talk shows. Like the two earlier 
sections, this part will start with a discussion of the blurry definition 
of the central concept, in this case the term format. Second, it relates 
the concepts of infotainment and personalization to that of talk show 
formats.

The difference between talk show genres and formats
When talking about television, the term ‘format’ seems unavoidable, 
because it is a decisive factor in television production, reception and, 
to a growing extent, research. In order to study this phenomenon, a 
clear-cut understanding of the term is needed, but, despite a grow-
ing body of research on specific formats, an overall definition is still 
missing (Esser 2010).

The definition of the term has become vague due to its wide and 
imprecise use in different contexts. In these discussions the terms 
‘genre’ and ‘format’ are often used as substitutes for each other. The 
frequent use of the term ‘program type’ in the same context is exem-
plary of a lack of conceptual clarity. It is used to refer to specific for-
mats and general genres at the same time, which makes the distinc-
tion even more confusing (Bonner 2003, 9). Before format-specific 
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elements can be discussed, it is therefore necessary to pay attention 
to the difference between genres, sub-genres and formats, and how 
these terms are interpreted for the purposes of this dissertation.

Figure 1: Visualization of the relations between genre, sub-genre and format.

Genre. The concept ‘genre’ generally refers to the type of film or 
television show and puts it in relatively broad categories, such as 
entertainment or documentary, but can also be more specific, such 
as daily soap or, most relevant in this case, talk show. Genres have 
specific conventions that define the programs’ common identity. This 
can be content-wise (an action film usually contains a fight or strug-
gle between different parties or actors), but can also involve certain 
techniques (dark lighting is essential for horror films) or other form 
elements (studio audience for game shows) (Bordwell and Thomp-
son 2004, 108–11). Television makers can use genre conventions to 
promote and introduce their programs. Policymakers can schedule 

FormatSub-genreGenre
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programs according to their genre, and because viewers are acquaint-
ed with those conventions, they know what to expect from a specific 
program or film. As Mittell states, “television genre is best under-
stood as a process of categorization that […] operates across the cul-
tural realms of media industries, audiences, policy, critics, and his-
torical contexts” (Mittell 2004, xii). However, those conventions are 
fuzzy and defining the precise boundaries between genres is difficult. 
The usefulness of genres as a concept has, therefore, been questioned 
frequently. They would be too broad, clear-cut definitions would be 
impossible and the introduction of hybrid television forms would 
have outdated the categorization in pure genres (Mittell 2004). This 
critique holds especially for the genre in question here, the talk show, 
which has only two overall binding characteristics, one concerning 
the form and one concerning the content: all shows 1) consist of 
some kind of talk with guests, and 2) deal with a mix of emotion and 
facts, usually in front of an audience (Van Zoonen and Holtz-Bacha 
2000). Talk shows resist categorization in established genres such as 
entertainment or current affairs, since they are too diverse. It could 
be argued that this diversity is in fact one of the characteristics of talk 
shows, balancing on the edge between information and entertain-
ment, facts and emotion, which makes them a genre on their own 
(Livingstone and Lunt 1994; Keller 2009). 

Talk shows can be investigative, social or political, as well as in-
formative and entertaining at once. As the short overview of the dif-
ferences between the US and Dutch talk show traditions in paragraph 
2.1.2 has shown, the genre can have a different connotation, due to 
national traditions and history. Given this diversity, it is hardly sur-
prising that in earlier research the term talk show has been given dif-
ferent interpretations. It has been used to describe specific programs, 
as well as to elaborate on broader developments such as infotainment 
(Bonner 2003, 23). These studies of talk shows are an interesting 
contribution to television research because they do not focus solely 
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on the content, but also take into account the programs’ form. The 
problem with this kind of research, however, is that it often studies 
one specific (group of) program(s) and applies the conclusions to the 
talk show genre in general, which makes it a hollow notion after all. 
As stated above, this genre is so divers that general statements about 
it are almost impossible, or at least not applicable to all shows in this 
genre. Therefore a more specific approach is needed. 

Sub-genre. To clarify the terminology for this research, a subdivi-
sion is made. Several researchers have suggested that the talk show 
genre has a couple of sub-genres, which have criteria and conven-
tions that are more specific and applicable only to programs within 
this sub-genre (Timberg and Erler 2002; Keller 2009). Timberg and 
Erler, for example, distinguished three sub-genres: news talk, enter-
tainment talk and socially situated talk (2002). This classification is 
still very broad and not exclusive, because there are many hybrids 
and blends, as Timberg and Erler admitted themselves. Nonetheless, 
those sub-genres have three different aims: to inform, to entertain, 
and to represent social experiences. They make it easier to distin-
guish between various talk shows and to analyze their structure and 
content. 

A ‘daily talk show’, for example, focuses on personal problems 
and often involves the studio audience to create social talk and, 
therefore, belongs to the socially situated talk sub-genre. A late-night 
talk show is scheduled after 10 p.m. and aims to entertain the public. 
A news talk show, on the other hand, discusses current affairs, often 
containing interviews and discussions with politicians, to inform the 
public. Within those sub-genres there are specific formats that de-
termine particular programs. Oprah was a daily talk show format, 
whereas Late Show with David Letterman is a specific format within 
the late-night talk show sub-genre. The Dutch shows analyzed in this 
dissertation are all focused on current affairs, with a mix of hard 
news and entertaining topics. Their formats, however, are quite dif-
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ferent, resulting in totally different programs. Trying to find a sub-
genre that fits them all would require categories broad enough to 
embrace them all. This would have the effect that a large variety of 
talk shows could be grouped in this sub-genre, making the sub-genre 
useless for detailed analyses. Stricter categories, on the other hand, 
would imply excluding formats that do not share all the character-
istics of the sub-genre or which have elements of several sub-genres. 
The visualization in figure 1 exemplifies these operational difficul-
ties. While some talk show formats can be grouped in a larger sub-
genre, others either meet the criteria of several sub-genres or fit none 
at all. In order to be able to discuss the unique character of the shows 
and the various elements that shape it, it was therefore chosen to use 
the more specific concept of format for this research.

Format. Although there is still no theoretical consensus on a de-
tailed definition of what a format is exactly, it is broadly understood 
that formats can be seen as a smaller unit within a genre that deter-
mines the detailed specifics of a show.  In contrast to genres, formats 
not only determine the sort of information the viewer gets, but they 
also define how every broadcast is structured and which elements 
are a fixed part of them. The television format is the concept behind 
the program, determining the ever-repeated elements, and the basic 
structure of every show (Fictoor et al. 2006; Ellis, Esser, and Lozano 
2016). It can be seen as a feature of media logic that determines the 
‘rules or ‘codes’ for defining, selecting, organizing, presenting and 
recognizing information as one thing rather than another (…)’ (Al-
theide 2004, 294). The format determines when the show is aired, 
which section of the public it is aimed at, and what kind of character 
and tone it has. Within this framework each individual broadcast can 
be fleshed out. Using the metaphor of a pie, one could argue that ‘the 
‘crust’ is the same every day the show is aired, but the filling changes 
(Stasheff and Bretz 1951; Van Manen 1994; Keinonen 2016). Thus 
formats are characterized by difference within repetition, as Moran 
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called it. They are processes of systematization in which a rule-bound 
element and an element of transgression are equally important (Mo-
ran and Malbon 2006). 

The defining elements of a television format influence the inter-
action between the journalists and politicians in those programs, be-
cause they determine how the politician is approached, the duration 
of the talk and in which context he has to act. These elements can 
be concretely defined and empirically analyzed, as I will show later 
on in this chapter, which makes the specific concept ‘format’ a more 
fruitful concept for this research than the broad categorization of the 
talk show genre. Sometimes in the course of this chapter, however, 
it will be unavoidable to refer to talk shows in general, since the 
clear-cut division between genres and formats is not always made in 
scholarship.

Three contexts of studying formats
The confusion about the definition of what a television format is 
exactly may be caused by its use in different research contexts. To 
clarify this, I distinguish three perspectives from which formats have 
been studied.

Economic/ legal perspective – trading formats
Probably the first context in which the term ‘format’ has been used 
is the economic and legal one of television making. For a long time, 
literature on television formats has been limited to the realm of tele-
vision production business and legal matters. Until the late 1990s 
this concept was mostly used by television industry and producers 
to invent, claim and sell specific formats (Moran 2005, 295). For 
television producers the notion of formats has been a useful tool to 
brand and sell their programs nationally and internationally. There-
fore, much research has been done on formats in the global context. 
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It explores how television shows have been sold to different coun-
tries, focusing mainly on entertainment programs (see for example 
Bignell 2004; Moran and Malbon 2006; Esser 2010; Chalaby 2011; 
Chalaby 2015).

In this context, tradability has often been emphasized as the char-
acterizing factor of a television format. In this view, a format is ‘a 
show that can generate a distinctive narrative and is licensed (…) 
in order to be adapted to local audiences’ (Chalaby 2011, 296). Al-
though this often means a trade between different countries, a for-
mat can also be sold within the same country to another television 
station or producer. 

This development started in the US and the UK in as early as the 
1950s, when the growing competition between broadcasters led to a 
search for cheap content. Importing programs was the cheapest op-
tion, but did not serve the audience’s demand for local programming. 
With the trade of formats, broadcasters could combine both aspects, 
cheap shows with local content (Moran and Malbon 2006; Chalaby 
2011). It is this ability to offer local programming with little risk 
(producers know that the program has been successful elsewhere) 
that makes formats more appealing to producers than the import of 
canned programs. Because of the ability to adjust a program to local 
preferences, formats have been used in television production ever 
since (Esser 2010, 287). In the late 1990s, the trade in formats got a 
boost when big television programs, often reality shows, were sold 
around the world. Among the most successful ones were Who Wants 
to Be a Millionaire?, Big Brother and Idols (Bazalgette 2005). One of 
the most recent international successes might be Farmer wants a Wife 
(Van Keulen 2016). Researchers agree that format trade is not just 
about adjusting a show to a different local setting, but it is seen as an 
‘interactive process including negotiation among different television 
cultures’ (Keinonen 2016).

From this economic and legal perspective there are two factors 
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that determine the development of a program into a tradable for-
mat: it has to be easily adaptable to other contexts and has to have 
the potential to score high ratings (Chalaby 2012). Formats are seen 
as economic goods; templates or recipes in which the practices and 
characteristics of a program are determined, which may sometimes 
be customized for an audience in a different country (Moran 2009; 
Esser 2010; Chalaby 2015). “It is a recipe which allows television 
concepts to travel without being stopped by either geographical or 
linguistic boundaries. To achieve this, the recipe comes with a whole 
range of ingredients, making it possible for producers throughout 
the world to locally produce a television program based on a foreign 
format, and to present it as a local television show perfectly adapt-
ed to their respective countries and cultures” (Buneau 2001; Moran 
and Malbon 2006, 27). This structure gives the program its specific 
character and identity and is therefore highly useful for marketing 
purposes (Lane 1992). The recipe, in which structure and content 
elements are determined, implies not only a financial success, but 
also prevents the ill-use of the program, which could give it a bad 
reputation. 

As this short overview shows, tradability is an important charac-
teristic of television formats. Focusing on unique formats in the spe-
cific Dutch context, however, this aspect is of little interest for this 
research. Much more interesting is the idea of a concrete formula. 
It confirms that a format determines the fixed elements of a show. 
Which elements these are in the talk shows in question here will be 
discussed later on.

Discourse perspective – the interview
A perspective that focused more on the content of television shows is 
the study of discourse. Various television formats have been studied 

in this context, although they are not always explicitly introduced 
as such. Because talk is central to those shows, the interview is one 
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of the most prominent parts analyzed. It is widely accepted that an 
interview is a form of interaction, which differs tremendously from 
ordinary conversations, or other forms of interaction (Ekström and 
Lundell 2011). This is especially true for live television interviews, 
because they occur in real time and therefore resemble a normal con-
versation, but are at the same time being constructed. 

The political interview has been studied mainly from a linguistic 
perspective, using conversation or discourse analysis to examine the 
detailed structure and semantics of the language and talks (Fairclough 
2001; Clayman and Heritage 2002). These studies focused mainly 
on long-form interviews or news conferences in which much interac-
tion between the journalists and politicians takes place in front of an 
audience. The research of Clayman and Heritage on interviews with 
US presidents, in which they analyzed the aggressiveness of question-
ing, is leading in this field (Clayman and Heritage 2002; Clayman 
et al. 2006; Clayman et al. 2007; Clayman 2010). They provided 
extensive quantitative results about the kind of questions journalists 
asked and how they changed over time. They found that ‘the jour-
nalistic initiative had expanded considerably over the previous forty 
years’ and linked this to a growing ‘adversarialness’ (Clayman and 
Heritage 2002, 236). 

How the conversation unfolds and the role interview styles play 
have therefore been analyzed as a defining part of talk shows. Volt-
mer and Brants (2011), for example, distinguish different communi-
cative strategies in British and Dutch television interviews but they 
do not link them to the concept of formats. The different characters 
and settings of the interaction, however, are shaped to a great extent 
by the program’s format (Altheide 2002). The importance of the in-
corporation of this part into a broader analysis has been shown by 
Eriksson (2011), who analyzed the short-form interview as a building 
block of the television news item. Focusing on communication tech-
niques and the politician’s role in the overall news story, he shows 
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that the incorporation of those short-form interviews into the overall 
news story appears to play an essential role in the adversarialness of 
the news broadcasts. Eriksson acknowledged a decisive aspect of the 
interviews in television programs: because the talk is planned in ad-
vance, it is not only the interviewer, but also the overall set-up of the 
program that defines the interview, so the discourse is at least partly 
determined by the format. 

The host’s or interviewer’s role is part of a format, since he choos-
es a style of questioning that fits the overall format. In a talk show 
with an emphasis on a fast but pleasant talk, for example, the ques-
tions might be less adversarial than in a program with a focus on the 
unraveling of new facts (Haarman 2001; Kee 2012). The interplay of 
recurring program-specific elements and the spontaneous questions, 
reactions and events is what makes talk shows interesting to the pub-
lic, as well as for research. It is staged and spontaneous at the same 
time. Both characteristics are essential parts of the program’s format 
(Plake 1999).

The role of the host has often been studied from a linguistic or 
communication studies point of view. Vraga et. al (2012), for exam-
ple, distinguished three roles: the correspondent, the comic and the 
combatant, and argue that this style is part of the program’s format. 
They found that it influenced the program’s overall credibility. Their 
study, however, does not connect the findings on the interviewer’s 
role to other decisive elements of the format. It is therefore a good 
example of the shortcomings of this discourse perspective for the 
study of television formats. By focusing on one aspect of the talk 
shows, the conversation, the research misses the analysis of the con-
nection, interaction and combination with other elements that define 
a program’s format. Conversation analysis can unravel communica-
tion styles and techniques that are often a decisive part of a talk 
show format but, in order to understand how it has been shaped, it is 
important to incorporate other elements into the study. 
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Cultural perspective – style, form and media logic 

Formats can also be analyzed from a so-called cultural perspective. 

As Mittell notes: “Genres are cultural products, constituted by me-
dia practices and subject to ongoing change and redefinition” (Mit-
tell 2004, 1). The same holds true for formats. Therefore, some talk 
show formats or sub-genres have been studied extensively as cultural 
products, often in the context of a broader social or political de-
velopment such as the personalization of politics or the populariza-
tion of news.  The talk show has been qualified as being innovative 
at formal and thematic levels, and it is assumed that ‘it has created 
widespread debate about the nature of television as a public forum 
and about the way in which forms of talk relate to the political and 
to the personal’ (Corner 1999). The concept of media logic has been 
used frequently to study the combination of form, and media spe-
cific and cultural elements. Although it is often used normatively 
to describe the negative influence and increasing power of the me-
dia in public and political discourse (Altheide and Snow 1979; Van 
Praag and Brants 2014; Brants and Praag 2015), it can also be used 
in an empirical way. Using the original sense of the word, it can be 
understood as “with a strong focus on media practices” (Asp 2014, 
257). From that perspective, it implies merely that specific media 
have specific characteristics and therefore an own logic, without any 
normative undertone. As Altheide (2002) explained: “Media logic 
refers to the assumptions and processes applied to the construction 
of messages within particular media” (412). Those processes include 
style elements such as the rhythm, grammar and format that shape 
the way content is presented. 

The concept is often used to refer to all media, implying that 
there is one logic for all of them (see for example (Esser 2013; Brants 
and Praag 2015). Considering the fundamental differences between 

media, however, this would omit significant differences between me-
dia. Therefore, the strand of research that states that every medi-
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um has its specific logic is followed here (Lundby 2009; Strömbäck 
and Esser 2014; Klinger and Svensson 2015). Each medium consists 
of a set of technical and formal characteristics that not only shape 
the medium’s content, but also its organizational and institutional 
structure and processes. Together these norms and standards form 
the medium’s logic, which serves “as guidelines for appropriate be-
havior and thinking within each institutional sphere and based on 
each sphere’s purposes, interests, needs and institutional structures” 
(Strömbäck and Esser 2014). Thus, media logic contains medium 
specific characteristics as well as how people use them and adapt to 
them. As Asp (2005, 258) summarized, “media logic has an interac-
tional meaning; it goes beyond the processes of production and is 
constituted through continuous patterns of social interaction” (cf. 
Hjarvard 2008; Lundby 2009) 

It is this distinctive television logic that separates its products from 
that of other media, such as newspapers (Altheide 2002). On televi-
sion other techniques are used to create a specific impression than in 
other media. Importance, for instance, is signaled on television using 
temporal cues, such as the length of an item or where it is situated 
in the show (instead of spatial cues that are used by newspapers, for 
example the place and length of an article in the newspaper). Thus, 
media logic not only determines the content and form, but also influ-
ences how organizations operate, their strategies and routines. 

This combination of concrete formal elements and their usage 
is useful for this research, because it connects the interpretation of 
behavior and choices with the medium itself. As Meyen et. al. (2014, 
272) stated, “as an institution, news media logic works as a constraint 
on action since its values and rules reduce uncertainty and provide an 
overall structure that shapes the behavior of both the news organi-
zations and individual news journalists.” To analyze this interaction, 
Esser (2013) distinguished three parts that together shape news me-
dia, including television, logic: professional aspects (e.g. journalistic 
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norms), commercial aspects (economic motives) and technological 
aspects (medium-specific technology) (see also Asp 2014). The same 
distinction can be used to analyze television talk shows with their 
specific characteristics and formats. Television logic plays an import-
ant role in the construction of a format, since it is at least partly 
determined by the abilities and restrictions of the medium. 

In the case of television journalism, one could argue that the tech-
nical possibilities, restrictions and implications have been given little 
attention in studies on the complex relation between politics and 
television. With regards to television talk shows, the research focus 
has been on the content and, to a much lesser extent, on the general 
production processes. As Altheide and Snow (1979) argued, routines 
and values based on corporate objectives and their representation in 
the professional culture of journalism all come together in the for-
mat, since it shapes the product according to these previous factors. 
A combination of technological choices and professional strategic 
decisions, including organizational objectives and the definition of 
working routines, together shapes these formats (Domingo 2008). 
The way in which the technical elements of the format relate to the 
content and the production process has not been studied yet. In the 
following section, characteristic elements will be distinguished that 
can be used to define and to analyze show formats.

The characteristic elements of talk show formats
As stated above, the talk show genre has only a few, relatively vague, 
common characteristics: they stage a discussion with one or several 
guests, usually in front of an audience, in which facts, opinions, en-
tertainment and emotions are mixed up to some extent. To analyze 
how specific talk show formats fill in this mixture, it is necessary 
to distinguish specific elements that play a role in these programs. 
A program’s format is made up of various form and style elements, 
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which create the program’s ‘mechanics’: the combination of building 
blocks that shape the unique character of the show.

Formats work so well because television relies on the viewers ‘of-
ten unconscious knowledge of codes and their ability to decode signs 
and their connotations, and assemble them into meaningful scenes, 
sequences and stories’ (Bignell 2004, 91). That is, for example, why 
a news anchor, sitting in a sober décor behind a desk, speaking in a 
neutral, unemotional tone conveys the notion of objectivity and se-
riousness. Camera angles, editing and the use of sound are cues that 
influence these kinds of impressions and connotations, often very 
subtly and beyond the consciousness of the viewer (Bignell 2004, 
90). Those repetitive elements of style, setting and order are part of 
television logic and often determine the success of a specific format 
(Haeck 1998, 136). These elements can be derived from program 
or television traditions and can be used to create identification and 
therefore reach a specific audience (Moran 2009). They make a for-
mat unique and distinguish it from other programs. “Host, guests, 
experts, and studio audience in each of the principal talk show types 
constitute a sort of social microcosm embodying a discernible, partic-
ular configuration of personal and institutional expectations within 
which certain kinds of discourses and interactive patterns are consid-
ered appropriate and accessible” (Haarman 2001, 35).

Besides the general similarity mentioned above, the talk shows 
analyzed in this research have another element in common: they fol-
low and discuss daily topical matters in which politics often plays a 
role. The way in which they deal with these topics, however, differs 
from format to format. Nevertheless, they all use some characteristic 
elements that determine the character of the program and therefore 
will be discussed here. They can help to analyze specific programs or 
formats in the next part of this research.
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Flow

When talking about television in general, and about talk shows in 

particular, the notion of ‘flow’ cannot be ignored. In television re-
search it has been used in two ways: between programs and with-
in one program. Williams uses ‘flow’ to describe the way television 
programs are scheduled to create a good variety in order to keep 
the viewer watching the same channel or broadcaster. He calls the 
planned organization of the programs a sequence or flow, which 
is the result of negotiations and planning behind the scenes (Wil-
liams [1975] 1990). This flow is not only aimed at in the overall 
programming, for example by putting the commercial breaks within 
programs instead of between different programs to keep the viewer 
watching, but it also influences specific programs, because program 
formats are developed in order to fit into a specific flow (Corner 
1999). The notion of flow has been discussed extensively in the liter-
ature and there is disagreement about how this flow can be created. 
Fiske, for example, argued, in contrast to Williams, that breaks and 
clear differences between programs are better for the flow than con-
tinuity (Fiske 1994). 

What is important here is that a format is not developed in isola-
tion, but has to fit into programming strategies. The ideas of broad-
cast coordinators and other people who have a voice in programming 
can influence a specific format. As the flow of programming has be-
come an important means of reaching a large audience, programs 
have to meet the requirements of the overall programming and are 
forced to adjust their production to those structures and strategies 
on the network and broadcast level that are not visible to the viewer 
(Bourdieu and Ferguson 1998; Van Zoonen 2004b). The classifica-
tion in genres and formats can help to fit programs into the flow, 
since viewers know the genre conventions and therefore know what 

kind of program they can expect when a documentary or game show 
is scheduled. Therefore, genre or format labels can help to emphasize 
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the variety and flow of the programming or to address a specific tar-
get audience. This can be seen, for example, when a channel tries to 
frame an evening as ‘ladies night’. Here the programming does not 
influence the programs’ production directly, but determines the gen-
eral frame into which the program should fit (Van Zoonen 2004b). 
In this regard, the so-called ‘bible’ of the formats is essential. It is a 
‘compilation of information about the scheduling, target audience, 
ratings and audience demographics of the program’ (Moran 2004, 
259).

 This ‘bible’ also relates to the second way the notion of flow has 
been described, namely the flow within a program. In the analysis of 
specific programs, ‘flow’ refers to the way the show is presented to 
give an impression of a continuous, direct and natural event. If the 
flow is created in a convincing way, it makes viewers believe in what 
they see as the natural evolution of events. Therefore flow can be a 
very powerful element in talk shows (Bonner 2003; Keller 2009).  As 
will be argued further on, the impression of an immediate and direct 
experience is an important factor for the success of talk shows, and 
the element of flow is, among others, used to achieve this feeling.

Notion of immediacy and authenticity 

Television’s ability to capture and represent events in real time is a de-
cisive factor in talk shows, since their success is based, partly, on the 
feeling of immediacy. They are presented as real time conversations 
between a host and one or more guests in front of a studio audience, 
creating a sense of intimacy and immediacy at once (Timberg and Er-
ler 2002). The viewer witnesses the action unfolding on the screen at 
the very moment it takes place, which makes it even more intriguing, 
even though this feeling is a construction. The viewer always sees a 
representation of the events, be they live or canned, because even the 

distribution of live footage is structured and planned beforehand and 
influenced by the journalist’s choices (Deming 2005). Talk shows are 
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often regarded as giving politicians the chance to get into contact 
with the audience more directly than in news programs, in which 
they can give only a small quote (Bucy and Newhagen 1999). This di-
rect contact, however, is often an illusion as well and the effect of the 
smart use of television techniques, combined with a specific format 
(Livingstone and Lunt 1994; Bucy and Newhagen 1999).

To create this immediacy, various techniques are used, the ‘aes-
thetics of the moment’, as Stigel has called them, which make things 
‘literally accessible at a glance, so that the viewer is given an imme-
diate experience’ (Stigel 2001). Editing is one of the most powerful 
techniques used to create immediacy. With editing, the viewer’s at-
tention can be directed and links can be made. If a shot of a talking 
person, for example, is followed by a shot of a different person, it is 
suggested that this second person’s reaction is important in this case 
or at least that he has something to do with what has been said. Thus 
editing is a strong technique to create temporal and spatial relations 
(Corner 1999; Schohaus 2013). In combination with other elements, 
editing can be used to create a ‘reality effect’ and enable people to 
believe what they see (Bourdieu and Ferguson 1998). In contrast to 
film editing, the editing in live television shows is not a post-produc-
tion process, but happens in real time. The editor/director can thus 
immediately react to events on screen (Corner 1999). 

To keep the viewers’ attention, talk shows need to have a certain 
speed. Not only must the talk itself unfold at a certain speed, but 
the transition between topics and other elements should also keep 
up the pace (Pauka 1991). Editing techniques can help to keep up 
the speed, while keeping the talk comprehensible. For example, if 
the host introduces someone, then usually that person is seen in the 
next shot. Thus editing is used to support the course of the talk and 
enhance comprehensibility, directness and immediacy. Moreover, ed-
iting speed determines the overall impression of the program. Fast 
editing creates a dynamic, fast and sometimes hurried impression, 
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whereas slow editing can give the idea that there is no editing at all 
and that the action on screen is unfolding rather naturally (Bordwell 
and Thompson 2004).  

Closely related to the creation of immediacy is the striving for 
authenticity. A talk show needs to come across as real and authentic 
to be experienced as trustworthy and thus watchable. Not only do 
the emotions expressed have to appear real and plausible; the over-
all setting and style also have to match well to create a convincing 
character for the show. The setting, for example, plays a distinctive 
role in determining this overall character.  In talk shows it is not 
used to create a ‘space of naturalistic action but to access a space 
of stimulating artifice, a theatre […] for contrived eventuality and 
self-conscious performance’ (Corner 1999, 31). This performance, 
however, has to be convincing. Thus the studio setting is used as a 
subtle device to create the authenticity of a format. In this setting 
every detail can have a specific function. Lighting, for example, can 
articulate textures, emphasizing particular details, and give the im-
pression of daytime or nighttime. Colors can be used to emphasize a 
certain detail or to make a statement about one’s political preferenc-
es (Bordwell and Thompson 2004). 

The arrangement of the guests, the audience and the space be-
tween them are also important in terms of creating a sense of au-
thenticity and immediacy. Is the host placed at the same level as the 
guests? Or is he standing between the guests and the audience, for 
example? Four people sitting on a row facing the audience give the 
idea that they will interact mostly with the audience. A group of peo-
ple arranged around a table creates the impression of a conversation 
with each other, which the viewer can follow from the outside. 

How close the viewer gets is determined by the camera work. The 
distance between the guests, the host and the audience, or the lack 
thereof, can create an intimate or, on the other hand, detached im-
pression. This can be reinforced by the use of specific camera angles 
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and focus. Because directness and immediacy should be created, talk 
shows are often filmed from a straight-on angle, placing the viewer 
on the same level as the participants in the talk show. The closer 
the shot, the more intimate the picture gets. Close-ups are therefore 
often used to emphasize emotion, whereas long shots are used to 
emphasize the surroundings (Corner 1999; Bordwell and Thompson 
2004).

If the camera focuses on one person while blurring the back-
ground, this person is emphasized and removed from his surround-
ings. If the whole frame is clear and sharp, the background plays 
a more important role. This technique can be used, for example, 
to emphasize the presence of the audience and therefore bring the 
guests into contact with it, or at least create the impression of close-
ness between the two. The focus can be changed within one shot, 
emphasizing the person who is talking, for example, and direct the 
viewers’ attention indirectly towards him (Bordwell and Thompson 
2004).

Another technique used to subtly direct the viewer’s attention is 
framing. Normally the most important action is framed at the center 
of the picture; in talk shows this is often the person who is talking. 
A different choice is to frame the person who is listening. With this 
framing the reaction becomes more important than what is being 
said. This is a powerful technique in talk shows, because listeners’ 
faces often show their emotions, consciously or unconsciously, and 
therefore indicate how the conversation will unfold. A disagreeing 
look could indicate a forthcoming argument, whereas approval could 
lead to a friendly conversation. This kind of framing, therefore, can 
be used to create a specific sphere and to emphasize emotions. The 
framing can be adjusted by moving the camera. At the beginning of 
a talk show, for example, a tracking shot can be used to introduce 
all the guests. By showing them in one tracking take, the viewer gets 
an impression of the space and can ‘take a look around’ the studio. 
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When something important happens, the camera usually follows the 
action so that the viewer can stay close to the events and not miss 
any information.

In combination, the form and style elements described above cre-
ate an impression of direct and live action that unfolds spontaneously 
in front of the audience. However, there is one element that is obvi-
ously artificial and a decisive part of the medium’s logic: the use of 
audiovisual material, television fragments or other pictures. Those 
elements are often used to illustrate a topic, but can also direct the 
conversation in a particular direction. These fragments, therefore, 
constitute a powerful means to create a specific impression or sphere. 
‘Bloopers’ are often used as an entertaining element, whereas more 
serious parts can be used to confront the interviewee with new or 
different perspectives. Because the guests often do not know the con-
tent of those fragments beforehand, their reaction is spontaneous, 
enhancing the immediate and authentic character of the show.

Staged spontaneity
Probably the most obvious element of the talk show format is its 
content, the talk. The style of this talk is determined by the particular 
format and can differ considerably from one talk show to the other. 
Talk show talk has some resemblance to everyday conversations, but 
it is produced in an institutional setting, for an ‘overhearing audi-
ence’ (Tolson 2001). This means that the talk is always performed. 
It seems spontaneous and close to normal conversations with its ap-
peal to intimacy and immediacy, but it is always ‘highly planned and 
structured within the limits of the talk show format and practice’ 
(Timberg and Erler 2002, 2). It seems paradoxical, but it is this fixed 
and planned structure that gives the talk its spontaneous character 
(Plake 1999). It is unscripted, and reactions and follow-up questions 

are influenced by the unrehearsed interaction between the interview-
er and interviewee, and yet it is determined by the structure and 
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restrictions of the format and by agreements with participants. It is 
this ambivalence between spontaneity and structured planning that 
makes those formats intriguing (Bucy and Newhagen 1999).

In creating this spontaneous impression, the host is decisive. As 
mentioned earlier, the shows are usually anchored by a host who is 
responsible for the tone of the talk and functions as a kind of label or 
brand (Timberg and Erler 2002). His style is decisive for the sphere 
and style of the talk and therefore for the reputation of the program 
(Van Zoonen and Holtz-Bacha 2000).  “The personality of the host 
is central to the talk show as a television program with entertainment 
potential. The success of a talk show very much depends on the host’s 
capabilities of establishing an own persona and to be a (media) celeb-
rity in her/his own right” (Eriksson 2011, 7). Since the audience does 
not see the producers, but only the host, it gets the impression that 
he is the one who has the power to guide and control the course of 
the show on his own. He is responsible for the flow of the show, can 
create closeness with the public, and functions as a link between the 
audience and the talk show guests (Haarman 2001; Bonner 2003).

The host, thus, has to act as a representative of the viewers (Pauka 
1991). He has to shift between viewers’ expectations and his person-
al style of interviewing, as well as between different rhetorical strat-
egies. Monologues and one-on-one talk have to be fluently blended 
into one style of presenting (Timberg and Erler 2002). The host has 
to choose between the role of the serious interviewer, who confronts 
the interviewee with hard but objective questions, interrupting and 
refuting to get the desired answer, and the role of the entertaining 
presenter, whose personality is an active part of the interview, con-
cerned, interested in feelings, and airily chatting and making jokes 
(Brants 2005). How these rhetorical modes are structured is part 
of the format’s pattern. The tone, style and structure of the host’s 
presentation determines the pace and course of the show to a great 
extent.
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The formal construction of the conversation, the studio setting, 
the scenography and the position of the host, and how those visual 
elements and the composition relate to the communication shown, 
play an important role in the distinction between different talk show 
formats and the creation of their specific characters (Atifi and Mar-
coccia 2006, 255). The strictness of this setup is also part of the 
format. Some formats strictly structure each broadcast in the same 
way, whereas other formats are looser and let the events in the show 
determine the course of the program (Bonner 2003; Keller 2009). 

As Van Zoonen (2004) explained, people do not think about 
what happens behind the scenes, because television is created in such 
a way that it lets the viewer forget that it is constructed, which is, 
again, a part of its specific logic. Its artificiality is suddenly revealed 
only if the well-oiled machine does not work properly. This is why 
it is not only important to analyze the combination and interaction 
of the various elements of a talk show, but also to take a look at the 
production process in which these decisions are made. It is there that 
the representation of reality is translated into format rules and pro-
duction conventions (Timberg and Erler 2002; Van Zoonen 2004b).

Together the talk show elements discussed here shape the con-
struction of a format and therefore influence the interaction in those 
programs. As described, this happens on the level of the content, the 
talk, as well as on the level of form and style.

Aiming for the audience via authenticity and staged spontaneity

The symbiotic character of the relationship between journalists and 
politicians manifests itself clearly in talk shows. Talk shows and poli-
ticians have in common that they are striving for a large audience. As 
discussed in the first two parts of this theoretical framework, changes 
in the realm of PSB, such as increased competition in commercial 
television and developments in politics, for example the shifts to-
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wards an audience democracy, have forced both parties to search 
for new means to reach the public. Both react with an emphasis on 
authentic and direct images and experiences. Focusing on personal 
qualities is a useful means for both sides to present themselves as 
authentic and keep the audience’s attention.

Now that presenting themselves as complex personae with feel-
ings and hobbies has become an important feature of politicians’ suc-
cess, they cannot stick to impersonal and abstract stories anymore, 
but have to refer to personal experiences and feelings (Coleman 
2011). Talk shows with their focus on personal talk, human-interest 
topics and direct experiences, are seen as a suitable place to show 
these qualities. As Holtz-Bacha summarized: “The increasing number 
of TV talk shows and their popularity – both with audiences and pol-
iticians – has contributed to the private becoming increasingly public. 
Politicians regard such programs as a relatively easy opportunity for 
self-promotion. In addition, such programs have generated more un-
interrupted talk-time, involving discussion with less inquisitive and 
less specialist questioners. Consequently, politicians have been more 
willing to use this informal format to present themselves to the elec-
torate” (Holtz-Bacha 2004, 50). Not only can the interviewer ask 
about personal matters, but the politician himself can also answer 
a political question on a personal note. Through informal language 
and setting, the conversation can acquire an intimate tone, giving the 
viewer the feeling of being part of the events or at least witness them 
from close by (Brants 2005).

Many politicians consider talk shows a good venue to promote 
their work or cause. The longer interviews in those shows are used 
to not only spread ideas but also strategically as a ‘marketing device’ 
(Van Zoonen and Holtz-Bacha 2000; Baym 2005, 272). These inter-
views are often considered to be more relaxed and less formal than 
interviews in news programs, so the risk of facing critical or even 
adversarial questions is lower in talk shows (Clayman and Heritage 
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2002) (Baum 2005). “Successful prime ministers and presidents have 
increasingly appeared on chat shows, done interviews with enter-
tainment magazines, and made public personal disclosures” (Davis 
2013, 121).

Talk shows, on the other hand, want to intrigue their audiences 
with an immediate and entertaining experience and therefore wel-
come politicians who want to participate as private persons, telling 
personal stories and sharing feelings. Those formats try to make in-
formation appealing to a rather apolitical audience by emphasizing 
politicians’ personal stories and focusing on ‘softer’ topics instead 
of conflictual frames, creating a conversational setting. “Represen-
tations of a person’s more ordinary qualities are a product of the 
cooperation between host and politician in the interview” (Eriksson 
2011, 2). In the ideal case, politicians can reach potential voters who 
do not watch traditional news programs, while talk shows do not 
lose their viewers’ attention (Plake 1999; Baum 2005). The picture 
of politics created in talk shows can best be seen as an interplay be-
tween the personal characteristics of politicians, their ability to cope 
with the format and their strategy, and the programs format itself 
(Eriksson 2011). Each format has a different structure and different 
approach by the host, and therefore handles topics and guests dif-
ferently. These features determine the talk and therefore the picture 
created of the politicians. Different talk show formats, therefore, 
provide different opportunities for politicians to communicate their 
message and construct a favorable image of themselves (Van Zoonen 
and Holtz-Bacha 2000). The politician’s appearance will be success-
ful only if he adjusts to the talk show’s interview style and develops 
the communicative competences needed to handle those interviews  
(Van Zoonen and Holtz-Bacha 2000; Hamo, Kampf, and Shifman 
2010; Kee 2012). 

Although the blurring of the boundaries between the public and 
the private and between facts and emotion is characteristic of talk 
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shows, they do not exclude political content, as critics have argued, 
but combine it with other topics and tackle it from different per-
spectives. Ideally, talk shows, especially those of PSB, can fulfill their 
informative task while also reaching a large audience. If politicians 
succeed in adjusting their communicative competences to the spe-
cific interview formats, they can present politics in a different way 
than before, enriching their presentation of themselves (Van Zoonen 
and Holtz-Bacha 2000; Eriksson 2010; Hamo, Kampf, and Shifman 
2010). This could make political information more accessible and in-
crease politicians’ ‘likeability’ at the same time (Schütz 1995; Baum 
2005).

 
As has become clear from this theoretical framework, there are 

three parts that determine the interaction between journalists and 
politicians in the specific formats: form, content and backstage 
events. Form elements such as editing, setting, time and the use of 
‘entertainment elements’ can play a role in creating a sense of imme-
diacy and closeness with the politicians, as well as in disguising the 
staged character of the show. These elements are often used to sup-
port the content, the conversation, which is not only determined by 
the choice of topics and perspectives, but also by interview style and 
the overall role the host is playing, and by the politicians’ agenda to 
present themselves and their political programs in a desirable light. 
Through negotiations and agreements off screen, before the show is 
actually broadcasted, journalists as well as politicians can influence 
both parts, form and content. Together these parts determine the in-
teraction within a specific format. A qualitative analysis of how talk 
shows use elements of infotainment and personalization, and how 
this is visualized using medium-specific techniques and logic will not 
only give detailed insights into the various gradations of personaliza-
tion and how this influences the content, but also in the ‘mechanics’ 
of the different formats, which are difficult to find in quantitative 
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studies (Van Aelst, Sheafer, and Stanyer 2012). As Coleman (2011) 
stated, the technology and performance should be included in re-
search on the visibility of political communication. Therefore, the 
choreographed mixture of talk and style will be analyzed in this re-
search, taking into account form as well as content, and on- as well 
as off-screen interaction. It will provide detailed insights into how 
the interaction between politicians and journalists is shaped in these 
shows and how it is influenced by the formats.  Before discussing the 
specific studies, however, a general explanation of how these areas 
were approached is needed. This will be provided in the next chap-
ter, which deals with the methods used for this research. 






