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In order to connect the various concepts of the previous chapter 
to how politics is covered in Dutch talk shows, the studies in this 

dissertation will relate the interaction between journalists, produc-
ers, and politicians and their advisors to the format of the talk shows 
in which this interaction takes place. As the theoretical framework 
has shown, this relation takes place on different levels and stages. 
Therefore a multi-leveled research method is needed to get an in-
depth picture of how these different aspects and levels influence each 
other. For this research, semi-structured interviews with journalists 
and politicians and/or their spokesmen were combined with ethno-
graphic research of the production processes of the programs and a 
quantitative and qualitative content analysis of selected talk shows. 

As mentioned above, this dissertation consists of four separate 
research articles. Differing, specific methods have been applied to 
each of these studies in order to answer the distinct research ques-
tion. These specific methods of data gathering and analysis will be 
discussed in the respective chapters in order to avoid repetition. 
However, despite their different focuses and perspectives, all four 
chapters use a combination of the methods mentioned above: inter-
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views, ethnography and content analysis. Therefore in this chapter 
the advantages of these methods in general and how they have been 
operationalized will be discussed. 

Grounded Theory 
The research question addresses processes, choices and results that 
require an in-depth look at the field of study, in this case media orga-
nizations, as well as their products. Therefore, it cannot be answered 
by testing hypotheses or quantitative measurements only, but requires 
a layered and flexible approach. This has been found in Grounded 
Theory. This approach, in which the data is used as the starting point 
and the research method is built up out of this data (Glaser 1992), 
has been used as basis for this qualitative research. 

Developed by Strauss and Glaser in 1967, this theory implies that 
any overall theory or concept is ‘grounded’ in data, and therefore 
has to be found in the data themselves (Glaser 1992). “One does not 
begin with preconceived ideas or extant theory and then force them 
on data for the purpose of verifying them or rearranging them into a 
corrected grounded theory” (Glaser 1992, 15). There is no pre-for-
mulated hypothesis, but only a certain field to be researched. Re-
searchers move into this area with the open-minded question: what 
is going on here?  The concepts or theories are discovered through 
the analysis of the data (Glaser 1992). “The logic of grounded theory 
entails going back to data and forward into analysis, then returning 
to the field to gather further data and refining the emerging theoret-
ical framework” (Charmaz and Mitchell 2001, 162). In the coding 
and analyzing process of the various data of this research, such as in-
terviews, talk show broadcasts and observational field notes, the data 
have been constantly compared to each other. The interviews and the 
field notes, were transcribed and, for further analysis, uploaded into 
the data analyzing program atlas.ti. In this program findings from the 
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different studies and research methods could be easily compared with 
each other, but also with the raw material. Through this, the original 
data could be consulted at any stage of the research to compare them 
with the emerging categories and codes. The coding of all the data 
started with inductive coding. This allowed me to verify whether any 
consensus existed in the interviews, but also to find often mentioned 
or overarching concepts, categories and structures that could lead 
to new, more general codes in the second round of coding. For this 
round a coding list was developed, tailored for answering the specific 
research question of the study. However, also in this second round 
of coding, the codes and results were constantly compared to new 
or other data in order to ensure the usefulness of the codes and to 
establish new ones if necessary. Through this constant comparison, I 
was able to constructs abstract categories and relations between the 
concepts that were originating from all the data. Grounded Theory 
was therefore used to gain a complete picture of the whole (Charmaz 
and Mitchell 2001). 

This approach has been criticized, for example, for the supposed 
impossibility of looking at data or events without any preconcep-
tions, or about its rigid character possibly being too deterministic 
(Charmaz and Mitchell 2001). However, these risks have been pre-
cluded in various ways. Using different forms of techniques, namely 
interviews, field notes and content analysis, I interpreted a variety of 
empirical data about the practices and problems of talk shows, and 
their relation to politicians. Each technique revealed a different part 
of the observed situation. Interviews, for example, were useful for 
the personal perception and reflection of the PR advisors, politicians 
and talk show producers, whereas field notes documented details of 
daily practices. It is in this triangulation that the risks of bias, subjec-
tivity and determinism can be precluded, because the results from the 
different methods have been compared to each other. For example, 
statements about specific formats have been compared to the data 
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of the content analysis and observations about broadcasts could be 
discussed with various actors.

In combination, the different methods not only provide insights 
into different aspects of the talk show format, but also help to vali-
date the partial results. It is a strength of this approach that different 
sources can be used and that different methods can be combined to 
get results and answers to the different levels of the research question 
(Gerring 2007). Together this triangulation of methods provided a 
complex interpretation and profound understanding of the relation-
ship between politicians and journalists in talk shows (Denzin and 
Lincoln 2005).

Case study research

The close examination of a specific case can yield greatly detailed 
insights that a focus on general trends cannot (Singer 2008). Case 
studies are a useful strategy to answer ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions (Yin 
1989; Silverman 2001; Denzin and Lincoln 2005; De Haan 2012). 
According to Yin (1989, 2) “the distinctive need for case studies 
arises out of the desire to understand complex social phenomena” 
because “the case study method allows investigators to retain the ho-
listic and meaningful characteristics of real-life events,” for example, 
organizational processes.

According to Gerring (2007), qualitative case studies have often 
been criticized and identified with ‘loosely framed and non-gener-
alizable theories, biased case selection, informal and undisciplined 
research designs, weak empirical leverage, subjective conclusions, 
non-replicability and causal determinism’. Not following a linear 
process with standardized procedures, however, does not mean that 
researchers do not work in a systematic and structured way. A de-
tailed plan of every step in each case study chosen for this research 
has not only provided structure to each case study, but also helped to 
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triangulate the different methods used in the case study. Moreover, 
although case studies do not provide general results about a larger 
population, they can lead to conclusions on a theoretical level by 
finding structures and overall routines, and by comparing the empir-
ical findings with the theoretical background (Yin 1989; Stake 2005; 
De Haan 2012). Even single case studies can be exemplary, showing 
how mechanisms work, as demonstrated in the study in chapter 6,  
in which the case of a politician’s personal story facilitates an under-
standing of the role that formats play in political personalization. 

While the case studies in this dissertation started with a quanti-
tative overview of the number of political items, politicians on the 
shows and the length of the talks, the results were always combined 
with a qualitative research method that added context to the analysis 
of the quantitative data, namely either interviews or a qualitative 
content analysis. As “the essence of a case study, the central tendency 
among all types of case study, is that it tries to illuminate a decision 
or set of decisions: why they were taken, how they were implement-
ed, and with what result (Schramm 1971, cited in Yin 1989, 5:22–
23). Together, the case studies revealed a close understanding of the 
production process, especially of how the negotiations and agree-
ments between the two sides influenced the interaction on screen 
and what role the programs’ formats played in it. At the same time, 
they provided insight into the perceptions and motives of the actors. 
The content analysis of the output, the programs, made it possible to 
triangulate these results, the motives and processes, with the analysis 
of the product.

Content analysis

In contrast to other research methods, such as interviews and ethnog-
raphy, the subject of research in this method is not people, but the 
product these people have created. Therefore it is an observational 
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method of what people have produced to communicate. Within (po-
litical) communication research, content analysis has often been used 
for empirical research of media sources in order to answer questions 
about the influence, role or function of (mass) media in society (Plei-
jter 2006, 7). The theoretical framework of this research is based 
largely on studies that are based on this method, because they focus 
on the content of particular media. These studies provided insight 
into how the media have covered politics; their structure, approach 
and framing. The relationship between media and politicians has of-
ten been studied using content analysis, for example to scrutinize 
how the media and politicians try to gain power over a news story. In 
their work on interviews with US presidents, for example, Clayman 
and Heritage developed a research scheme to analyze the aggressive-
ness of questioning (Clayman and Heritage 2002; Clayman et al. 
2006; Clayman et al. 2007; Clayman 2010). It provided extensive 
quantitative results about the kind of questions journalists asked and 
how they changed throughout time. Brants and Van Praag (Van Praag 
and Brants 2000; Brants and Van Praag 2005; Brants et al. 2010; 
Van Praag and Brants 2014) provided a body of studies on political 
reporting in election time, in which they studied several media and 
their (power) relation to politicians. 

Content analysis has also been used to analyze particular media 
characteristics and how they are structured. Eriksson (2011), for ex-
ample, analyzed the short-form interview as a building block of the 
television news item, focusing on communication techniques and the 
politicians’ role in the overall news story. Moreover, content analysis 
has often been used in research into the personalization of politics 
to study how the media use or create personalization in their stories 
(Van Zoonen and Holtz-Bacha 2000; Kleinnijenhuis, Oegema, and 
Takens 2009).

Although initially mainly used for systematic quantitative anal-
yses of the media (also called the classical or traditional content 
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analysis in communication research), content analyses can also be 
conducted qualitatively. Already in the 1950s, critics argued that the 
quantitative approach would neglect messages and texts that cannot 
be measured objectively (Kraucauer 1952; George 1959; both cited 
in Pleijter 2006). Therefore qualitative interpretive content analysis 
was introduced and its use increased from the 1980s onwards. Con-
trary to quantitative content analysis, which focuses on the produc-
tion of numerical, preferably statistically verifiable results and the 
testing of hypotheses, the qualitative approach enables in-depth ob-
servations and interpretations of events (Denzin and Lincoln 2005; 
Pleijter 2006). 

Because each study in this dissertation was focused on a different 
case, a different content analysis was conducted for each case. How-
ever, the general construction and structure of these analyses had 
the same starting point: so-called interpretive analysis. As Hijmans 
(1996) describes it, this is a theory-building form of research with a 
cumulative character, which starts with an open perspective on the 
research material, comparable to the grounded theory approach. 

As Pleijter (2006, 40) sums up, there are two ways of screening 
the material for useful parts that help to answer the research ques-
tion: searching all the material for relevant parts or using an item list 
or questionnaire that focuses only on specific parts of the material. 
In the latter case an instrument to direct the perception is construct-
ed beforehand. This can limit the amount of material that has to be 
screened/analysed. 

These two approaches were combined in this research. Each study 
started with an open coding to find relevant structures and criteria 
that influenced the subject of research, for example the personaliza-
tion of a politician’s story or the difference between politicians’ and 
experts’ approaches to a political topic. These criteria were struc-
tured and compared to criteria derived from the literature study on 
the research topic. This resulted in a code book in which the criteria 
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and how they were to be detected in the sample were described. 
These criteria were used to structure a second round of coding. This 
second step provided the opportunity to compare the cases on spe-
cific criteria in a structured way. Together, the open and structured 
coding provided detailed and specific insights into the cases, because 
they started with observations of the research material itself. At the 
same time, this approach also facilitated a structured comparison and 
analysis of the cases, because specific criteria were defined. For the 
content analysis of the talk shows, the episodes were collected from 
the websites of the respective shows.

Ethnographic research

Traditionally, ethnography has been used to try to describe all the 
relevant aspects of a culture’s material existence, social system and 
collective beliefs. Therefore ethnographic studies have been coined 
as ‘thick description’ (Geertz 1973). To get this information, the re-
searcher stays close to the research object for a certain period, ob-
serving everything that happens. This method has been used since 
the early nineteenth century in the field of sociology and anthropol-
ogy to gain insight into foreign tribes and people (Cramer and Mc-
Dewitt 2004; Tedlock 2005; Paterson 2008). It was “widely believed 
to produce documentary information that was not only “true” but 
also reflected the native’s own point of view about reality”(Tedlock 
2005, 467).

In communication and journalism studies, ethnographic research 
has often been used in times of change to analyze evolving news prac-
tices or paradigms. This method has been used to describe processes 
and interaction in newsrooms, ideologies and how news is created 
(Cottle 2000; Cottle 2007; Paterson 2008). As Paterson stated, “it 
is impossible to comprehend the nature of that manufactures’ reality 
without getting to the heart of the manufacturing process and the 
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shared culture of the manufacturers” (2008, 2). Ethnographic stud-
ies of news production “help to reveal the constraints, contingencies 
and complexities ‘at work’ and, in so doing, provide the means for a 
more adequate theorization of the operations of the news media and 
the production of the discourses ‘at play’ within news media repre-
sentations” (Cottle 2007, 2).

Early large scale ethnographic research into newsroom process-
es has proven to be very influential in the fields of journalism and 
communication studies, because they provided insights into how 
the newsrooms looked and worked, and which powers and forc-
es played a role (Epstein 1974; Altheide 1976; Schlesinger 1978; 
Tuchman 1978; Gans 1979). Those studies focused mostly on ‘the 
sociology of news making’, explaining how working routines could 
bias the news and revealed how important journalistic routines were 
for the functional and symbolic needs of the profession, for exam-
ple to determine what is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ journalism. These symbolic 
criteria stem from the practice of news making and a shared ideol-
ogy of what news is (Domingo 2003; Cottle 2007; Ryfe 2009). As 
Schlesinger (1978) stated: “The routines of production have definite 
consequences in structuring news. The doings of the world are tamed 
to meet the needs of a production system in many respects.” Those 
studies have shown that the organization of news plays a crucial role 
in deciding what news is. They have created a solid framework to 
analyze rules, processes, techniques and their interrelations (Paterson 
2008).

Despite their earlier influence, the relevance of these studies has 
become marginal for research into current practices, since news-
rooms have changed decisively in the last decades (Cottle 2007; 
Paterson 2008; Tameling 2015). Moreover, because of their aim to 
identify the organizational structure of news making, those studies 
did not pay attention to the processes of change in news production 
routines. They were focusing on constant factors instead of on diver-
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sity or developments (Cottle 2000; Schudson 2000; Paterson 2008).
The recent second wave of ethnographic research in commu-

nication and journalism studies focused on how the digital revolu-
tion and the emergence of technological innovations have changed 
journalism practices, routines and eventually the news product itself 
(Boczkowski 2004; Paul 2008; Ryfe 2009; Tameling 2015). In this 
second cycle of ethnographies of newsrooms the work of Boczkow-
ski was influential. He studied how daily newspapers in the US had 
developed electronic publishing ventures, using a multi-disciplinary 
approach. This allowed him to not only focus on technical, editorial 
and production aspects, but also to discover connections between 
these aspects. By describing ongoing processes, he was able to lay 
open different combinations of these aspects and changes in routines 
and attitudes. A combined focus on practices, technical develop-
ments and the resulting news product provided detailed insights into 
the relation between routines, editorial conventions, new techniques 
and the product (Boczkowski 2004). 

This and other studies have shown that changes of procedures 
and routines are closely related to changes of ‘material elements’, 
demonstrating that technological innovations and choices on the 
one hand and social and professional practices and conventions on 
the other are mutually influencing each other (Bijker and Bijsterveld 
2000; Boczkowski 2004). According to Boczkowski (2004), ethno-
graphic research has two dimensions. On the one hand it provides 
empirical findings about patterns of innovation and conventions. On 
the other hands it gives more analytical insight into the construction 
of products and the use of media. “By locating the analytical gaze at 
the intersection of the usually separated fields, I show the existence 
of a deep ecology that links technology, communication and organi-
zation” (11). 

Instead of deterministic research that uses prevailing theoret-
ical concepts, ethnographic research is done from a constructivist 
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perspective, observing real events instead of testing an ideal model 
(Domingo 2008). It therefore remains open to elements that cannot 
be classified beforehand, an approach that it shares with Grounded 
Theory (Singer 2008). Ethnographic research puts the researcher in 
the center of the topic under study. “The researcher goes to the data, 
rather than the other way around” (Wimmer and Dominick 2011, 
145). 

For this study, ethnographic research was conducted at the stu-
dios of two of the chosen programs (two weeks at Pauw, two days 
at Jinek). Such a short period is not ideal to conduct ethnographic 
research, but was determined by the willingness of the show’s pro-
ducers to take part in the research. For most of the talk shows a 
researcher at their editorial office seemed too high a risk. Despite 
the limited scale, observations of production processes provided in-
side information about how each episode was shaped, which choic-
es were made and how they influenced the product, the talk show. 
Although anthropologists regard only long-term research to be real 
ethnographic research, this short period was adequate to gain in-
sights into routines, structures and developments

Due to the short period of time it was impossible to start the eth-
nographic research with a period of mere observations, but observa-
tions were immediately analyzed, constantly compared, and verified 
and discussed in interviews with journalists and producers. Access 
to the computer system of the shows provided insights into the pro-
duction processes on the long term, which were also discussed with 
the producers. Therefore processes beyond the ethnographic period 
could be analyzed and added to the study of the shows. 

The limited ethnographical data were compensated for by the 
triangulation of methods. Ethnography consists of several methods 
itself. Besides observations with extensive field notes, it contains in-
depth interviews and some form of document research and/or con-
tent analysis (Domingo 2003). These different parts of the ethno-
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graphic research process were used after the end of the actual field 
work, which increased the amount of research data. It was used to 
compare and validate the results in order to determine the represen-
tativeness of the findings and interpretations, preventing the gener-
alization of the incidents. 

The combination of the fieldwork results and the interview data 
helped to prevent bias or subjective interpretations. Particular an-
swers and observed events were compared to each other and obser-
vations were discussed in interviews to compare my interpretation 
with that of the respondents (De Haan 2012). 

Interviews 
Interviews used as a technique or method to gain a deeper under-
standing of processes, relations and meanings are not only a journal-
istic tool, but have also often been used in the social sciences to study 
all kinds of social processes in communities and societies, as well as 
in smaller entities such as business companies or school playgrounds. 
They are seen as ‘virtual windows’ into someone’s experience, to ob-
tain insights into the perception and motives of someone else. There 
is a wide range of interview forms, from survey interviews with all the 
questions written down, directing answers in a particular direction, 
to unstructured in-depth conversations with no specific outcome in 
mind, which are often part of ethnographic research (Gubrium and 
Holstein 2002). 

For this study, a method was chosen that lies somewhere in be-
tween these two extremes: the semi-structured interview. These in-
terviews are often seen as a guided conversation, in which certain 
topics that need to be discussed are prepared on a topic list, but in 
which there is room for spontaneous questions or reactions (Warren 
2002). This approach makes room for personal stories, feelings and 
experiences from which new facts and interpretations can emerge. 
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The purpose of these interviews is not to derive objective facts, but 
to obtain perceptions from the respondents’ talk (Warren 2002). An-
swers are therefore seen as interpretations of personal perceptions, 
instead of objective facts (Charmaz 2002). 

This kind of un- or semi-structured interview bares the risk of 
bias or subjectivity, because qualitative interview data are always the 
result of an interaction between the interviewer and respondent. To 
prevent subjective interpretations, triangulation was used in this re-
search, which means that the same topics were discussed and ana-
lyzed from different perspectives. If answers appeared to be inconsis-
tent, more follow-up questions were asked (Charmaz 2002; Johnson 
2002). 

As Warren (2002) stated, researchers often choose qualitative 
interviews over ethnographic methods when their research inter-
est does not, or does not only, focus on particular settings but also 
aims at establishing common patterns between particular types of re-
spondents. Results from the interviews can be used to ‘fill in’ the bi-
ographical meanings of the observed (inter-) actions (Warren 2002). 
Therefore interviews were a useful method for this research, reveal-
ing the perspectives of different actors in the fields, such as journal-
ists, experts, politicians and PR advisors. By combining interviews 
with persons who have different positions and tasks, a layered and 
multi-perspective image of the relations of talk shows and politicians 
has been shaped.

In communication research, interviews serve various purposes. 
On the one hand, they can be used as a basis for further research. Cri-
teria for further research can emerge through talking to actors in the 
field (Charmaz 2002). On the other hand, interviews can also serve 
to check earlier results, theories or hypotheses, often via structured 
interviews or surveys. Van Santen (2012), for example, conducted 
several content analyses of television programs to obtain insight into 
the developments of the personalization of politics on television. In 
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the last stage of her study, she interviewed experts and actors from 
the field to obtain their view on the developments and on her results. 
Here interviews are used to validate and deepen results. 

In this research, interviews were used for two purposes: to check 
results and as a basis for further research. First politicians and their 
spokesmen were interviewed about their approach to and ideas 
about the talk shows, why they attend them and how they prepare 
for them. At a later stage, journalists and experts were interviewed 
about their experiences as guests on talk shows about politics. More-
over, interviews with talk show producers provided insights into 
their routines and choices.

To create openness about this approach and to obtain the in-
formed consent of the participants, agreements were made with the 
interviewees about the usage of their data for this study (Silverman 
2001; Warren 2002). As explained earlier, the different talk shows 
are competing for a larger share of the audience and to get the most 
interesting guests on their shows. Politicians, on the other hand, have 
their own strategies when taking part in those shows. Both sides were 
willing to share their thoughts and information about these strate-
gies, but only under the condition of anonymity. If cited, they are 
described in general terms, such as ‘party leader opposition party’ 
or ‘political reporter’. In order to ensure the validity of the ethno-
graphic and interview data, a confidential list with the names of all 
interviewees has been given to the promoters of this research. 

The interviewees were sampled purposively, instead of randomly, 
which means that they ‘illustrate some feature or process in which 
we are interested’ (Silverman 2001). For this choice, practical con-
straints played a role too, such as who was available and willing to 
participate. In order to find enough willing interviewees who could 
contribute to this research, the snowball sampling method was used. 
Interviewees were approached due to their appearance on shows or 
because they were explicitly mentioned by other interviewees (Fau-



·101·

Methodology

gier and Sargeant 1997; Warren 2002; Fontana and Frey 2005). 
Therefore the sample size changed during the research process, 
which made it possible to add data at a late stage of the research 
(Silverman 2001). 

To provide a structural basis for the interviews, topic lists were 
created for each specific case study, based on the theoretical frame-
work (see appendix). They served as a guideline to keep the conver-
sation going and to help to clarify answers. This list contained topics 
that needed to be discussed in every interview so that a comparison 
of several interviews was possible. To gather richer data, however, 
the interviewer remained flexible and open to unexpected develop-
ments (Warren 2002; Gubrium and Holstein 2002; De Haan 2012; 
Van Santen 2012). As Johnson stated: “The interviewer should be 
prepared to depart from the prepared plan and ‘go with the flow’” 
(2002, 111). These new topics and leads were recorded in the notes 
and, if useful, incorporated into later interviews. To account for 
transparency and liability and to enable verification, all the inter-
views were recorded and transcribed (De Haan 2012).



·102∙

Entertaining Politics, Seriously?!

Cases

What goes for the chosen method also applies to the selection of 
shows: for each separate case study, a combination of talk show for-
mats was selected that was best suited to analyzing the research ques-
tion at stake. They were chosen from the six most prominent Dutch 
talk shows at the time of conducting the research, with the highest 
ranking and thus a large range (see table 1). 

Table 1: overview time, frequency, broadcaster and ratings (25/08/2014- 30/06/2015) 

Program Time of 
broadcast Frequency Broadcast/

channel
Rating
(market share)

Pauw 11 p.m. Daily, 
5 x per week VARA/NPO1 641.000 

(16.5%)

Jinek
11 p.m.

Oct-Dec 
2014

Daily, 
5 x per week

Weekly, 
on Sunday

KRO-NCRV/
NPO1

KRO-NCRV/
NPO2

595.000 
(16.1%)

372.000  
(7.9%)

De Wereld 
Draait Door 
(DWDD)

7 p.m. Daily, 
5 x per week VARA/NPO1 1.430.000 

(26.5%)

RTL Late 
Night 
(RTLLN)

10.30 p.m. Daily, 
5 x per week RTL4 1.049.000 

(22.3%)

WNL op 
Zondag 10.30 a.m. Weekly, 

on Sunday WNL/NPO1 231.000 
(14.2%)

Buitenhof 12 p.m.
(noon)

Weekly, 
on Sunday

VPRO, Avro-
Tros, VARA/ 
NPO1

337.000 
(18.1%)

Remarkably, only one of those shows is made by a commercial broad-
caster, while the other five are produced by the Dutch Public Broad-
cast (NPO). Both PSB and RTL are aiming at a broad audience. NPO 
1 presents itself as the channel for all Dutch people, providing a 
well-measured and accessible mix of news, current affairs, informa-
tion, recreation and emotion (Nederlandse Publieke Omroep, Meer-
jarenbegroting 2013-2017). It is the most watched channel and has 
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the ambition to be the most important channel for all Dutch people 
(see table 2). RTL4 is a channel of the RTL Media Group that pres-
ents itself as THE channel for the modern family, providing news, 
lifestyle, drama, coaching, humor and entertainment (http://www.
adverterenbijrtl.nl/ pijlers/tv). It is the second most watched channel 
after NPO 1 (see table 1) and is therefore its closest competitor (SKO 
Jaarrapport 2014).

Table 2: market share 2014 and 2015(source SKO Jaarrapport 2014 and 2015)

Overall market share in % Market share 6-12 pm in %

Period 2014 2015 2014 2015

RTL 4 14,6 15,2 17,2 17,7

NPO 1 21,7 19,4 24,2 22,2

The shows analyzed in this dissertation have to fit into these aims 
and reach for a broad audience. Studying their formats will shed light 
on how they are trying to achieve this. The respective shows will be 
introduced in the case studies but, in general, all of them comply 
with the criteria for talk shows that were discussed in the theoretical 
framework. In every show a variety of guests and topics is present-
ed, mixing information and entertainment, mostly linked to current 
events and the news of the day. However, the way in which these 
programs arrange, treat and present their topics and guests, differed 
according to their specific formats. The shared characteristics facili-
tate a comparison of the different programs, since they make it easier 
to find starting points and criteria for analysis. The elements they do 
not share also contribute to this comparison though, because they 
show different ways of dealing with the same topics or guests and 
therefore emphasize differences in formats and their implications. As 
Boczkowski explained: “This combination of shared and unshared 

features enabled me to expect enough commonality across the cases 
to make sensible comparisons and enough difference to illuminate 



·104∙

Entertaining Politics, Seriously?!

various technical, communication, and organizational alternatives.” 
(2004, 189).

Buitenhof. The weekly Buitenhof discusses current affairs via in-
terviews and debates. Its format focuses on deepening knowledge of 
news, politics, science and society, and is the most fact-driven show 
of the sample. It has the reputation of being the most serious discus-
sion program about politics and current affairs. It does not describe 
itself as a talk show, but because the hosts discuss current topics with 
guests at a round table, sometimes one-on-one, sometimes in the 
form of a debate, it can be compared with the other programs in this 
research. In contrast to those programs, though, Buitenhof focuses 
solely on facts and an intellectual discussion, instead of personal or 
emotional stories. Its pace is slow, the setting sober and no distracting 
elements, such as music or funny clips, are used. All cinematographic 
and style elements are used for the benefit of the factual interview or 
discussion. Even the host is subordinated to the talk, as three hosts 
take turns presenting. If possible, topics and/or guests are scheduled 
with the host who fits it the best. In contrast to the daily shows on 
prime time, Buitenhof clearly focuses on a specific target audience, 
namely higher educated viewers. Because of its focus on hard news 
and facts, politics plays a major role in the format. One or more pol-
iticians are hosted almost every week and often discuss abstract or 
complicated topics that would not fit into the other formats. It is this 
focus on political and factual topics that makes for a great diversity 
of political functions and parties. 

WNL op Zondag (WNL on Sunday). The other weekly show in 
this sample also hosts politicians every week, but its format differs 
from that of Buitenhof. It features discussions about politics, entre-
preneurship, media and culture with prominent guests, mixing in-
formation with more entertaining topics. The guests sit on a large 
u-shaped couch next to each other during the whole broadcast. All 
the shows are structured in the same way, enforced by the strict for-
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mat that is aimed at a nice Sunday morning chat with an enjoyable, 
airy atmosphere. The broadcaster, WNL (Wakker Nederland, which 
means Alert Netherlands), was introduced in 2009/10 as a counter-
balance to the perceived overweigh of leftist programs and broad-
casters. It is the only show that clearly stated a political preference, 
which is reflected by the hosted politicians (Chapter 5). 

Pauw. Of the daily talk shows, Pauw is the one that hosts politi-
cians most often, with 50% of the broadcasts including active politi-
cians. Besides Buitenhof, Pauw is the only other show that hosts many 
politicians other than ministers and party chairmen, such as regional 
politicians, MPs or members of the EU parliament. Because Pauw 
presents the most political parties and functions, it also overlaps the 
most with other shows. Politicians who appear on other shows often 
also appear on Pauw. This focus on politics is determined by the for-
mat’s emphasis on daily news and current affairs. Its aim is to discuss 
the ‘talk of the day’, which means topics that were on the news or 
are being debated publicly. While they also include more entertain-
ing topics, such as movies or sports, this often includes politics. The 
format of Pauw is based on a conversational interview style, which 
individualizes the politician in an accountability interview. This is ac-
tively supported by the setting and cinematography, which create an 
intimate atmosphere that disguises the potential adversarial character 
of the talk and creates the opportunity to subtly stress emotions. The 
setting has been referred to as ‘nightclubish’, with warm, dark colors, 
lounge chairs and a bar in the background, emphasizing the late night 
character of the show and its roundtable talk atmosphere.  In the 
2014-15 season the format was more adjustably structured than in 
the succeeding season. While in the former the setting was frequently 
adjusted, creating the opportunity for one-on-one interviews, in the 
latter the format was changed to a roundtable discussion, with no 
exceptional settings.

Jinek. At first glance Jinek resembles Pauw a great deal. The show 
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fills the gap Pauw leaves in its winter and summer breaks, on the same 
channel and in the same time slot. Like Pauw, Jinek is presented by a 
single host and focuses on current affairs, including politics, sports, 
and cultural and social issues. However, the show was only broad-
casted for a short period of only two months in the 2015-16 season, 
and the format changed frequently (from weekly to daily, from all 
the guests on a couch to a roundtable discussion, from one-on-one 
talks to a group discussion), which altered the format so profoundly 
that the two seasons cannot be seen as having the same format (see 
also chapter 5).  In the first season (2014-15) the setting and camera 
work were more traditional and distanced than in Pauw. The guests 
were seated on a couch, which became known as the most uncom-
fortable couch on Dutch television, while the host sat in an armchair 
next to it. This setting created distance that could not be bridged by 
camera angles or editing and which was reinforced by Jinek’s more 
classical, harsher interview style, which created a tense atmosphere. 
Together these elements created a different format to that of Pauw.

De Wereld Draait Door (The world keeps turning (DWDD)). This 
show is known for its fast and opinion-driven format. It focuses on 
popular culture and engaging stories. With live music performances, 
remarkable television clips and other fixed elements, the program 
has a fast pace and strict order, with approximately the same amount 
of time for every item, regardless of the guest and topic. Politicians 
have to adjust to this strict format. It discusses topics in an opin-
ion-driven way, with usually up to four guests, and is presented by 
one host, Matthijs van Nieuwkerk, who is assisted by rotating side-
kicks. The seating of the guests changes for each item and the show 
is known for its fast, positive and energetic character. Due to the fast 
and opinion-driven character, the politicians play a marginal role in 
this format. They are invited only if they are able to adjust to the 
format.

RTL Late Night (RTLLN). RTLLN is the only Dutch talk show 
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on prime time, produced by a commercial broadcaster, RTL4. The 
show is highly entertaining, focusing on celebrity news and human 
interest stories, primarily aiming for a nice chat, and personal feel-
ings and stories. Political topics are discussed only if they fit into that 
approach. The four to six guests sit at the same table throughout 
the whole show and are also addressed during interviews with other 
guests. This setting creates the atmosphere of a relaxed roundtable 
discussion. This format also includes fixed elements, such as music 
performances and a compilation of remarkable (internet) news. The 
guests have to deal with this fixed setting, which is not adjusted for 
prominent political guests. Even the prime minister has to share the 
table with all the other guests. With its strong focus on entertain-
ment, RTLLN chose the comedian Jan Jaap van der Wal to be its 
returning, monthly political commentator. This creates the oppor-
tunity to integrate politics into the format in an entertaining way. If 
politicians are on the show, they are often accompanied by experi-
ential experts, citizens who have experienced the problems the pol-
itician wants to solve. This fits the format’s focus on human interest 
and personal stories.






