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For many politicians a contentious story about their private life, 
openly discussed in the media, is their worst nightmare. Al-

though politicians use personal anecdotes about their education, up-
bringing or family to create a favorable picture of themselves, they 
try to avoid being confronted with personal affairs that could harm 
their image or reputation. Only personal aspects that fit their politi-
cal strategy are emphasized. Journalists, though, are often primarily 
interested in the information that politicians are not willing to share 
because this reveals details beyond their carefully orchestrated public 
images. Moreover, reporters are well aware that emotion and per-
sonal stories sell, especially on television (Van Zoonen 2000). 

Talk shows offer the ideal stage for such a balancing act, at the 
same time revealing the benefits and dangers of personalized politics. 
Talk show talk is often perceived as more intimate, informal and 
spontaneous than news interviews and is therefore suitable for poli-
ticians who want to give their policy a personal touch (Bucy and Ne-
whagen 1999; Thornborrow 2001; Eriksson 2010). However, it also 
bears risks. The talk is highly planned and, moreover, determined 
by the overall format of the program, including the involvement of 
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other guests and a fast interview style. Politicians’ appearances will 
be successful only if they are able to deal with the demands of the 
formats (Van Zoonen 2000). 

While the personalization of politics and the role media play in 
this process have been studied intensively, less attention has been 
paid to the impact of talk show formats on this phenomenon. Stud-
ies focus either on the way politicians try to present themselves (Van 
Zoonen 2000; Eriksson 2010; Davis 2013) or on the interview style 
of the interviewer, often in news interviews, but more recently also 
in talk shows (Voltmer and Brants 2011; Vraga et al. 2012). In addi-
tion, the potential for entertainment programs to influence politics 
and, on the other hand, for politicians to use these programs to get 
their message across, has been discussed, especially in a US context 
(Baum 2005).

Given the impact television talk shows have on the public de-
bate, this study asks how talk show formats impact the host’s and 
the politician’s personalization strategies. These strategies have been 
studied via a two-step analysis. First, in order to map out the specific 
elements of two Dutch talk show formats, Pauw and Jinek (both are 
daily late night talk shows with a mix of hard news and entertaining 
topics), a quantitative and qualitative content analysis of 20 political 
interviews was conducted. The various format elements were scruti-
nized, including interview style, setting, editing and cinematographic 
elements. Secondly, the impact of those elements on personalization 
strategies was analyzed in a quantitative and qualitative case study. 
The close examination of a specific case can yield detailed insights, 
omitted when the focus is on general trends (Singer 2008). Although 
case studies do not provide general findings by themselves, they can 
lead to conclusions on a theoretical level by finding structures and 
overall routines, and through comparing the empirical findings to 
theoretical concepts (Yin 1989; Stake 2005; De Haan 2012).

A personal story of the Dutch state secretary for health, welfare 
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and sport, Martin van Rijn, provides an interesting case for this 
study. He was confronted with a nightmare scenario when the late 
night talk show Pauw discovered that his father was complaining in 
a newspaper about the lack of care for his wife in a nursing home. 
Strikingly, Van Rijn had mentioned his parents in his inauguration 
speech as his motivation to create good and affordable care for the 
elderly. In 2014 he was in charge of a profound reorganization and 
budget cuts of the healthcare system for the elderly. This reorgani-
zation was criticized heavily from the start. Stories of overworked 
and/or unpaid healthcare workers, a too small budget and a lack of 
proper care were covered regularly by the media for months.  

On November 14, the national newspaper ad published a story 
about two elderly friends, Ben Oude Nijehuis and Joop van Rijn, 
who complained about the lack of care for their demented wives 
in a particular nursing home. The women were often abandoned, 
with no or unqualified nurses around. Intrigued by the story, the 
talk show Pauw dug into it, eventually discovering that Joop van 
Rijn was the state secretary’s father. Now that his own mother was 
the victim of Van Rijn’s policy changes, experiencing the opposite of 
what Van Rijn had promised when he was installed, the case became 
even more explosive. In order to protect his father’s privacy, the state 
secretary felt forced to discuss this story on the show with Oude 
Nijehuis that same night, as the show had already announced to talk 
about the complaints with Van Rijn senior himself otherwise. This 
appearance was a painful moment for Van Rijn because not only was 
his much criticized policy now closely associated with the fate of his 
own mother, but also because he was forced to discuss his private life 
in public and his father’s friend openly criticized him on the show. 
Three months later, Van Rijn again appeared on national television 
on a different talk show, Jinek, to explain his healthcare plans for 
the elderly. After twelve minutes, however, the talk switched to the 
topic of Van Rijn’s mother and his appearance in Pauw. Although he 
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had known this would be discussed, Van Rijn reacted in an annoyed 
manner and the talk resulted in a quarrel about whether he should 
talk about his mother as an example of how healthcare could be 
improved or not.

This extraordinary case of a politician’s personal story going pub-
lic is an interesting example of how political and journalistic strat-
egies can collide. Therefore it will be used in this study to exam-
ine both shows’ personalization. By embedding this case study in a 
broader qualitative and quantitative content analysis, the case will 
be related to the shows’ general approach to politics. This layered 
method will distinguish the characteristic format elements and reveal 
their role in the personalization of a politician’s story.

Different forms of personalization

Personal stories of politicians on television are almost as old as the 
medium itself. From the 1950s onwards television has paid attention 
to personal qualities of politicians, especially during election time. 
With the introduction of commercial television channels this focus 
on personal details and emotion increased in the Netherlands from 
the 1980s. Competition between commercial and public channels 
increasingly resulted in a mix of information, entertainment, and 
emotion, of which personal stories were a substantial part. Politicians 
responded to this trend with focusing on their personality in their 
self-presentation in media (Wijfjes and Voerman 2009; Santen 2012). 

 Trying to create an identity as ‘person of qualities’, which goes 
beyond pure political skills, the personal becomes part of their rep-
resentation as public figure (Houtman and Achterberg 2010; Cor-
ner 2000). Because politicians nowadays have to deal with floating 
voters and rather profile themselves as managers than as ‘ideolog-
ical crusaders’, they have to present the right mix of personal and 
political qualities to establish a reliable and authentic image. Their 
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reputation is mostly based on trust in their managerial capacities and 
integrity. With the US as frontrunner, this combination has become 
crucial in elections to win the voters’ trust and vote (Van Zoonen and 
Holtz-Bacha 2000; Coleman 2011). 

In research, personalization has been used as an umbrella term 
for strategies used by journalists and politicians that use politicians’ 
personal abilities, emotions and private life for political stories and 
purposes (Santen 2012; Van Aelst, Sheafer, and Stanyer 2012). It 
often has a normative and negative connotation, critics have argued, 
implying that the focus on personal qualities and private stories dis-
tracts attention from political information that is needed for the 
well-functioning of democracy (Schudson 1998a; Dahlgren 2003). 
However, there is little consensus among scholars about a clear-cut 
definition of this concept, which makes it difficult to find evidence 
of a shift towards personalization and its possibly negative effects 
(Kleinnijenhuis, Oegema, and Takens 2009; Santen 2012; Van Aelst, 
Sheafer, and Stanyer 2012). 

This prompted researchers to develop more specific definitions of 
personalization. Within the broader concept one can distinguish be-
tween a focus on individual politicians instead of political parties (in-
dividualization) and on the politician as private individual instead of 
a public figure (privatization) (Holtz-Bacha 2004; Van Aelst, Sheafer, 
and Stanyer 2012; Van Santen 2012). Privatization can be further 
divided into a focus on either a politician’s personal characteristics 
or his personal life, such as family or upbringing (Van Aelst Sheafer, 
and Stanyer 2012).

Van Santen (2012) added a third level: emotionalization. Here, 
the politicians’ emotions about personal or political matters are 
highlighted. A politician can, for example, talk about his work in an 
emotional way, emphasizing his fears or doubts, but he can also use 
private facts in a serious debate in a non-emotional way. Whereas the 
first situation is an example of emotionalization, the second one can 
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be categorized as privatization. Based on the research of Van Aelst, 
Sheafer, and Stanyer (2012) and Van Santen (2012) the following 
concepts will be used in this research:

Figure 1: types of personalization, based on Van Aelst et. al (2012) and Van Santen (2012)

Personalization cannot be limited to a tactic solely applied by me-
dia, nor as a strategy used by politicians only. It is the result of in-
teraction between both. Journalists use politicians’ personal stories 
to make appealing television, and politicians take advantage of this 
possibility to present themselves as a capable, yet complex person. 
To construct their public image, politicians consider appearances on 
television to be crucial. A study on politicians’ appearances in com-
edy found, for instance, that politicians’ most important reason to 
attend was the ability to frame themselves as ordinary people, with 
feelings and a private life like everyone else (Van Zoonen, Coleman 
and Kuik 2011). To get this image across, politicians have to adjust 
their message to the format they are presenting it in (Van Zoonen 
2000). Therefore the interaction between politicians and the formats 
they appear in is at the centre of this study.

Talk show formats   

Each talk show is structured by a specific format that determines 
its appearance, structure and fixed elements (Fictoor et al. 2006). 
A ‘daily talk show’ about intimate problems and juicy details, such 

Personalization 

Individualization Privatization Emotionalization

Private PoliticalCharacteristics     Personal life
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as Oprah, can hardly be compared to a humoristic and satirical ‘late 
night talk’ such as The Daily Show. Although they were both talk 
shows, their formats were dissimilar (Timberg and Erler 2002; Keller 
2009).The format of a show consists of various elements that togeth-
er shape its distinctive character (Atifi and Marcoccia 2006, 255). 
Talk show formats can be roughly divided into content and form 
elements. The content consists of the selection of guests, the chosen 
topics and the style of the talk. In contrast to, for example, a news 
interview, talk show talk is generally more informal and playful, with 
an emphasis on personal narratives (Tolson 2001; Eriksson 2010; 
Montgomery 2010). With its appeal to intimacy and immediacy, the 
talk seems spontaneous and close to normal conversations, but it is 
always ‘highly planned and structured within the limits of the talk-
show format and practice’ (Timberg and Erler 2002).

The host¹ and his interview style are an essential part of the over-
all format, mainly determining the tone of the talk, as well as the 
reputation of the show. He often functions as a kind of trademark, 
because the format is usually modelled around his personality (Van 
Zoonen and Holtz-Bacha 2000; Timberg and Erler 2002; Vraga et 
al. 2012). In some shows he functions as a serious interviewer, who 
confronts the interviewee with critical questions, interrupting and 
refuting to get the desired answer. In others he is an entertaining 
presenter, who uses his personality to create a loose atmosphere in 
which he can chat airily about feelings and concerns. Sometimes 
switching between the two roles within the same item or show is part 
of the format (Brants 2005). 

The second aspect of the format, the form, consists of the mise-
en-scène (setting, lighting, staging, props etc.), cinematography 
(framing, focus, perspective, angle and other camera work), editing 
(in the case of talk shows this is done live) and the use of other el-
ements such as clips and television footage (Allen and Hill 2004; 
Bignell 2004; Bordwell and Thompson 2004). These form elements 
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influence the interview style by creating a particular atmosphere and 
determining the pace of the talk (Haarman 2001; Kee 2012). Light-
ing and color, for example, can give the impression of day- or night-
time, emphasize certain details or create a specific mood (Bordwell 
and Thompson 2004). Moreover, the arrangement of the guests, the 
audience and the space in between are used to evoke a certain effect 
on both the viewers and the guests. The distance, or lack thereof, 
between the guests, host and audience can create a detached or, on 
the contrary, intimate impression. 

Live editing not only directs the viewer’s gaze and supports the 
pace of the show, but it can also connect different scenes, footage or 
moments with each other, for example linking a guest’s reaction to a 
clip he just saw (Corner 1999; Schohaus 2013). In combination with 
cinematographic elements such as close-ups it can emphasize emo-
tion and an intimate situation (Corner 1999; Bordwell and Thomp-
son 2004). Moreover, framing is used to create connections between 
guests who are talking and those who are listening. Because listeners’ 
faces often show their feelings, framing can also emphasize emotion. 

Television footage or other clips can serve as illustrations for a 
topic, but can also direct the conversation in a particular direction. 
These clips, therefore, are a powerful tool to create a particular at-
mosphere. ‘Bloopers’ are often used to entertain, whereas more se-
rious clips can confront the interviewee with controversial views. 
Together, the content and form elements of the format create the 
character of the show and shape its talk. This study will examine the 
role of these elements in the personalization of a politician’s story.
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Data & method
To explore the complex relation between talk show formats and per-
sonalization two prominent Dutch late night talk shows, Pauw and 
Jinek, have been studied. These are both broadcasted daily at 11 p.m. 
on the Dutch Public Network NPO 1, the first national public chan-
nel, with Jinek filling the gap Pauw leaves in its winter and summer 
breaks. Both are presented by a single host and focus on current af-
fairs, including politics, sports, cultural and social issues (in contrast 
to American late night talk shows that are predominantly entertain-
ing). In both shows, political topics are prominently discussed and 
politicians are often among the guests, frequently in a one-on-one 
talk².  However, both programs are produced by different broadcast-
ers and have different sets and editors. 

The design of the study was based on a two-step analysis. Firstly, 
in order to map out the particular formats, the interview style of 
both hosts was analyzed quantitatively and combined with a qualita-
tive analysis of the form elements of the two shows. For this purpose, 
10 interviews with high-ranking politicians (four ministers, one state 
secretary, one mayor, four party leaders) were studied per show. To 
be able to make a clear comparison we selected interviews with pol-
iticians who appeared on both shows during the 2014-2015 season. 
In a second step the formats’ impact on the process of personaliza-
tion was analyzed via a study of the Van Rijn case in the two selected 
talk shows, applying the same method that was used to analyze the 
programs at large. This was complemented by a close reading of the 
broadcasts in which the case was discussed. Because the same topic 
was discussed with the same politician on two different shows, the 
impact of the differences in interview styles, as well as in format, 
elements could be compared.
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*one-on-one: interview with one guest, other guests could get involved, but are not 
invited on the same topic

For the analysis of the interview style, a coding scheme was devel-
oped, building on the studies of Voltmer and Brants (2011), Huls and 
Varwijk (2011) and Van Zoonen and Holtz-Bacha (2000). Whereas 
Van Zoonen and Holtz-Bacha (2000) focused on the interviewee and 
analyzed the personal or public discourse of politicians in Dutch and 
German talk shows, Huls and Varwijk (2011) zoomed in on the in-
terviewer. They based their analyses on the question analysis system 
of Clayman and Heritage (2002) to analyze political bias in television 
interviews. Voltmer and Brants (2011) included both the interviewer 
and interviewee in their study of the power relations in interviews in 
the Netherland and the UK. 

Politician Position Party Setting Pauw Setting Jinek

Sander Dekker State 
secretary VVD (liberal) one-on-one* one-on-one

Edith Schippers Minister VVD with journalist one-on-one

Lodewijk Asscher Minister PvdA (labor) with young 
adults with teacher

Jeanine Hennis 
Plaschaert Minister VVD one-on-one one-on-one

Jet Bussemaker Minister PvdA with 3 teach-
ers with students

Alexander Pechtold Party leader 
(opposition)

D66 (social- 
liberal)

with come-
dian one-on-one

Ahmed Aboutaleb Mayor PvdA one-on-one one-on-one

Emile Roemer Party leader 
(opposition) SP (socialist) one-on-one one-on-one

Sybrand Buma Party leader 
(opposition)

CDA 
(christian) one-on-one one-on-one

Diederik Samsom Party leader 
(governing) PvdA one-on-one one-on-one

Table 1: sample quantitative analysis
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Based on these studies, the following quantitative research crite-
ria were selected to analyze the interview style of both shows. Apart 
from the duration of the interview items in general, the speaking 
time of the interviewee was measured, as well as the number of ques-
tions and successful and unsuccessful interruptions. Together, they 
determine the pace of the interview, while interruptions can also 
steer the interview and politicians’ answers in a certain direction. To 
scrutinize the host’s grip on the interview, the questions were coded 
as three mutually exclusive types: open, closed or proposition (an 
indirect question in the form of a statement). Open questions pro-
vide more freedom to answer than closed ‘yes/no’ questions, while 
prepositions can be used to elicit a preferred answer.

In the category style of question, questions were coded for the 
presence or absence of assertiveness (implying a specific expected 
answer), opposition (expressing negative evaluation or critique, or 
confronting the politician with an opposing view), joking remarks 
(making fun of or teasing politicians, or joking about an event they 
are talking about), and persistence (not taking the answer for grant-
ed, but either repeating the same question or addressing the inter-
viewee’s refusal to answer).

Based on the categorization of Van Santen (2012), the level of  
personalization in the questions was coded according to the follow-
ing mutually exclusive categories: political facts (policy decisions, 
plans, party activities, facts about the topic of the talk), individual-
ization (focusing on the personal role of the politician, his opinion, 
decisions), emotionalization (concerning the politician’s emotions on 
political or private decisions or events), privatization (private life, 
upbringing, family, hobbies), other (short questions for general un-
derstanding, or which cannot be ascribed to any of the other cate-
gories)

Specific rules and procedures were indicated for all the variables 
in a code book. After a first round of coding by the first author, an 
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intracoder reliability test was performed, after which the variables 
were adjusted to further clarify the categories and their indicators. 
All the interviews were then coded a second time. To guarantee the 
reliability of this coding, a sample of 16% of all the questions (125 
out of 798) was re-coded by another researcher (Riffe, Lacy, and Fico 
2005). This intercoder reliability test (Freelon 2010) indicated suf-
ficient consistency for each category. The percentage agreement and 
the values for Krippendorf alpha for the different categories ranged 
between respectively 85% and 100%, and 0,67 and 1.³ 

In the second step of this study (the case study), the same method 
was applied as that of the first step, in order to be able to compare 
the specific case to the general formats. Subsequently, a close read-
ing of the two shows was conducted, with a particular focus on the 
effect of the format elements on the personalization of the story. By 
also taking the non-verbal interaction of both actors into account, as 
well as the form elements described above, the function of these ele-
ments in the creation of a personalized talk was revealed. As Eriksson 
(2010) noted, the personal and/or political discourse in a talk show 
interview is created through an interplay between the interviewer 
and interviewee; therefore not only the host’s questions, but also 
the interviewee’s answers were analyzed, in order to distinguish the 
forms of personalization used by interviewer and interviewee and 
which elements evoke personal or political answers (Van Zoonen and 
Holtz-Bacha 2000). Information gathered during short-term ethno-
graphic research at the studios of both programs was used in both 
steps to include the motivations and choices of editors and journal-
ists. 

One could argue that the Van Rijn interviews, like any case study, 
are too specific to derive general conclusions from them. However, 
as Lauerbach (2010) stated in her research on an interview with Dick 
Cheney, the then upcoming vice-president of the United States, ex-
traordinary cases can reveal underlying structures and practices that 
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otherwise go unnoticed, because they are taken for granted as part 

of the format. Talk shows use form elements to create an illusion of 
a natural, spontaneous discussion, such as smooth camera movement 
and changes of perspective that support the line of the conversa-
tion, but also a particular style of questioning. These elements are 
designed to go unnoticed to keep the viewer’s attention on the talk. 
These elements and their function can be clearly distinguished only 
when similar cases are compared or unexpected events happen. This 
case, therefore, can reveal not only how much attention the hosts 
paid to emotion and personal aspects of a story, but also how this in-
terview style affects the politician’s discourse and whether he is able 
to use his personal story to make political statements (Van Zoonen 
and Holtz-Bacha 2000). 

Results

The formats of Pauw and Jinek

Before discussing the formats’ impact on personalization, the results 
of the combined quantitative and qualitative analysis of the two 
shows will be presented. Despite their similarities in terms of time of 
broadcast and the selection of topics and guests, significant differenc-
es were found between the two formats.

The quantitative analysis showed that Pauw’s interview style cre-
ated a smooth and conversational atmosphere. Only about one fifth 
of the questions was stated as an interruption (see chart 1), and most 
of them were not formulated as a question at all, but as a statement 
or remark (59%, see chart 2).
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Chart 1: Questions/Interruptions
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 Pauw confronted the interviewee with facts or (sometimes op-
posing) observations, but also left the interviewee room to react 
in any possible way, because no clear-cut question was formulated. 
Pauw varied the sort and style of the questions according to the par-
ticular interviews (see standard deviation chart 2). In items in which 
details of political plans were discussed, for example, Pauw asked 
more questions to come to a full understanding of the facts.

Chart 3: Style of questions 

On average, about a third of the questions were assertive, oppos-
ing/critical or persistent (see chart 3). Taking into account all three 
categories, roughly half of the questions steered the conversation in 
a certain way, be it persistent, oppositional or assertive. Moreover, 
the qualitative analysis showed that Pauw did not allow politicians to 
elaborate endlessly, but cleverly used interviewees’ breathing pauses 
to pose the next question. These questions did not come across as 

interruptions, but still cut short the politicians’ explanations while si-
multaneously supporting the character of a fluent conversation. The 
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critical aspect of the interviews thus lay in the combination of asser-
tive, opposing and persisting questions that enabled Pauw to lead 
the interview in a certain direction, partly disguised by the smooth 
conversational character of the talk. To relax the atmosphere even 
more, Pauw usually asked at least one joking question. 

The qualitative analysis of Pauw’s form elements revealed that 
they supported the interview style, aiming to establish an intimate 
and conversational talk. The setting created a casual, intimate atmo-
sphere with its warm low light, dark colors, lounge chairs and a bar 
in the background. The cameras circled freely around the relatively 
small round table, which allowed filming the conversation closely 
from every angle, emphasizing the intimate character (see picture 1). 
The camerawork supported the talk by showing parts of a shoulder 
or head in a reverse shot, catching both participants in the conver-
sation and their facial and physical reactions in the same shot. The 
studio audience sat close to the guests and was clearly visible in the 
background in close-up shots. This showed their facial reactions and 
engaged them in the talk. News clips or other footage were used to 
show the news value of items, or to implicitly introduce critique by 
showing opposing facts and opinions.
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Picture 1: Setting Pauw

Picture 2: Setting Jinek
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Pauw Jinek

Average Case Average Case

time item in min. 16:37 23:04 20:29 23:11

speaking time politician in min. 09:34 09:41 13:04 14:29

Perc. speaking time of whole item 59% 41.98% 64% 62.47%

amount of used footage/clips 2.10 0 1.44 2

Questions/interruptions per min. 2.90 2.89 2.08 1.68

Jinek used a more classical interview style that creates a tenser 
atmosphere than Pauw. The interviews were generally longer, with 
the politicians getting more speaking time, but there were also more 
questions and interruptions per minute (see table 2), which was 
partly due to less use of footage and fewer interruptions by other 
guests. Less distraction leaves more time for questions and answers. 
Although she asked fewer assertive (19%), opposing (10%) and per-
sistent (20%) questions (see chart 3), her style did not appear less 
critical or imperative, which was due to the higher number of closed 
questions (28%) and more interruptions (30%, compared to 21% in 
Pauw, see chart 1). Together they gave the interviews a stricter, less 
conversational character. The qualitative analysis shows that this was 
intensified by her way of not clearly accepting an answer with at least 
an ‘ok’, or ‘yes’, or often not replying at all. She simply continued 
with the next question, which gave the impression of an interroga-
tion instead of a conversation. She also varied the sort and style of 
question less often than Pauw (see standard deviation in chart 2 and 
3). This made her interview style rigid, without adjustments to spe-
cific topics or guests.

The analysis of the form elements showed that they supported the 
traditional set-up and created a more distanced setting than in the 

case of Pauw. Although Jinek used the same studio, the setting and 

Table 2: time and duration
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camera work were more traditional and distanced. The guests were 
seated on the famously uncomfortable couch, while she sat in an 
armchair next to it (see picture 2). The studio audience was seated in 
a wider circle around a large empty space in front of the couch. This 
distance appeared in the camera work too. Because Jinek and her 
guest were sitting next to each other, the camera could catch them 
in one shot, but had to switch from one close-up to the other, which 
created a detached impression. The facial expressions and reactions 
were shown together only in the establishing shots, but only from a 
distance, missing the opportunity to focus closely on the non-verbal 
reactions of both participants in one shot.

Personalization in the case Van Rijn

Having analyzed the format elements above, we will now analyze 
their impact on personalization in the Van Rijn case. For the sake 
of clarity, only the elements with a clear role in each of the three 
forms of personalization are discussed. I will show that while indi-
vidualization and privatization are influenced mainly by the host’s 
interview style, form elements play an important role in establishing 
emotionalization. 

Individualization

In both shows, individualization was influenced mostly by a particu-
lar format element: the hosts’ interview style. Pauw used individual-
ization to emphasize the politicians’ accountability. Although most of 
his questions were about factual political information (see chart 4), 
he frequently focused on a politician’s individual opinions or plans. 
Even questions about factual information were often individualized, 
such as: Do you think that this will happen? What are you going to 
do about it? This concretized abstract topics, stressing that it was an 
actual person who was responsible for these policies. Pauw some-
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times even mentioned this explicitly. He repeatedly stressed Van Ri-
jn’s responsibility for the health reform and the lack of nursing staff 
(“You are very much responsible for this”). Moreover, he acted as 
Oude Nijehuis’ advocate, sharpening and repeating his questions, for 
example, when Oude Nijehuis said, “I get the impression that you 
keep defending the management of the nursing home”. When Van 
Rijn denied this, Pauw persisted: “He is saying that you are trivializ-
ing the situation.”    

Although the presence of Oude Nijehuis prevented Pauw from 
asking as many persistent and assertive questions as usual, the num-
ber of opposing questions was higher than average (see chart 3). 
Together with the higher number of interruptions, this created an 
atmosphere that was more pressing than in the other interviews. This 
tension was caused mainly by Van Rijn’s strategy to emphasize his 
public function. He wanted to be held responsible for his political 
choices and to explain his plans to improve healthcare for everyone, 
not just for his mother. This attempt to avoid the concrete situation 
at stake prompted Pauw to insist on it.

 Despite its obvious failure, Van Rijn used this strategy again 
on Jinek, resulting in similar tension. Especially in the second part of 
the talk, about his appearance on Pauw and his mother’s care, Van 
Rijn tried to avoid direct questions. Jinek explicitly indicated her 
annoyance, stating that he was again doing what he had been criti-
cized for: presenting himself too much as a policymaker and too little 
as his father’s son. This tense atmosphere was reflected in the high 
number of closed questions and interruptions (see chart 1 and 2) 
and Jinek’s stoic reactions. Moreover, it was intensified by the high 
number of opposing and persisting questions (see chart 3). Thus, on 
both shows the politician’s strategy of emphasizing his public func-
tion only encouraged the hosts to persist on the personal aspects of 
the topic.

The qualitative analysis shows that visual elements were used in 
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both shows to emphasize the news value and urgency of the topic and 
to support individualization. Both programs repeatedly showed the 
newspaper article, which was the immediate reason for the talk, on 
background screens, showing Van Rijn and the picture of his father 
in the same shot. On Pauw it was also shown full screen so that the 
viewer could examine it up close and read the distressing headline: 
“Sometimes the urine runs down her ankles”. Moreover, Pauw fre-
quently held up the physical newspaper in the studio to remind Van 
Rijn that it was not about abstract policy but his own parents. Apart 
from the picture, Jinek also used footage of Van Rijn’s appearance on 
Pauw. Her critique was implicitly made tangible by a clip of Rijn’s 
uttered wish to be the state secretary who improved healthcare for 
everyone, while Oude Nijehuis accused him of ignoring the poignant 
situation at the old age home.

Thus, although Pauw emphasized responsibility more clearly, 
both formats used the interview style and visual elements to empha-
size the individual role of Van Rijn. The politician’s strategy of hid-
ing behind an abstract policy picture did not work in the context of 
Pauw’s conversational style or in relation to Jinek’s traditional inter-
view approach.

Privatization

While individualization appeared to be part of both hosts’ inter-
view style, privatization was only rarely used in both shows. Howev-
er, given the topic of the Van Rijn case, questions about his private 
life were asked more often than usual in Pauw and Jinek (see chart 4). 
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Van Rijn used a similar avoidance strategy on both shows, abstracting 
from his private situation by speaking about ‘one’ instead of ‘I’, and 
‘his wife’ instead of ‘my mother’. He tried to stick to general terms 
when talking about his private situation (‘everyone knows the feeling 
of sorrow when relatives have to go to a nursing home’) and provid-
ed further details about his private live only if he felt forced to do 
so, for example on Pauw, where he stated that he visited his mother 
more often than Oude Nijehuis was suggesting. But Van Rijn refused 
to talk about his experiences at that home. Apparently, he found it 
difficult to talk about his private life, because he carefully searched 
for the right words when it was addressed in order to protect his 
parents’ privacy, which he mentioned once explicitly. He used pri-
vatization only in well-prepared examples to confirm his political 
aspirations and motives. For example, he explained how the care for 
his parents and the need to reform the healthcare system had been 
his motivation to become a politician. 

Pauw responded to this strategy by emphasizing the personal link 

Chart 4: Personalization
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frequently, stressing that it was about ‘your mother’ (referring to Van 
Rijn) and ‘your wife’ (referring to Oude Nijehuis). He did so every 
time Van Rijn tried to broaden and abstract from the story. Refer-
ring to private information made it concrete and more interesting 
for viewers who could hardly connect to abstract policy talk. Pauw 
used this kind of question not only for Van Rijn, but also for Oude 
Nijehuis (for example, by asking how long he had been married) to 
create an intimate picture that made the story even more personal 
and lively. 

While Pauw could rely on Oude Nijehuis to relate the private 
details and therefore did not have to ask about them explicitly, Jinek 
responded more directly to Van Rijn’s strategy. When he refused to 
give details about his mother’s current situation, Jinek kept repeating 
that question, showing her lack of understanding as to why he would 
not answer it. Here the clash between the interviewer’s and inter-
viewee’s interests was explicitly apparent. Jinek considered questions 
about Van Rijn’s mother to be an inherent part of the story. She 
referred to his plans about individualized care and stressed that this 
also impacted his mother. Van Rijn, on the other hand, wanted to 
protect his mother’s privacy and found the question irrelevant. To 
him the bigger picture was much more important. Therefore, the 
discussion became a quarrel in which the interviewer and interviewee 
were speaking on different levels, without finding common ground. 
On both shows, the use of the newspaper as a visual element helped 
to establish the private link, because it explicitly showed Van Rijn’s 
father. 

The two hosts emphasized the private aspect of the story in dif-
ferent ways. While Pauw stressed the private situation and relied on 
Oude Nijehuis for details, Jinek used her harsher interview style to 
directly address concrete details. While the former strategy subtly 
emphasized Van Rijn’s inability to talk about his parents openly, the 
latter resulted in a clash between the interviewee and interviewer, 
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which made the politician retreat even more. Both approaches con-
firmed the general differences between interview styles. While Pauw 
was conversational, Jinek used an interrogational style.

 

Emotionalization

In contrast to the former two categories, the establishment of emotion-
alization was largely impacted by the form elements of the formats. 
Van Rijn did not address his feelings during the talk; only his body 
language revealed his discomfort. On Pauw he maintained a factual 
voice tone, getting annoyed only towards the end, because he felt that 
his message was not coming across. Instead, he emphasized his father’s 
emotions several times (‘he does it with love’, ‘he is sad that his wife 
isn’t at home anymore’). By referring to these universal emotions, he 
simultaneously avoided discussing his father’s specific feelings and 
stressed the commonality of this situation. On Jinek Van Rijn equally 
distracted from his personal emotions by talking about others’ feelings 
in general terms without making a link to himself. Only when Jinek 
interrupted that her question was geared towards his own emotions, 
he admitted, but still in an indirect way: “People who know me and 
saw the show said: ‘You were angry and sad’. They were right.”

The two hosts’ interests in the politicians’ emotions were quite 
dissimilar. While questions concerning emotions about political or 
personal affairs were not part of Pauw’s interview style, Jinek was 
generally interested in politicians’ feelings. In an interview with La-
bour Party leader Diederik Samsom, she explained why. According 
to her, people voted with their hearts and should therefore know 
politicians’ feelings and personal ambitions.4 She often addressed 
politicians’ reluctance to discuss those issues and her own frustration 
about it (e.g. “Is it so difficult to be vulnerable?”). In the case of 

Van Rijn, his evasiveness motivated Jinek to ask whether the viewer 
should not have seen his emotion more clearly. Van Rijn was annoyed 
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(‘I don’t have to illustrate that, do I?’). Jinek’s body language empha-
sized her interest in that personal story. When Van Rijn was talking 
about policy in general, she leaned back, not very excited, waiting 
for Van Rijn to finish. Only when she wanted him to say something 
personal she leaned forward, emphasizing her interest and stressing 
her question. 

In the case of Pauw, his body language also expressed his emo-
tions. Pauw approached Van Rijn clearly differently from the way he 
approached Oude Nijehuis. Not only was his tone more serious and 
detached when he spoke to Van Rijn, showing disbelief and impa-
tience, but his gestures and body language also showed that he sym-
pathized with him. For instance, he leaned towards Oude Nijehuis, 
let him finish his sentences, smiled at him and even sent him unbe-
lieving looks while Van Rijn was talking, which seemingly made them 
allies against the politician. Moreover, Oude Nijehuis’ appearance, 
dressed in his best clothes and wearing a warm, disarming smile, 
was in sharp contrast with Van Rijn’s stony face, which showed his 
discomfort about the situation. 

These emotional expressions were emphasized by the cinematog-
raphy and editing. The closeness of the setting allowed the cameras 
to emphasize Pauw’s interaction with his guests in single shots, stress-
ing their emotional reactions and his bond with one of his guests. 
The contrast between Van Rijn and Oude Nijehuis was emphasized 
by their spatial closeness. Their interaction was shown closely in one 
shot. Moreover, the intimate setting allowed for showing the sympa-
thizing facial expressions of the other guests surrounding the table, 
stressing the delicacy of the talk.

By contrast, the form and setting of Jinek were not suited to con-
vey closeness and emotions. There was a spatial distance between the 
host and the interviewee, and the audience was seated at a distance 
too. Therefore the cameras were unable to create a close connection 
between the participants in the discussion. The artificiality of the in-
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terview setting could not be disguised by the cinematography. Jinek’s 
emotional approach was therefore not supported by the form and 
seemed inappropriate. Although she tried to convince Van Rijn and 
the viewers of her empathy, her sometimes harsh and cool reactions 
created an unemotional atmosphere that was emphasized by the dis-
tanced setting.  

Conclusion 

This study has shown how talk show formats influence different 
forms and processes of personalization of politics through both the 
talk itself (i.e. the interviews) and formal features. The format of 
Pauw is based on a conversational interview style, which individu-
alizes the politician in an accountability interview. This is actively 
supported by the setting and cinematography, which create an inti-
mate atmosphere that disguises the potential adversarial character of 
the talk and creates the opportunity to subtly stress emotions. The 
straighter format of Jinek, on the other hand, creates a stricter inter-
view situation in which the host emphasizes the emotional aspects of 
the topic. This interrogative and detached style contradicts the emo-
tional approach to the interview, which makes the questions about 
feelings and personal issues appear inappropriate. 

Even seemingly similar television shows within the same genre 
thus have distinct formats that result in varying approaches to pol-
iticians’ personal stories. We have therefore argued that one needs 
to deconstruct both the format and personalization as a concept in 
order to analyse how the various building blocks that constitute a 
format influence the various kinds of personalization. Our analysis 
shows that individualization and privatization were created mostly 
through the interview style in both shows, and was supported by 

visual elements. Formal features such as setting and cinematography, 
on the other hand, influenced the emotionalization of the politician’s 
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story. However a “personal” interview feels authentic only if both 
the talk and the formal features clearly support each other, as became 
clear in the analysis of the Van Rijn case in Jinek. 

Finally, the analysis of privatization in both formats shows that this 
form of personalization is clearly dependent on how the format of a 
talk show plays out in its approach to certain topics in the discussion. 
Both Pauw and Jinek usually show only a limited interest in private 
details. It was the topic of the talk that caused privatized questions 
in this specific case. This confirms the necessity to not only clearly 
distinguish between the three forms of personalization, but also to 
take the concept of format into account when analyzing talk shows 
to avoid lapsing into prejudices and generalization about the genre. 

Moreover, our results confirm that politicians have difficulty get-
ting their message across if they do not adjust it to the format. “They 
necessarily need to cooperate with the host, but also need an aware-
ness of the specific interview format”, as Eriksson (2011, 22) has ar-
gued. A talk show is a hybrid form of television, combining elements 
of entertainment and information, as well as facts and emotions. The 
case of Van Rijn illustrates how a politician’s detached policy strategy 
collides with the different personalization strategies of both shows. 
Because the state secretary refused to comply with the demands of 
both formats, he missed the chance to use this personal story to his 
advantage, a strategy often used in politics (Houtman and Achter-
berg 2010). The way in which politicians and talk show practitioners 
interpret personalization differs considerably, as becomes clear from 
the Van Rijn case. While politicians use only carefully prepared per-
sonal anecdotes to create a well-orchestrated image of themselves, 
talk shows aim to trigger spontaneous reactions that reveal personal 
feelings or thoughts (Schohaus, Broersma, and Wijfjes 2016). Re-
searchers need to consider these different interpretations of person-
alization in order to understand the relation and tension between 
journalists and politicians in talk shows.   
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Notes

1. For the sake of comprehensiveness, the host is referred to as ‘he’, 
which implies male and female hosts.

2. Both programs changed parts of their setting in the summer of 
2015. These changes are not part of this analysis, as the case took 
place earlier.

3. Amount of questions: Percentage Agreement (PA) 88,9%, Krip-
pendorff ’s alpha (Ka) .70; Type of questions: PA 96%, Ka .94; Style 
of Question: Assertiveness: PA 88,1%, Ka .67; Opposition: PA 
92,9%, Ka .74; Joking: PA 100%, Ka 1; Persistence: PA 90,2%, Ka 
.78; Personalization: PA 85,7%, Ka .77.

4. Jinek, NPO1, January 12, 2015.
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