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Conclusion

Entertaining politics, 
seriously?!
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The study of talk shows combines and draws upon various fields 
of research, as this dissertation has shown. Combining factual 

information with entertaining elements and topics, talk shows create 
a form of infotainment that draws heavily on television logic in order 
to show emotions, engagement and spontaneity. Defining the specific 
rules and conventions of the medium, television logic determines its 
technological, aesthetic, organizational and institutional structures. 
Although all talk shows are based on the same television logic, there 
is a large variety of talk shows, some of them with a heavy focus on 
political topics, others only barely touching on politics. This variety 
is due to their different formats. This research has shown that it is 
the format that determines how big a role politics plays in a show, 
how it is discussed and with whom. To create engaging talk, all of the 
studied formats use a particular combination of cinematographic el-
ements, settings and interview styles that are used as building blocks 
to create talk about current topics. How serious, critical or fact-driv-
en this talk is, is determined by the combination of these building 
blocks that together shape the format. That format has an impact on 
all parts of the interaction between politicians and journalists. 



·242∙

Entertaining Politics, Seriously?!

As was argued in the theoretical framework (chapter 2), talk 
shows are at the center of blurred boundaries within different dis-
ciplines. The blurring boundary between information and entertain-
ment is at the core of the concept of infotainment that has been 
studied in journalism studies and television studies as well (Corner 
1999; Van Zoonen 2004; Jones 2005; Cushion 2012). By blurring 
the boundary between the private and the public they touch upon 
the concept of personalization that plays a central role in the field of 
political communication (Kleinnijenhuis, Oegema, and Takens 2009; 
Driessen et al. 2010; Achterberg and Houtman 2013; Van Aelst et 
al. 2017). The combination of planning and spontaneity is facilitated 
by the medium of television and is therefore part of television logic, 
a prominent concept in television studies that is also addressed in 
political communication studies (Altheide 2004; Asp 2014; Ström-
bäck and Esser 2014). While various aspects of these fields have been 
studied separately before, this dissertation combined them all and 
therewith showed the complex hybrid character of talk shows and 
their approach to politics. The studies in this dissertation have aimed 
to shed light on the structures that determine the relations between 
talk shows and politics. Taken together, they have answered the re-
search question: 

In which way is the on- and off-screen interaction between 
actors in the field of politics and that of television journalism in 

Dutch talk shows affected by the programs’ formats?

To provide insights into these relations, this multi-layered re-
search constituted an examination of different aspects of the rela-
tionship between journalists and politicians in Dutch talk shows in 
four separate cases. It not only provided insights into the role of the 
talk show format, but also established useful conceptualizations to 
study the relation between politicians and journalists in talk shows. 
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In this final chapter the conclusions of these studies will be brought 
together in a discussion of key concepts that emerged during the 
research and that can be seen as binding factors of the studies. This 
combination will show the relations between the specific cases and 
their implications for the research topic in general.

Talk show formats

The talk show format is the connecting thread in the four studies 
presented here. These have shown that format is the central concept 
that influences and even determines the structure and appearance of 
the show and therefore also its approach to politics. It determines 
the proportion of information and entertainment and therefore the 
choice of guests (chapter 5), the way politicians have to act to appear 
on the shows (chapter 4 and 5), the form and amount of personal-
ization in a show (chapter 6) and the way politics is discussed, with 
or without politicians (chapter 7). Therefore, answering the research 
question, this dissertation proves that talk show formats and their 
various elements have an impact on all parts of the interaction be-
tween actors in the field of politics and that of television journalism. 
In the following these parts will be discussed more closely.

In many studies, talk shows have been discussed and described in 
universal terms. Considering them as one genre without taking the 
format into account led to generalizations about talk shows that could 
not differ more. Sub-categories used to refer to a group of shows that 
share certain characteristics, such as ‘entertainment talk shows’ (see 
e.g. Boukes &Boomgaarden, 2016), have also been proven to be un-
fruitful, as was argued in chapter 2 (paragraph 2.3.1). They often 
lack a concrete definition of what the respective sub-genres entail. 
Therefore they lead to generalizing claims about a variety of shows 
that are either too broad to draw conclusions about specific shows, 
or are not applicable to all talk shows, which might feed prejudices 
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about shows that do not meet these claims. If this research has shown 
one thing, it is the fact that the talk show does not exist. 

Therefore this study argues that it is necessary to take the spec-
ificity of formats into account. Only then can differences in their 
approach to politics be distinguished and remarks made about how 
politics is treated in the field of Dutch talk shows. As this dissertation 
has shown, each format consists of several characteristic elements 
concerning form and content, including interview style, setting, cin-
ematography, length and strictness or order. Together, these building 
blocks shape its unique character. While these elements are part of 
every talk show, the way in which they are used and combined differs 
per format. Because all of these elements have an impact on the way 
politics is (not) represented, each format has its own approach to 
political guests and topics. While the impact on the viewer and the 
discussion about whether he is sufficiently informed about political 
events by the shows is beyond the scope of this research, it has clearly 
shown that the attention paid to politics differs per format. 

In the studies combined in this dissertation, a total of six talk show 
formats were analyzed, all of them with a distinct relation to politics. 
The example of Buitenhof shows how all the elements are used to 
facilitate the informative discussion. Guests are invited according to 
their newsworthiness for a specific topic and only secondly for their 
talkability. Form, setting and interview style support this informative 
approach by creating the context for a profound discussion. Politi-
cians get the opportunity to explain abstract policy changes or ideas. 
The show is clearly aimed at viewers who are interested in politics. 
While WNLopZondag is aired on the same day and also frequently 
invites politicians, the format creates a different atmosphere and is 
focused on lighter topics. Informative and entertaining topics and 
guests are combined to create a chatty morning talk. 

In spite of the different broadcasters and time slots, DWDD and 
RTLLN have a similar approach to politics. Because politics is not 
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their core business, the producers of these shows can also choose oth-
er topics that are more attractive to a broad audience. Politicians thus 
compete, not only with other topics, but also with other (non-po-
litical) guests who are likely to be more talkable. From this point of 
view, experts are often preferred to talk about politics. Due to the fact 
that these shows are characterized by a strict format, elements such 
as pace, fast engaging talk and the interaction with other guests are 
more emphasized. Discussing political topics is not an aim as such, 
but if newsworthy events take place and suitable politicians or ex-
perts can discuss them in a way that fits the show, they are taken into 
consideration. The viewer is provided with entertaining topics, strong 
opinions (DWDD) and human interest stories (RTLLN).

The comparison of Pauw and Jinek has shown that the same for-
mal parameters, such as broadcasting time, channel and studio, do 
not necessarily result in the same formats. Pauw is more interested in 
discussions about political topics and even adjusts its setting in order 
to create a situation that fits the conversational atmosphere in which 
politicians can be held accountable, but other guests are also invited 
to generate interesting conversation. This creates more diversity in 
(the combination of) guests than on Jinek and therefore more differ-
ent approaches to several aspects of politics. 

Television logic and talkability
The studies in this dissertation have shown the usefulness of taking 
the concept of television logic into account when trying to under-
stand the dynamics of talk shows, because it impacts the character 
of these formats immensely. Television’s logic is formed by technical 
restrictions and abilities, in combination with organizational and in-
stitutional structures and processes (Asp 2014; Strömbäck and Esser 
2014). This logic determines the specific character of television, for 
example its ability to disseminate audiovisual footage, to create a no-
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tion of immediacy and to show facts, emotions and entertainment at 
the same time. This television logic also plays a role in the selection 
of talk show guests, as the study in chapter 5 demonstrated. While 
all shows stick to the traditional journalistic focus on elite sourc-
es, their choice of politicians is also informed by another criterion 
derived from television logic, namely talkability: the ability to talk 
easily about one’s political role, as well as about other topics, and 
being an interesting personality with an engaging, newsworthy story. 
Because television programs, talk shows in particular, thrive on au-
dio-visually storytelling, they need guests who can keep the viewers’ 
attention with what they say. The study shows how television logic 
and journalistic conventions interact with talk show formats, result-
ing in very different programs, with varying approaches to politics. 
All the shows are looking for guests who meet the demands of tele-
vision logic, but shows with a more flexible character and a focus on 
news and current events are more likely to host guests according to 
their affiliation with and importance for a specific topic than purely 
based on their talkability. Talk shows in which entertainment is more 
important require guests that can fit into their character.

With the notion of talkability, this research combines the concepts 
of infotainment and television logic, because it is the guests’ talkabil-
ity that makes it possible to discuss information in an entertaining 
way. Studies of infotainment and television logic have in common 
that they were often normatively charged or even negatively con-
noted. By following the recent call for a less normative use of the 
concept (Asp 2014; Strömbäck and Esser 2014), the studies in this 
research have contributed to the field of study by identifying format 
elements that derive from television logic. These elements played a 
significant role in the cases discussed, but can also be used in further 
research to analyze different talk shows, not necessarily in connec-
tion with politics.

While it discusses a specific and extraordinary case of personal-
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ization, Chapter 6 also reveals two universal elements of talk show 
formats that, in this case, influence the establishing of different forms 
of personalization: the interview style of the host and the form of 
the show. It therefore adds an empirical study to the discussion of 
personalization, which often lacked conceptual clarity. The influence 
of personalization on the relationship between journalists and poli-
ticians has been studied frequently but, as several researchers have 
stated, the definition of personalization has long been confusing and 
contradictory (Kleinnijenhuis, Oegema, and Takens 2009; Van Aelst, 
Sheafer, and Stanyer 2012; Van Santen 2012). Studying specific 
forms of personalization provides more nuanced insights into how 
these forms are established on talk shows and by whom. Moreover, 
it also confirmed the usefulness of the format as a perspective for re-
search about personalization, because it showed that even seemingly 
similar shows, such as Pauw and Jinek, that are broadcasted at the 
same time and use the same studio, have quite different approaches 
to personal stories. The results show that whereas individualization 
and privatization are established mostly through the interview style, 
the creation of emotionalization is affected by the form of the shows. 
Moreover, it showed that the talk appears credible only if these ele-
ments correspond,  as the mismatch of detached form and emotional 
interview style in Jinek exemplified. 

This study therefore clearly stresses the influence of formal el-
ements that are decisive parts of television formats, but are often 
forgotten or neglected in research. This aspect links this study to 
chapter 5, in which television specific elements are also emphasized. 
Both talkability (chapter 5) and cinematographic elements that stress 
emotion (chapter 6) are format elements that are influenced by tele-
vision logic. Even the interview style can be seen as a feature of tele-
vision logic, because it is a mix of the host’s personal characteristics 
and other format elements, such as the duration and the adversarial 
tone of the interview and the combination with other guests. It is 
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this mix that makes talk show hosts inextricably bound up with the 
formats, which even sometimes bear the host’s name as the title of 
the show, e.g. in the case of Pauw and Jinek. The hosts are therefore 
not an exchangeable part of the show, but a defining component of 
its character. This became clear, for example, in the summer of 2009 
when DWDD was hosted by two substitute hosts during the summer 
break. The ratings and reviews were so disappointing that this ex-
periment was not repeated in succeeding years. The format clearly 
functions only with Van Nieuwkerk as its host.

Talk shows’ preference for talkability was also confirmed in the 
fourth and last study of this dissertation (chapter 7), which showed 
that on all shows politics is often discussed with experts. Again, as 
in the other chapters, this study has used specific cases from Pauw, 
DWDD and RTLLN to reveal general structures, in this case a typol-
ogy of types of experts used in political talk show talk. This typology 
has been proven a useful instrument that clearly showed that the 
traditional expert, often a researcher with a great amount of factual 
information and knowledge is only one type of experts used by talk 
shows, and they are not hosted very frequently. The most frequent 
type, the media expert, people who are known for their appearances 
on or work in the media, such as journalists, actors, writers etc., 
shows how talk shows interpret the concept of expert differently. 
Being able to talk engagingly, unafraid of stating strong opinions is 
at least as important as having crucial information about the top-
ic at hand. Here again, talkability proved to be a decisive criterion 
for talk shows, because media experts are often more talkable than 
politicians and therefore fit more easily into the talk show formats. 
They provide background information, entertain, or stress emotions, 
depending on the format’s focus. Especially in shows with a focus on 
entertainment and opinionating talk, such as DWDD and RTLLN, 
media experts play a crucial role, because they fit into the strict for-
mat of fast, engaging talk. Even if politicians are also invited to the 
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table, experts are often considered more important and given the 
opportunity to frame the topic of the talk. Testing the politicians’ 
accountability, they steer interviews with politicians in a direction 
that fits the show’s format; creating talk about concrete events in-
stead of abstract policy. Building upon a case study of the ongoing 
refugee crisis in Europe, the chapter revealed that the choice of ex-
perts influences the direction a talk takes and the angle and framing 
of a particular topic. While the use of experts can broaden political 
talk, adding information and personal reports that politicians are not 
willing or able to discuss, their use can also lead to a dominance of 
opinion and emotion over facts (Van Zoonen 2012). This study has 
therefore added the notion of format to the discussion of the blur-
ring boundaries between facts, information and entertainment. The 
use of experts and the focus on talkability signals a shift from facts 
towards style and appearance, or even towards ‘fact-free’ politics, 
which has been observed previously (Brants 1998; Schudson 1998; 
Van Zoonen 2012). However, the studies in this dissertation have 
shown that the focus on facts and/or opinion depends on the specific 
talk show format and cannot be determined in general for all talk 
shows, therefore nuancing the general claim of a shift towards opin-
ionating, fact-free political talk.

Staged spontaneity created off-screen

As with everything on television, talk shows are a constructed prod-
uct, even though the producers and politicians try to stress the au-
thenticity and spontaneity of the appearances. It is produced in an 
institutional setting and always ‘highly planned and structured with-
in the limits of the talk show format and practice’ (Timberg and Erler 
2002, 2). As the former television reviewer of the Dutch newspaper 

de Volkskrant, Jean-Pierre Geelen, described: 
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“You have to come to realize that television is a strange box 
that deludes you with a world of magic in which nothing 
appears to be what it seems. In which everything is a dis-
tortion by definition, a cut-out of reality. I really think that 
not everyone is aware of this.” 

(de Volkskrant, October 30, 2015)

Viewers are generally not aware of this construction, because it 
is a feature of television logic to disguise its constructed character. 
With television techniques such as editing and cinematography, a 
natural conversation is imitated and the artificiality of the situation 
is hidden. It is due to this construction that spontaneous talk can be 
established, because the structures, planning and restrictions of the 
format give it its spontaneous and immediate character (Plake 1999). 
One decisive element in the creation of this spontaneous impression 
is the host. He is responsible for the flow of the show, creates close-
ness with the public and functions as a link between the audience and 
the talk show guests (Haarman 2001; Bonner 2003).

On the other hand, viewers might get the impression that the host 
is the only one determining what is happening on the show, because 
he is the only deciding person they see. The studies in this research 
have shown, however, that especially when it comes to politics, var-
ious actors are involved in planning and preparing the talk. While 
talk shows have producers and editors who come up with suggestions 
for guests, who invite them and prepare the content of the talk, pol-
iticians have advisors and staff who do these negotiations with the 
producers. Thus, while the host is a decisive factor on screen, as well 
as for the reputation of the show, he is only one cog in the production 
process. One could state that the producers and PR advisors function 
as trustees of the staged spontaneity of the discussion, as they are usu-

ally responsible for the preparations and therefore prevent a meeting 
of the host and politician until shortly before the start of the show. 
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Politicians are attracted to the idea of a live conversation, which 
they think will bring them into contact with the audience more di-
rectly than, for example, news programs do (Bucy and Newhagen 
1999). But they also work actively on the creation of an authentic 
appearance. The importance of authenticity for politicians has been 
discussed frequently in studies (Coleman 2011, De Beus 2011, Van 
Zoonen, Coleman, and Kuik 2011). The study in chapter 4 added to 
this discussion the role of PR advisors in establishing this authenticity 
and has shown that, according to their interpretation, authenticity 
can be created, or at least planned. It therefore gives insight into the 
off screen relations between talk shows, and politicians and their 
aids. Moreover it adds the PR advisors’ perspective to the research 
of political PR. 

The interpretive repertoire analysis has shown that PR advisors 
play a crucial role in the contact with talk shows and in facilitating 
the appearances of their politicians on the shows. Analyzing their 
main repertoires, namely competition and stage play, that both de-
rive from the area of game, the study showed that they often down-
play their own impact, but are at the same time very aware of their 
powerful position. 

Describing the relationship simultaneously as a competitive game 
and a stage play enables PR advisors to downplay their role in posi-
tioning politicians on talk shows, as well as to legitimize their close 
relationships with journalists. Comparing politicians’ appearances on 
talk shows with stage performances gives PR advisors the opportu-
nity to explain their interpretation of an authentic appearance. Like 
in a stage play, the actor, i.e. the politician, needs to rehearse and 
prepare for the show. Only if they are well prepared are they able to 
perform convincingly and show their authentic selves, PR advisors 
argue. 

These preparations by both sides come together in the talk shows. 
While both sides aim for an authentic appearance, they interpret it 
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differently. While politicians find an appearance authentic when they 
were able to tell their prepared message in a trustworthy way, talk 
show producers want to catch the politicians off guard. They see sur-
prises and unexpected events as proof of authenticity. To create this 
authenticity talkability is needed. Only when the politician is able to 
talk freely and engagingly about the topic he is invited to speak about, 
as well as about other topics that are raised during the show, and is 
able to react spontaneously to other guests, using personal and lively 
stories, does he appear authentic and trustworthy. Politicians and PR 
advisors are aware of that. As the first case study has shown (Chapter 
4), although they try to prepare as much as possible, they also want to 
keep a spontaneous note. Nonetheless, media experts, as well as ex-
periential experts, are often seen as more authentic and spontaneous 
than politicians. Strictly formatted shows with a bigger focus on en-
tertainment than on news, e.g. RTLLN and DWDD, would especially 
prefer inviting talkable media experts instead of politicians who are 
unable to act spontaneously, as chapter 7 has shown.

Despite all the careful preparations, talk shows still remain un-
certain ground for politicians, because appearances still go wrong. 
What should one think of the parliamentary chairman of the gov-
erning party, vvd, Halbe Zijlstra, who got lost on Pauw (October 
24, 2016) in his attempt to defend the ‘Black Pete’ tradition? Or the 
party leader of the small opposition party 50+, Henk Krol, who felt 
betrayed by, again, Pauw, because he had to answer questions about a 
topic he was not prepared to discuss? These are only the most recent 
examples at the time of writing. During this research period various 
appearances of that kind happened, and most of them were discussed 
on the news or social media afterwards, showing the reason for pol-
iticians’ cautiousness. While the circumstances and conditions of the 
talk are well prepared, there is still some room for spontaneous ac-
tion once the show has started. It is this ‘staged spontaneity’ that 
makes talk shows talk intriguing to a broad audience.
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Symbiotic power relations and the notion of politics

The journalist-source relationship has been studied widely, often fo-
cusing on who has the power in journalistic products and produc-
tion: the journalist or the source. This kind of research often concen-
trates on the use of ‘elite sources’ and journalists’ watchdog role (e.g. 
Cook 1997; Manning 2001; Reich 2008). The relationship between 
politicians and journalists has often been described as symbiotic. It 
is a struggle for power and at the same time they need each other to 
reach the audience (Holtz-Bacha 2004; Brants et al. 2010; De Beus 
2011). As has been noted in previous studies, politicians and journal-
ists blame each other for either not playing along or not according 
to the rules of the game, as well as for the perceived waning trust in 
politics and journalism (Brants and Bardoel 2008; De Haan 2012). 
In 2012 De Haan concluded: “The phrase ‘it’s the media that did 
it’ has often been used to capture this overall discontent with media 
performance” (189). This observation still holds today, given the dis-
cussion about failing polls and analyses during the US elections, the 
Brexit referendum and the rising populism in Europe. It seems like 
a bad marriage between two partners who need each other but who 
are not a match at all. On the other hand, criticizing each other is 
part of the game and could be interpreted as a part of journalism’s 
watchdog function. 

That ambiguous relationship also manifests itself in talk shows. In 
the case of an unfortunate political appearance, talk show producers 
and politicians often blame each other. These conclusions are often 
supported by politicians who complain about talk shows in inter-
views with other media. Television producers, on the other hand, 
complain about politicians who either do not dare to appear on a talk 
show or who are telling stories that are so well prepared that they 
are boring, as DWDD host Matthijs van Nieuwkerk explained in the 

television program Meesterwerken on June 4, 2015. 
However, this criticism is based mostly on fragmented informa-
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tion about specific events. A great part, if not the largest, of the in-
teraction, however, takes part backstage, unavailable to the audience. 
In these preparations and negotiations backstage, powerful positions 
play an important role. Producers as well as PR advisors and poli-
ticians agreed that high-ranking politicians are the only politicians 
who can negotiate and demand certain conditions, while other pol-
iticians, such as MPs, have to accept the shows’ conditions if they 
want to appear on them (chapter 4), confirming earlier studies on 
elite sources (Manning 2001; Strömbäck and Nord 2006; Reich 
2008; Eriksson and Östman 2013). The focus on elite sources was 
also confirmed in the study in Chapter 5, which clearly showed that 
politicians in relevant political positions, mostly ministers and party 
chairmen, are most often hosted on the shows. While the networks 
presented in chapter 5 would contain different names during other 
seasons, the structure would probably remain the same, because the 
shows’ preferences for specific functions and types of guests do not 
change. Thus in years with a different government, the parties and 
politicians at the center of the network might be different, because 
the shows follow mainly the parties with the most political influence 
and power. However, that does not change the overall structure of 
the networks, clustering elite sources in the center. The study there-
fore showed that the talk shows do not invite politicians according 
to a preference for a particular party or ideology, but based on the 
journalistic convention of following the most influential sources.

Journalists, as well as politicians and PR advisors, immediately 
recognized the field of tension that was described when they were 
invited to take part in this research. Most of them, however, were 
hesitant to talk about their own experiences, not to mention letting 
an outsider take a look backstage. This desire to keep their cards 
close to their chests can be explained by the competition they feel 
among media practitioners and politicians (chapter 4). They often 
think they need their secret strategies to get media attention and get 
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politicians on the shows respectively. As much as they want to keep 
their strategies to themselves, however, they want to know the con-
siderations of the other side and frame that caution as unnecessary. 
However, this attitude feeds speculation about the relationship and 
prejudices about their functioning. 

Partly because of this refusal of elite sources, but more so because 
of their hybrid mix of information and entertainment, talk shows 
have added to the changing interpretation of what journalists count 
as politics. By presenting politics in an entertaining, opinion-driven 
or emotional way and combining it with other topics, talk shows ex-
pand the traditional notion of politics (Costera Meijer 2001; Baum 
2005; Van Zoonen 2005; Baym 2005; Cao 2010). Traditionally, 
journalists, and often also researchers, considered only those topics 
politics that were related to party or parliamentary affairs and poli-
cy, mostly with politicians as the main actors. Nowadays a broader, 
more inclusive interpretation of politics has become common among 
journalists. Not only are politicians’ individual appearances in media 
addressed as ‘politics’ or ‘political’, but also public debate among cit-
izens who are affected by new policies, for example. The discussion 
of topics related to political decision making with journalists, experts 
and/or ‘the man on the street’ is also included in this wider interpre-
tation of the political. (Norris 2000; Van Zoonen 2003; Baum 2003; 
Blumler and Coleman 2015). 

This broader definition of politics and the political made room 
for new voices and opinions that are not necessarily based on po-
litical facts, but can also derive from emotions and personal stories, 
as the personal story in chapter 6 exemplified (Van Zoonen 2012). 
Through this notion of the political, the traditional boundary be-
tween the private and the public has been blurred. As (Nieminen and 
Trappel 2011) argued, this also broadened journalism’s watchdog 
role, focusing not only on politicians, but covering other participants 
who are in some way related to politics, such as experts, journalists 
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or citizens (Chapter 7). This research has shown that talk shows use 
this definition of politics to broaden political talk and fit it into their 
formats.

Aiming for a broad audience

The relationship between politicians and journalists is held to-
gether by their one big shared goal: reaching the audience. Televi-
sion shows are competing for a large market share, trying to keep 
viewers’ attention with entertaining, emotional and personal topics 
and surprising talk. Politicians on the other hand are facing an unpre-
dictable and therefore intangible, electorate. People are not bound 
to a specific party anymore, but change their minds more frequently 
than ever (Manin 1997; De Beus 2011). Therefore politicians have 
to create complex authentic images of themselves to gain the voters’ 
trust. Especially on talk shows, which are aimed at a broad audience, 
politicians hope to reach viewers whom they otherwise cannot reach, 
namely people who watch the shows as a form of entertainment and 
who are not actively looking for political information (Baym 2005). 
This goes especially for talk show formats, with their large focus on 
entertainment. However, these are at the same time the most diffi-
cult shows to get an invitation to, because politics is not their core 
business and they can choose other topics that fit their formats more 
easily.

As the idea of educating and informing the public is the basis of 
Public Service Broadcasting, the argument of market failure has often 
been used to legitimize PSB’s existence in the last few decades. From 
this point of view, PSB should help to elevate people, give them polit-
ical and other knowledge and an overview of diverse opinions about 
current affairs in order to help them to participate actively in society, 
a task commercial broadcasters do not have (Steemers 2003; Van 
Dijk, Nahuis, and Waagmeester 2005; Bardoel and d’Haenens 2008; 



·257·

Conclusion

Bergès Saura and Gunn 2011; Ferrell Lowe, Goodwin, and Yamamo-
to 2016). This can be clearly seen in the Netherlands, where the Pub-
lic Service Broadcast has an educational and democratic mission: to 
serve as a forum for all social groups, for all opinions and discussion 
of all views (Daalmeijer 2004; Van Dijk, Nahuis, and Waagmeester 
2005; Bardoel and d’Haenens 2008; d’Haenens, Sousa, and Hultén 
2011; Donders and Van den Bulck 2016) Mediamonitor 2015).

Therefore they are trying to reach a diverse audience. Broad-
casters are constantly trying to find the middle ground between the 
democratic ideal, steered by normative values such as educating the 
public and maintaining cultural identity, and market constraints in-
troduced by the commercial broadcasters (Steemers 2003; Bardoel 
2003; Dahlgren 2005; De Haan and Bardoel 2009; Norris 2010; 
Goodwin 2014). In fact, reaching for a broad audience has become 
a part of PSB policy. As PSB should be for all people and reach a 
diverse audience, aiming for a large market share has become a legit-
imizing tool in itself, especially for shows that are broadcasted during 
prime time, on Ned1, the channel for everyone (Van den Bulck 2009; 
Donders and Van den Bulck 2016). This aim for high ratings seems 
to diminish (parts of) the differences between commercial and public 
broadcasters. Both strive for a large audience, not least because it is a 
means to receive financing (Van Zoonen 2004).

Talk shows are able to combine these aims, to reach a broad au-
dience with a diverse selection of guests and topics, combining in-
formation with entertainment. The fact that five out of the six most 
prominent Dutch talk shows are produced by PSB shows that public 
television has embraced this genre for this ability. The study in chap-
ter 5 demonstrated that the formats with a higher focus on current 
affairs and more flexibility show more diversity among guests, be-
cause they can adapt their setting and style according to a political 
news topic in order to fit a politician into their format. The stricter 
the construction of the format the more political guests have to com-
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ply with the two criteria in order to be invited. The focus on elite 
sources shows that politicians of lower ranks, such as MPs, have a 
smaller chance of getting on the shows, which limits the political 
diversity on those, mostly entertaining, shows that exclusively host 
elite sources. The study reveals, however, that besides the elite sourc-
es, the shows with a high focus on current affairs and (political) news 
do also host other politicians, mainly because of their involvement in 
a particular topic, but also because of their talkability. 

The example of Jesse Klaver, the parliamentary chairman of the 
small left-wing party GroenLinks, has shown that politicians who 
dare to discuss topics that sometimes only slightly touch upon poli-
tics can create successful talk show appearances. The use of experts 
is another example of how talk shows successfully discuss political 
topics. While the focus on a small pool of media experts might again 
create elite sources and might lead to fact-free politics, the use of dif-
ferent experts and combinations thereof with politicians might be a 
way to create opportunities to discuss political topics on talk shows. 
If talk shows create this, diverse political talk is determined by their 
formats. 

A concern that many respondents stated, however, especially 
those who work in television, such as political reporters of news 
shows, but who were not directly involved in the production of the 
talk shows, was the overwhelming focus on ratings, which is a result 
of this struggle for a large audience. This focus has been confirmed 
in this research. Politicians and PR advisors prefer talk shows with 
high ratings to reach as many people as possible (Chapter 4) and talk 
show formats with the highest ratings do not bother to make conces-
sions to get politicians on the shows, in turn, because high ratings, 
as a result of a successful format, are more important than political 
talk (chapter 5). They choose guests who fit into their formats well, 
so they do not disturb the formula for success. If politicians are rated 
unsuitable, they choose other guests, such as media experts, who are 



·259·

Conclusion

able to provide the required mix of information and entertainment 
(chapter 7). This focus on ratings, however, prevents the shows from 
experimenting with new guests who have not yet proven to be talk-
able. They are often considered too high a risk, not only for the 
content and course of the talk, but also for the ratings. 

This also goes for the form of the talk. Especially on the strictly 
formatted shows, such as DWDD and RTLLN, there is little to no 
room to adjust the item to suit a political guest or topic (chapter 4). 
This is especially apparent in the case of Pauw, which changed its 
format in the second season into a stricter planned show, with less 
variation in the duration of the talk and the combination of guests. 
While the causal effect cannot be proven, it is a fact that Pauw host-
ed fewer politicians in the second season. The longer one-on-one 
interviews with politicians that occurred throughout the first season 
had disappeared in the succeeding year, when all the guests sat at the 
table throughout the whole broadcast, as on RTLLN. Because Pauw 
struggled in the beginning to gain the high ratings that the NPO 
expected, this might have been a concession in order to achieve that 
goal.

It can be argued that, due to their different formats, the analyzed 
shows provide different approaches to politics and therefore togeth-
er create a diverse picture of politics. This diversity among shows 
is one of the aims of PSB, implying providing shows for different 
audiences and therefore reaching a broad audience with the total of 
the shows (Leurdijk 1999). However, no one watches all of these 
shows. Thus, viewers who watch only the more entertaining formats 
such as DWDD or RTLLN do not get as much political information 
as viewers of Buitenhof or Pauw. 

As this research has shown, the amount of political diversity with-
in the shows varies. Only those with a clear focus on political news 
provide the viewer with a diverse selection of political functions and 
parties. However, the choices for the depicted political topics and 
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guests are not so much determined by political or ideological pref-
erences, but by journalistic conventions and television logic, in com-
bination with politicians’ willingness to take their place at the talk 
show table. Talk show producers want to create interesting talk with 
guests who fit into their format. It is not politicians’ party affiliation, 
but their newsworthiness that makes them suitable talk show guests.

In view of the discussion about the presumed lack of contact with 
a large part of the audience, the aim for high ratings seems under-
standable, because high ratings mean reaching a large audience. On 
the other hand, that focus might prevent shows from trying new 
forms to discuss politics, and therefore to combine entertainment 
and information to disseminate information and knowledge about 
public affairs, the task of Public Service Broadcasting (e.g. Bardoel 
and d’Haenens 2008; d’Haenens, Sousa, and Hultén 2011; Donders 
and Van den Bulck 2016).  

One thing must not be forgotten in this discussion of how poli-
ticians are treated by talk shows, how political topics are presented 
and how politicians try to influence this presentation:  While talk 
shows present a combination of information and entertainment, 
their core business is to discuss the ‘talk of the day’ and not primarily 
to disseminate political information. Whoever watches talk shows 
as a source of pure information will be disappointed. Talk shows 
are fast, opinionating and sometimes even sensational, depending on 
their format. So they must not be judged for something they do not 
pretend to be.

On the other hand, PSB talk shows have a broader task than mere-
ly entertaining a large audience. The research in this dissertation has 
shown that there are talk show formats that are able to incorporate 
political topics into their shows and to represent a diversity of politi-
cal guests, but whether they do so depends on their format. Talk show 
formats possess the unique ability to combine entertainment with 
information, using elements such as talkability, experts, spontaneity 
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and personal aspects. They should be enabled to uses these elements 
to create innovative, surprising talk about politics. This implies dar-
ing to experiment with new (combinations of) guests and topics, but 
also getting the time and credit for these experiments. If talk shows 
have to score high ratings every day, they stick to their success formu-
la, which is at the cost of the diversity of political topics and guests 
on these shows. Given the still occurring tension between journalists 
and politicians on talk shows, these formats still manage to provide 
surprising political talk, and the viewer never knows what to expect 
beforehand, be it for the better or the worse. Embracing this ability 
might ensure political diversity on talk shows.










