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Politicians, journalists and scholars in the 

Netherlands and abroad regu larly express 

their concern about the negative influence 

of television journalism on the quality of 

public debate and political trust. The concern 

usually focuses on an alleged popularization 

of political journalism and personalization 

of politics. This dissertation shows that their 

concern is unjustified. Five systematic and 

longitudinal studies of political television 

journalism in the Netherlands show that 

there is no reason to worry about the scope 

and quality of public debate. Popularization 

and personalization, to the extent they 

occur, have not impoverished Dutch political 

television journalism. 
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

An alleged negative influence of television journalism on the quality of 
public debate and political trust is a well-known concern, voiced 
regularly in the Netherlands and abroad by politicians, journalists 
and academics; yet the factual role of popularization and 
personalization in political television journalism is contentious, just 
as their historical roots and cultural circumstances. Systematic and 
longitudinal research of a popularization of political journalism and 
personalization of politics is lacking, especially within the context of a 
mainland-European country. The aim of this dissertation therefore is 
to define, map and explain the occurrence of popularization and 
personalization in the Dutch democracy since the beginning of Dutch 
television journalism in 1956. Within the research project on 
Popularization and Personalization in the Dutch Democracy1 this 
study, or rather collection of studies, provides a historical and 
cultural analysis of changes in political television journalism in the 
Netherlands, questions in particular what forms of popularization 
and personalization of politics can be identified since Dutch television 
journalism’s inception in 1956 and to what features of political and 
media culture they can be attributed. The qualitative and quantitative 
studies presented in this dissertation offer content analyses of the 
occurrences of popularization and personalization, as well as an 
extensive literature review, a longitudinal analysis of TV programming 
and elite and expert interviews. 
 This introductory chapter will end with a chapter outline, preceded 
by an overview of the main research questions, an explanation of the 
chosen research methods and a discussion of the contribution of this 
study to the field of political communication. But first of all, some 
words on ‘wording’.  The title of this dissertation reads Popularization 
and Personalization. A Historical and Cultural Analysis of 50 years of 
Dutch Political Television Journalism, quite a long phrase. The words 
‘Dutch’ and ‘television’ are indicators of the specific context the study 
focuses on and is consequently limited by. So what is actually under 
study here is ‘political journalism’, which might seem rather double. 
Is journalism not always political? No, just think of cultural or sports 
journalism, although these forms of journalism of course could be of 
political nature in the sense that in these areas too questions on 
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power and responsibility might be discussed. But this dissertation 
deals with ‘political journalism’ – journalism about politics – with 
which I mean all forms of political information on television. 
Information about the common sense understanding of institutional 
politics that can be communicated on TV through news and current 
affairs programs, but also through more entertaining genres such as 
talk shows, celebrity programs, quizzes, etc. This is purposely a broad 
understanding of ‘political journalism’ that refrains from excluding 
certain TV genres beforehand. Imposing selection criteria would mean 
to exclude certain programs or genres based on vague and undefined 
ideas, or even judgments about the kind of TV programs that should 
not engage with politics. But to obtain a better understanding of the 
popularization and personalization of political journalism and their 
significance for public debate and democracy, an open mind, wide 
focus and broad understanding of what political journalism is, or 
could be, is necessary. In this dissertation phrases such as ‘political 
television journalism’, ‘television political journalism’, ‘television 
journalism’, ‘political television’, ‘information on television’, etc., thus 
always refer to the general understanding of ‘all political information 
on television’. 

 
DEMOCRACY AND THE ROLE OF TELEVISION 

But why study the political information on Dutch television? And why 
from a historical and cultural perspective? And why focus on 
popularization and personalization? Isn’t that a “rather trampled 
down subject”, as one of the interviewees responded to my first 
invitation for an interview? I ignored this question when replying to 
the interviewee, not wanting to get into this discussion at that point 
and ‘contaminate’ the future interview to which he had agreed. But 
off course the question is valid. 
 Continuous criticism on the functioning and influence of media on 
the quality of public debate and democracy induced the research 
project and this particular study. Government, politicians, academics 
and journalists themselves discuss or even condemn the media, and 
mostly television, for not providing the necessary relevant information 
and the opportunities for people to form an opinion (e.g. Dittrich, 
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1998; Editor in Chief NRC Handelsblad, 17-05-2010; Hirsch Ballin, 
2011; Hofland, 2010; Knapen, 21-06-2008; RMO, 2003; ROB 2003). 
In 1976 Robinson was the first, American, author to coin the term 
video malaise to argue that television as a medium, causes political 
malaise such as social distrust, political cynicism and political 
inefficacy. Although counterarguments have also been made both in 
public debate as well as in academic discussions (e.g. Beunders, 
2007; Newton, 2006), the negative evaluation of television as a 
‘dumbing down’ medium remains dominant. 
 But is it really that bad? Has 50 years of television impoverished 
public debate and led to an obliteration of politically relevant 
information? And what about cultural differences? Are various 
countries with different political (e.g. multiparty vs. two-party 
systems, majoritarian vs. consensus democracies), media (e.g. 
commercial vs. public service media) and social (e.g. individualistic 
vs. collective) virtues, systems, and practices equally susceptible to 
television influences? Is the same true for America, the United 
Kingdom and mainland European countries? Answering these 
questions is challenging. Debate about an alleged ‘Americanization’, 
the influence of an American political communication style on 
European politics, versus a European resistance (Blumler, 1999; 
Brants, 1998, 1999) continues but is obscured by the dominance of 
Anglo-Saxon research. Systematic longitudinal research covering the 
whole television-era hardly exists, and finally neither criticism on 
media and television, nor the video malaise thesis itself are univocal 
in their argumentations. In sum, various aspects are criticized, which 
are only rarely subject of systematic and longitudinal research, and 
these criticisms often do not take into account the cultural 
differences between countries. These shortcomings in the existing 
literature and knowledge about the role of television are addressed in 
this dissertation, and further discussed in chapter 2. 

 
DESIGN 

The contribution of this dissertation lies in the combination of a 
theoretical conceptualization of the discussion on the quality of 
television journalism and empirical longitudinal data on both TV 
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programming and content, with consideration of the cultural history 
of a European country, The Netherlands. These studies are further 
strengthened by discussing the outcomes with practitioners from the 
fields of politics and television journalism. 
 The Netherlands is a country in which the role of the media and in 
particular television in the functioning of its democracy is and always 
has been subject of debate and research (De Beus, Brants, & Van 
Praag, 2011). It is also a country whose political and media system 
has been recognized as resembling other national systems, for 
instance those of Northern European countries such as Austria, 
Belgium and Denmark (Hallin & Mancini, 2004), and that is typical of 
a general movement from a democratic corporatist model to a liberal 
model (Brants & Van Praag, 2006). As such the country is an 
excellent case for a historical analysis of television journalism from a 
European perspective, which is strengthened by the availability of 
longitudinal data. 
 
MULTI-METHOD DESIGN 
The study is approached with a multi-method design: qualitative and 
quantitative sub-studies are conducted that are relatively complete in 
themselves, but form essential components of one overarching 
research study (Morse, 2003). Through a triangulation of the results 
of five studies, in the final chapter a comprehensive answer is 
formulated to the main research question what forms of 
popularization and personalization of politics can be identified since 
Dutch television journalism’s inception in 1956 and to what features of 
political and media culture can they be attributed? As a characteristic 
of the multi-method design, the study consists of several sub-studies, 
each conducted to answer a particular sub-question (Morse, 2003). 
Although one of these studies has a deductive approach, the main 
theoretical drive of the project is inductive, “for discovery”, as a result 
of which most conducted sub-studies are of qualitative nature (Morse, 
2003, p. 196).  
 Some ongoing fierce ontological and epistemological discussions 
exist about the social world and the knowledge that can be acquired 
about it through certain research methods (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, 
& Turner, 2007; Snape & Spencer, 2003). Traditionally, two 
paradigms are identified: a positivist quantitative paradigm versus an 
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interpretivist qualitative paradigm. Johnson et al. (2007, p. 117) more 
recently argued that “in reaction to the polarization between 
quantitative and qualitative research, another intellectual movement 
(focusing on synthesis) occurred and it has come to be called mixed 
method research.” Manifold definitions exist of ‘mixed method 
research’, as of multi-method research for that matter. A clear-cut, 
dominant definition however is lacking, and is it is not my intention 
nor wish to formulate one and become further engaged in this 
discussion. I contend that it is both necessary and sufficient to state 
that I adhere to the pragmatic view that quantitative and qualitative 
research methods can and should be seen as part of the researcher’s 
‘toolkit’. They should be viewed as complementary strategies 
appropriate to answer different types of research questions, thereby 
placing the underlying philosophical debates into the background 
(Snape & Spencer, 2003, pp. 15-16). In this dissertation for instance 
the quantitative study presented in chapter 3 offers a longitudinal 
overview of the opportunities for popularization and personalization 
to arise, whereas the qualitative content analyses presented in 
chapter 4 and 5 complement this data with in-debt knowledge and 
understanding of why and particularly how popularization and 
personalization occurred at certain moments in time, in specific 
programs. 
 Taking this stance allowed me to conduct a multi-method study 
(as defined by Morse, 2003), applying different methods in the various 
sub-studies to answer the different sub-questions. First, a literature 
review was conducted to answer the first sub-question, which 
processes of popularization and personalization can be identified?, and 
to develop coherent theoretical concepts that could be used as 
instruments in the following empirical studies. Next, a quantitative 
study with a deductive drive was started to map and categorize Dutch 
political television journalism from its inception in 1956, and to test 
whether increasingly less informative programs are being aired on TV. 
This study was followed by more qualitative, inductive studies to 
identify and explain occurrences of popularization and 
personalization through qualitative content analysis and to answer 
the sub-question how these processes are related to developments in 
the media and political landscape. Finally, to understand the practical 
implications of these developments and to answer the sub-question 
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how political and journalistic actors have adapted to these processes of 
personalization and popularization and how their adjustment has 
altered their communication with audiences in their role as political 
citizens semi-structured interviews were held. This way, both a 
comprehensive and in-depth understanding of Dutch political 
television journalism could be gained covering the entire TV-era, from 
the mid-50s, when the first TV news aired, till 2006. 

 
DATA   
The availability of (digital) archives of television programs for research 
is the last issue that needs to be addressed in this introduction. The 
Netherlands Institute for Sound and Vision looks after 70% of the 
Dutch audio-visual heritage and is one of the largest audio-visual 
archives in Europe (http://www.beeldengeluid.nl). The readily 
available TV content that is preserved at the institute is a rich source 
of research material that was gratefully used for this study. 
Unfortunately however, the institute’s collection lacks programs of 
commercial channels (with a few exceptions). The TV collection thus 
mainly exists of material from the public channels, although these 
programs were sometimes damaged, incomplete or unavailable. And 
although the lack of commercial television content was disappointing 
upon first discovery, in a dual broadcasting system such as in the 
Netherlands, most video malaise criticisms are particularly germane 
to public broadcasting. Since televisions’ introduction, public 
broadcasting has been ‘designed’ as a safeguard of TV’s role and 
functioning as watchdog of democracy and to serve the public interest 
(Bardoel & Brants, 2003; McQuail, 2003). A decrease of serious 
programs, of informative content and consequently of political 
knowledge, interest and trust among citizens, would thus be 
particularly reproachable if it occurred at public broadcasting 
channels since they are traditionally meant to foster the opposite. 
This justifies the study of public broadcasting content for processes of 
popularization and personalization, and because the inventory of TV 
programming and the interviews did take commercial television into 
account, the study as a whole provides a complete overview. 
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CHAPTER OUTLINE 

To answer the previously outlined research questions five studies 
have been conducted that are presented in the next five chapters.  
One theoretical and four empirical studies gain our insight into the 
contribution of televised forms of communication to political and 
democratic processes. In chapter 2 a comprehensive review of the 
literature on the articulation of politics and television is presented. 
Distinguishing between processes of popularization and 
personalization, publications from various academic fields are 
analyzed to arrive at two clear and neutral conceptualizations to be 
used in further analyses.  
 But before continuing with the analysis of specific occurrences of 
popularization and personalization, an analysis of the political 
information environment is presented in chapter 3 through a 
historically grounded inventory of television broadcast time in the 
Netherlands. Using archived print television guides and digital 
broadcasting data, information about all broadcasted programs on all 
national public and commercial channels was collected, focusing on 
the three months preceding national elections and the two midterm 
months between elections. The individual programs were used as 
units of analysis and coded for channel, broadcast organization and 
duration (a/o). Based on a classification scheme, the programs were 
categorized belonging to information, infotainment or entertainment, 
and analyses of the total number of programs and the amount of 
broadcast time spent in each category were done. One important 
result is, that there is no decreasing quantity of potential broadcast 
time for political information on television. Over time both public and 
commercial broadcasters have dedicated more time to information 
programming. Traditionally the category of information is where one 
would expect to find most political information (e.g. in news and 
current affairs programs), but the content of these types of programs 
might have become more entertaining. Additionally, we also need a 
better understanding of the infotainment genre, to see what kind and 
how much political information might be communicated through 
these programs. This is the objective of the studies presented in 
chapter 4 and 5. 
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 In chapter 4 a situated analysis of popularization is presented, 
which means that occurring aspects of popularization are analyzed 
within and taking into account the original context constituted by the 
program, through an analysis of a serious, informative program: the 
long lasting Dutch current affairs program Brandpunt. First, the topic 
of each separate item of every broadcasted episode was coded and a 
descriptive quantitative analysis of these data was done. Next, items 
concerning the two main topics ‘justice & crime’ and ‘governmental 
affairs’ were selected for further qualitative content analysis, to study 
the narrative, vox populi and audiovisual means employed in these 
items. Brandpunt was aired from 1960 to 1996, and the research 
found no linear trends that indicate that political television 
journalism has become more popularized over time. A similar 
outcome concerning personalization is presented in chapter 5. 
Selected from the broad category of infotainment, a selection of 
televised portraits of Dutch politicians is analyzed, broadcasted on 
public television channels in the Netherlands between 1961 and 
2006. In the selected portraits both the guest-politician and the 
interviewer or host are present. All guests are (or were) politicians at 
the national political level or higher, belonged to various political 
parties, and were interviewed by a wide range of journalists in a 
diversity of programs, broadcast by different networks.  The portraits 
were analyzed through qualitative content analysis, whereby topics, 
themes and technical characteristics of the broadcast were coded and 
interpreted, linking the codes to the theoretical concept of 
personalization. Among other things, I observed that personal 
narratives are always primarily articulated with the political ideas, 
activities and goals of the politicians that are being interviewed, and 
embedded in the political and societal affiliations of the politician. 
Personalization thus seems not to have become dominant over the 
attention for political issues in this type of programs. 
 In chapter 6, the last empirical study is presented, offering an 
analysis of the visions and opinions of practitioners in the field of 
political communication. Politicians, journalists and experts were 
interviewed about their experiences with and ideas on political 
television journalism in the Netherlands throughout the years, and 
particularly about processes of popularization and personalization. 
The 21 semi-structured interviews lasted on average 72 minutes and 
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were fully transcribed. Using an inductive approach, the transcripts 
were analyzed coding remarks about definitions, evaluations, 
historical developments and the quality of journalism, and the 
statements of the different groups of respondents were compared to 
each other, and to my own previously gained results. Comparing their 
views with previous research outcomes shows among other things 
that the distinction between the two concepts is intuitively very 
difficult but nonetheless useful. Also, according to the practitioners, 
political television on the whole is of good quality in the Netherlands; 
its content is of a higher standard than it used to be.  
 Concluding this collection of studies in chapter 7, it seems that 
there is no evidence for a video malaise in the Netherlands: the space 
for informative programs has increased through the decades, a trend 
of increasing popularization is not found, nor is there evidence of an 
increasing personalization. Furthermore, politicians and journalists 
themselves feel at ease with the quality of political television 
journalism. No reason, it seems, to worry about public debate, to 
scold at our journalists, or politicians. But does this conclusion do 
right to the ongoing complaints on political journalism? Is there really 
no truth in those criticisms? This issue is addressed in the final 
chapter of this dissertation. 
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NOTES 

1 The research project Popularization and Personalization in the 
Dutch Democracy is headed by prof. dr. D. Houtman, and funded by 
The Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO) within 
the Disputed Democracy research programme. The aim of this project 
is, first, to map and explain the occurrence of popularization and 
personalization in the Dutch democracy since the beginning of Dutch 
television journalism in 1956 and, second, to study whether and how 
these processes affect citizens’ political trust and opinions. This 
latter, effect study is currently being done at the Erasmus University 
Rotterdam; this dissertation is the outcome of the first study. 
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What do all these good intentions of codes of conduct 
matter when people get bombarded every day with a 
diarrhea of news- and thrill-things? A quarter of a century 
ago the late Neil Postman set the tone with his somber 
bestseller Amusing ourselves to death. He saw amusement 
and entertainment getting the upper hand in a radio and 
television society. The funny thing is that Postman of course 
was right. We follow the process of Paris Hilton with her 
lap-dog in Los Angeles like zombies; zap to Idols, Big 
Brother, The Golden Cage and more of those things in 
which a small country can be big. Politicians on their turn 
show themselves in silly poses in foolish programs because 
they confuse being well-known with fame and authority. Or 
because the brake chutes of their internal compass appears 
to be damaged. [Translated: Knapen, 21-06-20081] 
 

Ben Knapen, former chief editor of Dutch quality newspaper NRC 
Handelsblad and adjunct professor in Media & Quality at the 
Radboud University Nijmegen expresses with this account a more 
general concern about the influence of popular media and in 
particular television, on the quality of public debate. Academics, 
politicians and journalists in The Netherlands are remarkably united 
in their rejection of television as potential source of information and 
discussion. A publication by the national Council for Social 
Development (RMO, 2003), for instance, concludes that public debate 
has become subject to media and television logic, which have driven 
other ‘logics’ – of political parties, stable constituencies and public 
broadcasting – to the margins. According to the RMO the public 
debate has become a spectacle of short-term scandals and striking 
personalities, with little room for substantial thoughts or profound 
analyses.  Flemish sociologist Elchardus argues in his book De 
Dramademocratie (2002) that press and broadcasting journalists 
increasingly frame (political) issues as isolated stories of individual, 
typical victims and perpetrators, heroes and villains. Lacking in these 
accounts, he writes, is an analysis of the structural forces and 
processes underlying specific events and an evaluation of lasting 
solutions and policies.  
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 Considerations such as the ones from Knapen, the RMO and 
Elchardus are not isolated and have already in 1976 been coined as 
‘video malaise’ by American author Robinson (1976). The term has 
gained wide usage since then, as a compact reference to various 
processes and phenomena in the articulation of politics and media. 
Video malaise authors start from the position that the media are the 
key sources of public information and opinion formation for citizens 
in modern democratic societies. Well functioning media, according to 
these authors, are a precondition for a well functioning democracy in 
which citizens are informed, involved and participating. They then 
identify television, generally accepted as the most important source of 
information, as the main provider of impoverished journalism that 
simplifies news, panders to the lowest common denominator of public 
taste and lowers the standards of public discourse. ‘Dumbing down’ 
is, like video malaise, another popular English term to identify this 
process. The decline of political knowledge, a decreasing voter 
turnout, the reduction of trust in government and the degeneration of 
public debate could all allegedly be attributed to a lack of quality of 
television (see Newton, 2006 for an overview). 
 But despite the popularity of the video malaise thesis, for scientific 
purpose it poses more problems than solutions. Firstly, the term is 
not very specific and is used to label different phenomena such as an 
increasing focus on emotions, people, appearance, ‘faits divers’, 
scandals and entertainment, arguably at the expense of attention for 
‘true’ politics. Secondly, there is some dispute about whether video 
malaise applies similarly to different political cultures. The term 
‘Americanization’ is often heard, expressing concern about the 
influence of an alleged American political communication style on 
European politics. On the contrary, some authors claim a particular 
European resistance to video malaise (Blumler, 1999; Brants, 1998, 
1999). Thirdly, the – often sketchy – effects model underlying the 
video malaise thesis is simplistic and media centric in its assumption 
that media alone could procure an omnipresent change in political 
culture and quality. 
 In this chapter I will therefore, based on existing literature, 
develop new and more precise concepts to more accurately describe 
the articulation of politics and television, to be able eventually to 
answer the effects question more satisfactory.2 Van Zoonen (2005) 
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made a useful start by distinguishing between processes of 
popularization (with politics and political communication borrowing 
the codes and conventions from popular culture) and personalization 
(referring to a focus of media on political personalities rather than 
political issues). I will classify the different terms and concepts from 
the literature under either one of these processes, and further 
categorize and specify within them.  

 
METHOD 

The identification, selection and analysis of relevant literature 
followed the standard procedure for doing systematic literature 
reviews (see for instance Galvan, 2006; Hart, 1999).   

 
IDENTIFICATION OF LITERATURE 
The relevant publications were identified in four consecutive steps. 
First, three experts3 were consulted to draw up an initial reading list 
of works considered central or ‘classic’ to the field and to identify key 
words for searching databases (see appendix A). The most recent 
books were analyzed and reviewed directly, in order to provide the 
most up-to-date discussion of the video malaise debate (Van Santen, 
2008). Second, using the key words, the reading list was extended by 
adding relevant titles from bibliographies of the earlier identified 
publications. Thirdly, the list was extended by an electronic search 
executed in the ISI Web of Knowledge database and in search engine 
Google Scholar, searching for the presence of the key words in the 
title, abstract or list of key words. Finally, all articles quoting 
Robinson’s original video malaise article were included, in compliance 
with the relevant key words. 

 
SELECTION OF LITERATURE 
The thus composed list was then screened to reduce the number of 
publications to a manageable amount. Two criteria were employed: 
because the conceptualizations are made for the purpose of studying 
Dutch processes of popularization and personalization to begin with 
(see note 2), first of all only those publications referring to the 
Dutch/European context were preserved on the list. Second, all 
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overview and review articles and publications that were explicit in 
their definition of the video malaise thesis or elements thereof were 
preserved. 
 After reading this literature it became clear that the original key 
words were not sufficient. In the literature other terms, such as 
tabloid or tabloidization, were also used. These and additional words 
were again searched for in the ISI Web of Knowledge database and in 
search engine Google Scholar (see again appendix A). The selection 
process as described above was then repeated. 

 
ANALYZING THE LITERATURE 
The selected literature was analyzed thematically, since chronological 
or methodological ordering was less relevant for the purpose to 
distinguish and operationalize the key concepts in these debates. 
Publications were grouped together under either the popularization or 
personalization denominator (or both, very occasionally), and based 
on a bottom-up, one-by-one comparison, common terms and 
approaches were identified. Under the heading of popularization, 
three sorts of studies were identified. First, studies about general 
phenomena in political journalism, using terms such as 
tabloidization, sensationalism, human interest and infotainment. 
Second, studies about a so called media logic that mainly focus on 
election coverage, with dominating terms such as horse race, hoopla, 
sound bite and interpretative journalism. Third, studies about the 
relationship between popular culture and politics in the broad sense 
of the word, in which we come across terms such as convergence and 
populism. The discussion of these three sorts of studies is 
summarized in tables and a conceptual visualization and 
specification of the concept popularization (figure 2.1). 
 In literature that was classified under the heading of 
personalization, seven forms of personalization were identified, four of 
which are directly linked to media attention. Based hereon, a 
conceptual visualization was constructed and a specification of 
personalization as a process of individualization, privatization and/or 
emotionalization (figure 2.2). The results of the literature analysis will 
be discussed following this classification. 
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POPULARIZATION 

From the literature review three sorts of studies can be deducted that 
differ in the type of media content they discuss: the first sort are 
studies about general phenomena in political journalism, with 
tabloidization as most important catchword; the second sort concerns 
research of (mostly) election coverage supposedly subjected to a 
media logic; the third sort focuses on the whole constellation of 
popular culture, varying from pop music to reality television, and its 
political meaning.  
 

POLITICAL JOURNALISM 
The term ‘tabloidization’ refers to a change in the paper format of 
newspapers and more generally to changes in the content of 
journalism. Originally, the tabloid format newspaper was designed to 
make reading a newspaper on mass public transport easier, making 
the working-class and commuters a part of the reading public 
(Örnebring & Jönsson, 2004). Nowadays, since many newspapers 
have changed their paper format to tabloid size, the term is also 
increasingly used to characterize changes in the content of 
journalism aimed at attracting a wider audience. According to 
Harrington (Harrington, 2008), journalists, politicians and academics 
are critical about both types of tabloidization (Harrington, 2008), 
because they believe that the journalistic goal to provide facts, 
information and background is at odds with the goal to attract as 
wide an audience as possible.  
 Besides this general drift in the literature there seems to be little 
agreement between the authors. A main issue concerns the definition 
of what tabloidization of journalistic content exactly comprehends. 
Research in which other terms, such as sensationalism, human 
interest, vox pop and infotainment are used, often refer to similar 
processes as studies focused on tabloidization, as I will show. But 
even the term tabloidization itself is not used univocally. Sparks 
(2000), who is often referred to, argues that while it is impossible to 
give an exhaustive definition of tabloidization, three particular 
dimensions can be found. First, he writes, tabloid news devotes little 
attention to political, economical, or social processes and relatively 
much to sports, scandal, entertainment, and private lives of people. 
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Secondly, tabloidization means a shift away from news and 
information towards an emphasis on sensational entertainment, 
particularly in broadcasting. Thirdly, tabloidization puts ‘normal’ 
people at the forefront to act as ‘hands-on’ experts and pushes 
pundits with a more distant and broader perspective to the 
background. In his overview article on tabloidization Barnett (1998) 
also points at the problem of definition and, like Sparks, identifies 
various dimensions of tabloidization: first, there is a process of 
displacement in which more emphasis is placed on entertainment 
and scandal at the expense of serious journalistic issues (volume); 
what is left of serious news has, secondly, been debased through 
populist packaging and presentational strategies (nature); finally, 
serious stories are being given progressively less prominence. The 
attempt to maximize reader and viewer audiences, to augment 
advertisement sales, is at the root of these processes according to 
Barnett and he concludes that the resulting material is unlikely to 
have much value beyond pure entertainment. Machin and 
Papatheoderou (2002), too, renounce a systematic definition of the 
term ‘tabloid’, and present typical dimensions of tabloidization that 
are comparable to those identified by Sparks and Barnett. They do, 
however, acknowledge the possibility that tabloidization may 
contribute to meaningful journalism, by distinguishing between 
popular (good) and tabloid (bad) political styles. They claim that some 
forms of popular television journalism can, through stories based on 
personal experience, incite readers and viewers to reflect on their own 
existence, to critical thinking and to an enhanced understanding of 
the relation between public and personal problems. However, when 
such personalized stories are presented in a sensational 
entertainment style (‘tabloid’ according to the authors), the public 
perspective vanishes and a superficial, a-historical understanding of 
the world is encouraged. How to assess whether a particular style of 
political journalism is popular or tabloid remains, however, unclear. 
 While Sparks, Barnett and Machin and Papatheoderou claim that 
it is hard to define tabloidization, other scholars do define 
tabloidization more explicitly, but essentially provide the same sort of 
broad descriptions. Uribe and Gunter (2004) give a definition 
consisting of three aspects: range (meaning that less space is devoted 
to information, foreign affairs and hard news), form (more space 
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dedicated to visuals and headlines) and style (more stories with a 
personalized angle). They also associate tabloidization with a thirst 
for sensation and an increasing orientation towards emotional stories 
and angels in the news. Harrington (2008) defines any form of 
popular journalism as tabloid news with catchwords like soft, trash, 
personal, private, emotional, lay knowledge, celebrity, feminine, 
profit, and demands. This is set against quality journalism 
characterized by value, political, public, high culture, rational, expert 
knowledge, intellectual, masculine, service, needs, and supply. 
Örnebring and Jönsson (2004), finally, define tabloidization briefly as 
sensational, simplified and populist.5 

 Noticeably, in most descriptions of tabloidization ‘sensation’ or 
‘sensationalism’ are regularly used notions. There are, however, also 
authors who, reversely, use the term ‘sensationalism’ as overarching 
concept of which tabloid ‘packaging’ is a characteristic. But none of 
these authors either come to a clear definition. Grabe, Zhou and 
Barnett (2001) are the only ones who express a need to explicate the 
term ‘sensational’ as a tabloid content and packaging style, 
“provoking emotional and sensory stimulation”. Crime, accidents, 
disasters, celebrity news, scandal and sex are examples of 
sensational topics; and video maneuvers, audio manipulations and 
(non-)transitional effects as sensational forms. Hendriks Vettehen, 
Nuijten, Beentjes and Peeters (2005, 2006; 2007) and Nuijten, 
Hendriks Vettehen, Peeters, and Beentjes (2005, 2006; 2007) use this 
particular concept of ‘sensationalism’ to analyze Dutch television 
news and current affairs programs. They add ‘vivid storytelling’6 (i.e. 
concreteness, personalization, lay person speaking and proximity) as 
a feature of sensationalism because it may also attract attention. 
 With this addition, the authors practically incorporate ‘human 
interest’ and ‘vox pop’-aspects in their definition, which are by other 
authors either treated separately or as part of tabloidization. This is 
what Buckingham (1997) does in his review of research and debate 
about news media. He echoes Sparks in saying that popular tabloids 
are often accused of giving priority to everyday/ordinary news that 
happens around the corner, most obviously in the form of ‘human-
interest’ stories. Macdonald (1998) most explicitly equates the use of 
human interest stories with tabloidization in her article. The ‘tabloid 
human interest story’ is supposedly trivial, de-contextualized and 
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incapable of producing knowledge about social or political structures, 
but the author concludes that there is no self-evident correlation 
between the rise of the human interest story and the alleged 
deterioration of serious journalism.  
 Finally, the concept ‘infotainment’, is regularly exchanged for 
tabloidization (see for example Brants & Neijens, 1998; Deuze, 2005), 
generally causing more instead of less confusion. Various authors 
contend that infotainment not only involves the presence of 
politicians and political issues in entertainment programs, but also 
the influence of entertainment on traditionally informative programs 
(Deuze, 2005; Moy, Xenos, & Hess, 2005). To make matters even 
more complex, authors also use the expression ‘soft news’ to describe 
a content and style in which facts and emotions are mixed and news 
is ‘sauced’ with dramatic elements of conflict, scandal, and gossip. 
Brants and Neijens (1998) use this description, and constructed the 
informative-entertainment continuum, distinguishing, like other 
authors, three criteria: topics (information versus human interest), 
style (serious interview versus informal, empathetic conversation) and 
format (businesslike setting versus music and participating audience). 
 While this literature review of popularization in political journalism 
studies shows that the authors use widely different wordings and 
emphases, there are considerable overlaps and communalities as 
well, which are summarized table 2.1. I conclude first, that the 
discussed studies refer to a change with regard to type and amount of 
newsworthy topics, that is characterized by increased importance of 
sensation, human interest and popularity. Second, I conclude that 
this change affects the use of distinctive narrative and audiovisual 
means like personal experiences and audiovisual manipulations. 
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Table 2.1 Overview similarities in discussion on tabloidization 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
  

Authors Topics Narrative 
means 

Audiovisual 
means 

Tabloidization 

Sparks (2000) Sensational 
topics 

Personalized   

Machin & 
Papatheoderou 
(2002) 

  Personal 
experiences 

  

Barnett (1998) Shift in 
volume 

Populist nature   

Uribe & Gunter 
(2004) 

Range Personalized 
style 

Form 

Harrington 
(2008) 

Popular 
topics 

Popular 
narratives 

  

Örnebring & 
Jönsson (2004) 

  Sensationalist, 
Simplified, 
Populist 

  

Sensationalism 

Grabe, Zhou & 
Barnett  (2001) 

Content: 
topics 

  Video/audio 
manipulations 

Hendriks 
Vettehen et al. 
(2005) 

Content: 
topics 

Storytelling Video/audio 
manipulations 

Vox pop/   
human 
interest 

Buckingham 
(1997) 

Human 
interest 
stories 

    

Macdonald 
(1998) 

Human 
interest 
stories 

Personalization   

Infotainment Brants & Neijens 
(1998) 

Topic Style Format 
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MEDIA LOGIC 

The second body of literature that contributes to a better 
understanding of popularization in political journalism is clustered 
around the concept of ‘media logic’. A ‘media logic’ occurs, according 
to the national Council for Social Development (RMO, 2003), as laid 
out in a specific report on this topic, when public debate is 
increasingly determined by the possibilities and limitations of the 
medium, especially television. Media logic is characterized again by 
eight symptoms, according to the RMO: speed, framing, 
personalization, mass hypes, repetition, news anchors and 
interpreters, visible citizens and dominating news values. This may at 
first seem like a precise description, but in fact it is a vague and 
biased list. Framing, personalization and news values are general 
news processes that existed both in journalistic practice from before 
the rise of a media logic, as in today’s media logic journalism. The use 
of anchor (wo)men started with the advent of television news itself, 
and a word like ‘hypes’ suggests a  preset critical judgment. 
 Other publications about media logic also suffer from these 
shortcomings and indicate much concern about the alleged 
decreasing amount of substantial news and increasing sound-bite, 
horse race and hoopla coverage, wherein journalists interpret the 
facts rather than just report them.7 Although references to literature 
about tabloidization or sensationalism are seldom made explicitly, 
authors point at similar processes such as an increasing emphasis on 
private narratives and personal information of politicians at the 
expense of serious news about issues and policies. In this body of 
literature, however, these processes are brought together under the 
heading ‘media logic’, and contain a clear additional connection to the 
video-malaise thesis or ‘video style interpretation’ (Brants & Van 
Praag, 2005; Mazzoleni, 2003; Sigelman & Bullock, 1991). Due to this 
linkage of media logic and video malaise it is impossible to review 
various definitions of media logic in these works without discussing 
the effects that some authors perceive. Media logic is often equated 
with video malaise, resulting in definitions going hand in hand with 
evaluations. This becomes visible for instance in publications of 
European oriented authors, studying the possible existence of a video 
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malaise. Many of them argue that there is no video malaise. Stewart, 
Mazzoleni and Horsfield (2003) for instance, conclude that although 
some ‘elite’ media slip into ‘popular’ forms of news making, there is 
no evidence to support a general malaise, because only tabloid media 
themselves lean towards a negativist, sensationalist, superficial and 
populist kind of reporting. Norris (2000) too doubts the tenability of 
the video malaise thesis, but on different grounds. In her study on 
the influence of news on voters in fifteen European countries, she 
finds no evidence that citizens become less informed and lethargic 
because of television. On the contrary, those people most exposed to 
news media and election campaigns are more knowledgeable, more 
trusting towards government and more likely to participate. 
 While European authors question whether the term video malaise 
is warranted for the European situation, key American authors not 
only share a belief in the widespread presence of sound bite, hoopla 
and horse race reporting, but also agree on its detrimental effects. 
Iyengar, Norpoth and Hahn state that “horserace news sells, but 
leaves voters unsold on the campaign and the electoral process.” 
(2004, p. 174). Hallin (1992a, 1992b) too, in his influential work on 
sound bites argues that modern television news does not convey a 
sense of seriousness about campaign politics and its place in 
democracy, although there is no reason to be nostalgic about the 
political journalism of the 1960s and there never was a ‘golden age’ of 
television news. Patterson (1996) on the other hand, does observe a 
deterioration compared to the old days, because journalists have 
become more cynical and interpret and comment on the facts instead 
of merely report them. Patterson (1996, 2000) sees a growing amount 
of investigative, but more aptly called ‘attack’ journalism. Other 
features of this style of journalism are an increasing attention for 
sensational coverage of topics like scandal, crime and disaster, and 
the growing celebrity status of the TV journalist, and audio 
manipulations like seeing a politician while hearing a journalist’s 
commentary. “Election coverage allots six minutes to the journalist 
for every minute that a candidate speaks” (1996, p. 108) which 
means that the direct voice of politicians is lost in a video malaise, 
according to Patterson.  
 The list of American authors that make similar claims is endless 
(e.g. Capella and Jamieson, 1997; Hart, 1994; Scheuer, 2001; see 
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Van Zoonen, 2005 for a critical deconstruction of these arguments), 

but there are a few dissident voices that question the video malaise 

thesis in the US context. Bucy and Grabe (2007) are exceptional in 

their argument that more research should be done on visual aspects 

of news coverage, and show in their study on ‘image-bites’ that 

although politicians may be less present verbally, they visually 

dominate over journalists.  

 Like concepts such as tabloidization in political journalism 

studies, the media logic concept relates to changes in journalistic 

choices with regard to the type and amount of topics that are 

characterized by sensation, human interest and popularity. In 

addition, in the media logic literature, these changes relate to 

distinctive narrative and visual aspects, such as, for instance, 

simplified personal accounts and audiovisual manipulations. The 

difference mainly lies in the type of news on which the concepts 

focus; political journalism studies usually concerns general 

informative journalism (news), whereas media logic authors 

predominantly analyze political journalism in election time. 

 

POPULAR CULTURE 
Studies on politics and popular culture distinguish themselves for 

one thing because they are outnumbered by the amount publications 

from the two previously discussed scientific fields8, but mostly 

because they have a wider perspective, looking at a range of television 

and other popular genres such as pop music, festivals, feature films, 

series, satire and comedy. The returning question in this literature is 

whether and how these genres can stimulate political interest and 

engagement and encourage participation. In the European context 

Street (1997) was the first author to explore this road by showing how 

politics and popular culture are intimately linked. According to Street 

popular culture and politics have the same agenda: to represent the 

lives and interests of ordinary people as best as they can. He offers 

two perspectives on this. The first looks at the political importance of 

popular culture; at ways in which the pleasures of popular culture 

become engaged with politics through the feelings it articulates, the 

identities it offers, the passions it elicits and the responses it 

prompts. The second perspective looks at the use of popular culture 

by politicians, and recognizes that popular culture represents a 
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‘mastery of popularity’. Film stars, media moguls, TV hosts and 
celebrities are experts in popular forms of communication and in 
representing the people. They establish a relation with their audience 
and generate popularity, which is why politicians, desperate to create 
a constituency, find themselves drawn ever closer to these 
communicative means of popular culture. However, to understand 
the relationship between politics and popular culture, from either 
perspective, Street argues that we need to think about the ideas and 
institutions that organize them both. From the ways in which political 
processes and ideologies shape the form and content of popular 
culture, both conflicts and strategic alliances between popular 
culture and politics can arise. But if and how this happens, depends 
on the conditions and the context, on the type of popular culture and 
the type of political system. Street offers no definitions or concepts; 
his work can be understood best as a journey along the many 
questions that can be asked about the relationship between popular 
culture and politics.  
 Van Zoonen (2000b) sets out to give a more specific description of 
the convergence of popular culture and politics and identifies three 
dimensions. First popular culture functions as the fictional 
representation of politics, such as in the many novels, films and TV-
series in which the main character is a politician. The classical 
example is the Hollywood production Mr. Smith goes to Washington 
(1938); a Dutch example could be the film De mannetjesmaker (1983) 
or the TV-series Mevrouw de minister (2002). Secondly, popular 
culture genres can function as a stage for political information and 
discussion, for instance in magazine portraits of politicians, or when 
politicians appear in talk shows or entertainment programs. Bill 
Clinton playing the saxophone in Arsenio Hall’s talk show during the 
1992 US election campaign is the prime example here. This was 
imitated by Hans Dijkstal in the Netherlands, who was at the time 
party leader of the liberal party (VVD) and evidently played the sax as 
well. There are countless other examples and they only accumulate 
according to worrying video malaise authors (RMO, 2003). Thirdly, 
popular culture can be seen as form of political practice, apparent in 
the long history of the political protest song (Boudewijn de Groot’s 
Meneer de President is a Dutch example) or concerts with political 
goals.  
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 Both Street and Van Zoonen oppose the video malaise thesis and 
argue that popular culture can indeed contribute positively to 
political citizenship and democratic quality. However, both authors 
contend that the possible political benefits of popular culture can 
only be assigned through concrete and situated analyses of specific 
examples of this convergence. An analytical framework for this is 
offered by Van Zoonen in Entertaining the Citizen (2005), where she, 
following Bourdieu, approaches politics as a symbolic field in which 
key actors continuously have to  redefine their relations with each 
other and the outside world. Because this notion of ‘field’ holds close 
resemblance with the terminology of semiotics, Van Zoonen proposes 
to use syntagmatic (narrative structures) and paradigmatic (ab-
/presence of characters) analyses of concrete articulations of political 
and popular culture. Subsequently, she analyzes the political 
narratives and characters as they appear in a wide range of genres, 
such as soap operas, talk shows and campaign strategies. She 
concludes that political fiction and reality are very similar when 
looking at the underlying narrative structures and roles of political 
characters. 
 More of those situated analyses of instances where politics and 
popular culture converge have been done (e.g. Baym, 2005; Van 
Zoonen, Coleman, & Kuik, 2011).  Coleman, for instance, conducted 
a study in 2003, A tale of two houses, where he compares the House 
of Commons with the Big Brother house. Both, he argues, are about 
the representation of ordinary people, which legitimizes the question 
which lessons the House of Commons can learn from Big Brother. 
Especially since the latter seems to be much better able than 
traditional politics to engage an audience and get it to vote. The fact 
that more British people vote in Big Brother than in European 
elections is a well-known complaint of politicians and journalists. In a 
2006 study, Coleman asked both fans of Big Brother and political 
‘junkies’ (people with an extremely high political interest) what 
politics could learn from Big Brother. While the political junkies were 
deeply indignant that the author dared to ask such a question, the 
Big Brother fans exhausted themselves in trying to come up with 
suggestions, and proposed to use the same transparent procedures 
and electronic participation options from Big Brother in politics. 
Fans, according to Coleman, thus feel better represented by the 
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participants of the Big Brother house, than by politicians. The 
ordinariness of the activities of Big Brother housemates (eating, 
sleeping, wanting to be liked, fancying someone, snoring, coping with 
hangovers, etc.) makes the housemates recognizable and offer fans 
the opportunity to reflect and discuss complex moral, psychological 
and political issues such as integrity and trust and cooperation.  
 

‘POPULARIZATION’ DEFINED 
The literature review shows that studies on political journalism, 
media logic and the political meaning of popular culture have 
different research questions and angles and focus on various media 
products, respectively news, election coverage, and popular genres. 
The first two groups of scholars share a concern about the 
popularization of political communication, whereas the last group of 
scholars is mainly interested in the question under which 
circumstances and conditions negative or positive mixtures of politics 
and entertainment occur. The similarities and differences in the 
literature are summarized in table 2.2.  
 Based on table 2.2 a precise definition of popularization can be 
given, building on Van Zoonen’s (2005) identification of syntagmatic 
and paradigmatic structures of the political field, referring 
respectively to popularization and personalization. The syntagmatic 
structure refers to the ongoing political story, the narrative, inhabited 
by certain characters (the paradigmatic dimension). However, three 
more variables of popularization emerged from the literature 
comparison: the attention for certain topics, the choice to use 
particular audiovisual means, and popular participation. 
  
Popularization in political communication is thus characterized by 
certain combinations of two or more of the following aspects in 
particular TV programs: 

- the presence of popular topics  
- the use of popular narrative means; 
- the use of popular audiovisual means; 
- the presence of audience participation. 

These four elements of popularization are visualized in figure 2.1. 
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Table 2.2 Overview similarities in literature of three discussions 
  Tabloidization Media logic Popular culture 

Authors Sparks (2000), Machin & 
Papatheoderou (2002), 
Barnett (1998), Uribe & 
Gunter (2004), Harrington 
(2008), Örnebring & 
Jönsson (2004), Grabe, 
Zhou & Barnett  (2001), 
Hendriks Vettehen et al. 
(2005, 2006, 2007), 
Buckingham (1997), 
Macdonald (1998),Brants 
& Neijens (1998) 

Stewart, Mazzoleni 
and Horsfield 
(2003), Norris 
(2000), Brants & 
Van Praag (2005, 
2006), Iyengar, 
Norpoth and Hahn 
(2004), Hallin 
(1992), Patterson 
(1996), Bucy & 
Grabe (2007) 

Street (1997), Van 
Zoonen (2000, 
2005), Coleman 
(2003, 2006) 

Focus News media Election coverage Popular genres 

Variables Topics Topics (horse race, 
hoopla) 

Topics 

  Narrative means 
(emotional, personal, 
popular, populist) 

Narrative means 
(sound bites, 
interpretation) 

Narrative means 

  Style (music, editing, 
audience participation) 

    

      Popular and 
audience 
participation 

Question 
angle 

Concern Concern Potential 

 
 
 
Before discussing the second key concept of this chapter, 
personalization, one caveat must be made. Various authors refer to 
popularization processes with the term ‘populism’ or ‘media populism’ 
(Blumler & Kavanagh, 1999; Koole, 2006; Mazzoleni, 2003). Dutch 
professor of political science and former chairman of the social 
democratic party (PvdA) Koole (2006) identifies a number of the 
different processes that I have gathered under the heading of 
popularization, as ‘populism’ of the media, television in particular, 
which is guided, he argues, by popular demand and offer anti-
establishment coverage.  
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Figure 2.1 Popularization  

 
 
 
Populism is, however, like other notions in this discussion, a badly 
defined term. In recent decades it has mainly been used to describe a 
particular ideology that assumes the wisdom of the ordinary man, 
‘the people’, and it is currently in the European context claimed by 
the extreme right parties (Mazzoleni, 2003). Consequently, the term 
nowadays carries heavy connotations with anti-democratic and 
demagogue politics, although various authors have pointed to 
historical and current varieties of left wing or moderate populism 
(Canovan, 1999). Populism obviously has got little to do with what the 
neutral term popularization aims to define. If there is any analogy 
with populism, it is a particular style of communication which is 
typified by accessible language, emotional investment and the 
presence of the vox populi. Although Dutch authors like Pels (2003) 
and Van Zoonen (2005) argue that such populist styles are not 
necessarily anti-democratic, the term ‘populism’ is nevertheless so 
controversial and ambiguous that it would not serve the analytic 
purpose of identifying and assessing the meaning, relevance and 
value of popularized political communication.  
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PERSONALIZATION 

As within the literature on popularization, there is also little 
agreement about personalization among the relevant authors t. 
Personalization is often regarded as a negative development because 
it supposedly turns attention away from policies, parties and political 
programs, towards the personal features of politicians.  Even before 
the Fortuyn elections of 2002 in the Netherlands political scientists 
Van Holsteyn and Irwin (1998) wrote that persons play an 
increasingly important role in election campaigns and presumably 
influence party choice. Yet they claim not to have a clear picture of 
the influence of those persons on voters yet. But preceding that 
matter, I conclude, based on the literature, that there is a plethora of 
conceptualizations of personalization and hardly any sharp 
definitions (Rahat & Sheafer, 2007; Sigelman & Bullock, 1991; 
Wattenberg, 1984). Through the comparison of selected studies on 
personalization I deducted seven different meanings of 
personalization which are summarized in table 2.3. 
 
Table 2.3 Forms of personalization 

1 Focus on (top) leaders 
Increased media attention for politicians 
instead of parties 

2 
Institutional 
personalization  

Institutional adaptation that puts more 
emphasis on individual politicians 
('presidentialization') 

3 Giving parties a face 
Politicians and/or parties positioning the party-
leader as the 'face of the party' 

4 
Individual political 
competence  

Increased media attention for individual 
politicians' political traits & skills  

5 Privatization Increased media attention for private life of 
politicians  

6 Personal narrative 
Media focus on personal emotions/experiences 
of individuals 

7 Behavioral personalization 
Increase in individual political behavior and a 
decline in party activity (private member bills) 
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First, most prominent and least explanatory, there is an approach in 
which authors study the difference in media attention for political 
leaders compared to the attention for political parties. This approach 
profits from a clear and simple operationalization of the research 
question: one counts the number of times the name of a political 
party is mentioned in the media and compares this to the number of 
references to a party leader. When the latter prevails, personalization, 
defined as a focus on (top) political leaders (nr. 1 in table 2.3), is 
proved (Blumler & Kavanagh, 1999; Kaase, 1994; Morris & Clawson, 
2005; Rens  Vliegenthart, Boomgaarden, & Boumans, 2008; Rens 
Vliegenthart, Kleinnijenhuis, Van Hoof, & Oegema, 2007; Wattenberg, 
1984). What that attention contains or what relation between party 
and party leader is presented (the party leader can, for instance, just 
be a spokesperson, or be presented as the embodiment or face of the 
party, or as an unguided missile, etc.) remains unknown in this kind 
of research. 
 In an analysis of the evolution of personalization in British politics 
and media Langer (2007) offers a more nuanced approach. She 
distinguishes between institutional personalization; an increased 
attention for the competence of individual politicians; and an 
increased attention for the private lives and characteristics of 
individual politicians. Institutional personalization (nr.2 in table 2.3) is 
proposed mainly by British scholars to label the so called 
presidentialization of politics (Bartle & Crewe, 2002). With this they 
mean a shift of political power away from parliament towards the 
prime minister who controls both the political agenda as the 
administration. This shift in the distribution of power also implies an 
increased visibility of political leaders, i.e. a ‘presidentialization of 
presentation’ (Langer, 2007). Related to this are studies that focus on 
communication in which party leaders present themselves as the face 
of the party (nr. 3 in table 2.3) (Stanyer, 2008; Van Holsteyn & Irwin, 
1998). The increased attention for the competence of individual 
politicians (nr. 4 in table 2.3) is the second type of personalization 
identified by Langer which fits with the influential study of American 
political scientists Miller, Wattenberg and Malanchuck (1986) on 
‘candidate schemata’. These authors define personalization based on 
the analysis of thirty years of survey answers of American voters on 
the question what they value in presidential candidates. It turned out 
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that from 1956 onwards voters prefer personality traits over political 
arguments. The authors deduced five aspects that voters appreciate 
in candidates: political competence, integrity, reliability, charisma 
and demographics (such as sex or skin color). The first three aspects 
were consistently the most important, which meant for Miller, 
Wattenberg and Malanchuck that such personal schemata’s indeed 
do contain substantial evaluations about the political success or 
failure of a candidate (competence), the integrity of his routines and 
the delivery of promises (reliability). Anker (1992) analyzed whether 
these 5 aspects of personality preferences also existed among Dutch 
voters, but concluded that they are similar to the consideration of 
voters whether they find a candidate sympathetic or not. His results 
thus suggest that seemingly superficial judgments about political 
leaders (sympathy) can hold a whole range of judgments about 
professional qualities. 
 This conclusion makes it possible that personalization as a focus 
on professional qualities can coincide with Langer’s third type of 
personalization: an increased attention for the private lives and 
characteristics of individual politicians (nr. 5 in table 2.3). Most 
authors are concerned especially with this type of personalization, 
because, they argue, it closely fits with the supposedly damaging 
developments of tabloidization and media logic. Personalization in 
their denotation leads to a model of political and public knowledge in 
which the experience and emotions of individual politicians and 
citizens are regarded as the most meaningful ways of making social 
reality understandable (nr. 6 in table 2.3) (Hendriks Vettehen et al., 
2005, 2006; Macdonald, 1998; Machin & Papatheoderou, 2002; Uribe 
& Gunter, 2004). 
 The categorization of Langer (2007) has also been identified by 
other authors, sometimes with alternative additions. Rahat and 
Sheafer (2007), for instance, differentiate between institutional 
personalization and media personalization, and within the latter 
further distinguish between a focus on political characteristics and 
activities (what they call media personalization), and a trend to focus 
on the personal life and characteristics of individual politicians (called 
media privatization). This media privatization is more or less what for 
instance German authors Brettschneider and Gabriel (2002) labeled 
as ‘personalization’. In addition to institutional and media 
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personalization, Rahat and Sheafer identify behavioral personalization 
(nr. 7 in table 2.3), when individual politicians dissociate themselves 
from party activities and aspire to an individual profile. The authors 
argue that personalization is a process wherein institutional 
personalization leads to media personalization and privatization, 
leading in turn to behavioral personalization. Finally, the authors 
make a distinction between personalization that occurs in unpaid 
media as a consequence of free publicity, and personalization in their 
own political advertising and marketing strategies. This latter type 
strongly resembles the idea of “parties giving themselves ‘a face’ 
(Stanyer, 2008).  
 All these authors approach personalization as a more or less 
neutral concept that affects various politicians in the same way. Van 
Zoonen, however, contends that personalization has a different 
meaning for female and male politicians. Political qualities like 
competence and integrity have a substantively different meaning for 
men and women, both in their own campaigns and in the assessment 
of voters (2004b). Furthermore, the attention for private lives has 
different consequences for women. From an analysis of Dutch gossip 
magazines, talk shows and Dutch feminist magazine Opzij it emerged 
that such increasing attention for family life provides men with the 
favorable opportunity to show themselves as honest family members, 
whereas for woman this attention focuses on the negative 
consequences of their political career for their family life (Van Zoonen, 
2000a). Finally, an increasing focus on the appearance and style of 
politicians creates new dilemmas for female politicians, as the 
campaigns of Angela Merkel (German head of government) and Tarja 
Halonen (Finnish head of state) show. Consequently, Van Zoonen 
(2006) argues, many female politicians have an utterly professional 
and substantial approach, devoid of personal information and 
outpourings. 
 From this literature overview, it is clear that various forms of 
personalization occur in various contexts. To develop a clear-cut 
definition of personalization, we need to take these various contexts 
into account. For that purpose, the theory propagated by Corner 
(2000) and Van Zoonen (2000b, 2004) that political leaders have to 
perform on different ‘stages’, is helpful. They distinguish between a 
political-institutional sphere, a mediated public and popular sphere, 
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and a private sphere, that each require particular communicative 
skills. The political-institutional sphere exists around the every day, 
invisible political activities in committees, councils and other 
representative institutions, with negotiation and compromise 
characterizing Dutch governance. In the public and popular sphere, 
performances in both serious and popular media are crucial, with 
energetic, straight and humorous communicative styles. The private 
sphere, finally, is shaped by the private family and social realm, but 
also by the direct contacts with citizens and party members. 
Emotional relations and empathic abilities are the building blocks of 
this sphere. Politicians, in particular front-benchers, have to create a 
consistent and credible political persona from their performances on 
these three stages, in order to be a convincing embodiment of their 
own opinions, their parties, or a broader ideology. For the questions 
concerning the personalization of political communication, mainly the 
public and popular sphere is important, which coincides with row 
one, four, five and six of table 2.3: (a) an increased focus on party 
leaders at the expense of parties; (b) an increased attention for 
individual political competencies; (c) an increased attention for the 
private lives of politicians; and (d) an increasing attention for 
politicians’ personal narratives and emotions. 
 However, I already established that the minimal definition of 
personalization as an increased attention for leaders offers little 
insight into the content of that attention nor into whether or not it 
significantly influences politics and democracy. For my purpose the 
attention for competences, private lives and private narratives are 
thus of particular importance. For clarification I label these three 
types of personalization individualization (focus on traits and skills of 
politicians), privatization (focus on private persona of politicians), and 
emotionalization (focus on personal experiences and emotions of 
politicians). This conceptualization is visualized in figure 2.2. 
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Figure 2.2 Personalization  

 
 

DISCUSSION 

This chapter presents improved concepts for the study of political 
journalism by distinguishing between popularization and 
personalization With them, I will perform diachronic and synchronic 
research of the development of popularization and personalization in 
Dutch political television journalism since the start of TV. The 
conceptualizations are modeled on an abstract level, to be 
operationalized with regard to specific, situated national, historical, 
medium or genre specific elements. This way, it can for instance be 
showed that television in the 1960s already had a lot of attention for 
the private lives of politicians (personalization as privatization), but 
with different emphases than nowadays.10 
 We also tried to define popularization and personalization as 
neutral as possible, to avoid biased results, caused by a certain 
tendency inherent to the concepts, when studying the meaning of 
these concepts in early or contemporary politics. Terms such as video 
malaise, dumbing down or media logic immediately show the lack of 
belief of the authors in possible positive results of their studies. But 
the diversity of articulations of politics, popularization and 
personalization is too wide to justify such prejudice, on top of which 
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through the uncritical use of such terms, a necessary scientific 
distance is sacrificed.  
 A final and recurring question for the conceptualization is the 
distinction of popularization from personalization; why is the latter 
not a subset of the former?11 From the presented literature analyses it 
follows that both concepts refer to different phenomena and 
processes, that are, however, often closely related. At the same time, 
personalization can very well occur without there being a hint of 
popularization, as defined in this chapter. One can for instance think 
of the Dutch program Zomergasten, which is completely personalized, 
but is not characterized by the topics, narrative nor audiovisual 
means or public participation of popularization. The other way 
around, popularization can be possible without personalization, for 
instance in the various forms of political music and concerts. A 
separate, important distinction is between the units of analysis: 
popularization of political communication concerns the entire 
message or the entire TV-program; personalization concerns the 
specific media coverage of individual politicians. 
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NOTES 

1 Originally published in the Dutch national newspaper NRC 
Handelsblad, 21-06-2008.  
2 This conceptualization is the first step in the larger study 
Popularisering en personalisering in de Nederlandse politiek, funded 
by NWO (Omstreden Democratie), that contains both historical 
analyses of occurrences and surveys studying the effects of 
popularization and personalization. The project is headed by prof. dr. 
D. Houtman (EUR). 
3 Dr. Tjitske Akkerman, Department of Political Science, University of 
Amsterdam; Prof. dr. Kees Brants, Department of Communication, 
University of Amsterdam; Prof. dr. Liesbet van Zoonen, Department of 
Communication, University of Amsterdam.  
4 Due to language restrictions only those publications written in 
Dutch and English were included. Following the steps of literature 
identification a first reading list was composed. From this list some 
(sometimes often cited) publications have been removed that did not 
meet the selection criteria, such as Neil Postman’s Amusing Ourselves 
to Death. 
5 Morris and Clawson (2005) stand apart because they talk about 
attention for scandal and conflict as features of ‘tabloid 
sensationalism’. In their research they connect this to 
personalization, to an increased attention for (scandals involving) 
individual members of Congress in stead of attention for the Congress 
as an institution. 
6 Largely based on Nisbett & Ross, 1980.  
7 See for one of the first explanations of horse race and hoopla 
election campaign coverage Patterson and McClure (1976). See 
further also Brants & Van Praag (2005, 1995), Patterson (1993), 
Rusonella & Wolf (1979) and Sigelman & Bullock (1991). 
8 Due to language restriction, German authors that belong to this 
group, like Andreas Dörner, Jörg-Uwe Nieland and Klaus Kamps, 
were not included. 
10 See for a detailed analysis a detailed study on personalization (Van 
Santen & Van Zoonen, 2010). 
11 This became evident in the discussion of this chapter with 
colleagues and other scholars at conferences such as the Annual 
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Conference of the International Communication Association (ICA) 
2009 and the Etmaal van de Communicatiewetenschap 2009, where I 
presented earlier versions of this chapter. 
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Most discussions and appraisals of political information on television 
have a clear temporal angle to them, often focusing on dynamics in 
the post-WW II era. Although some authors qualify television as 
inherently at odds with the requirements of providing political 
information (e.g. Hart, 1994; Postman, 1985), the more common 
approach is to question whether the quality and quantity of political 
information have deteriorated since television became a widely used 
mass medium.1 Focusing on the content and style of political 
television journalism, authors have studied whether the information 
that television provides has become more popular and more 
personalized, and have often - though not always - concluded that 
popularization and personalization have occurred to the detriment of 
other, more substantial dimensions of political information. These 
studies are often led by concerns about TV’s harmful influence on the 
workings of a healthy democracy (e.g. Brants & Neijens, 1998; 
Machin & Papatheoderou, 2002; Sparks & Tulloch, 2000; Street, 
1997).  
 In this chapter, I will take issue with an important problem in the 
research about political information on television: the assumption of 
deterioration over time. Studies focusing on specific trends in media 
content, such as popularization or personalization, provide 
contrasting evidence (see for instance Norris, 2000; Rahat & Sheafer, 
2007), with Anglo-American based scholars more often leaning 
towards the idea that entertainment has become all dominant 
(Blumler & Kavanagh, 1999; Langer, 2007; Wattenberg, 1991). As 
systematic data on the supply and proportion of political information 
on television have hardly been collected, the evidence for strong-
worded convictions about a changing ‘political information 
environment’ tends to be weak, and often based on selective or 
anecdotal data. 
 The research I present in this chapter is meant to counter these    
issues by presenting, first, a historically grounded inventory of 
potential broadcast time for political information. I examine 
specifically how the time spent on the broad categories of 
information, infotainment and entertainment on television in the 
Netherlands has evolved from 1956 to 2006. While only a small 
country on the global stage, its media landscape has been recognized 
as indicative for other national systems (Hallin & Mancini, 2004).  
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     Second, I articulate the outcomes with the three phases of political 

communication that various authors have identified as, successively, 

‘party-domination’, ‘public logic’, and ‘postmodern’ or ‘media logic’.  

 In the following sections of this chapter I will discuss, first, the 

only longitudinal empirical study about changes in political 

information on television that is available at present, and address the 

more general temporal models in political communication. Next, I 

specify the resulting research questions and describe the archive data 

and the coding categories used for the analysis. The results show that 

over time both public and commercial broadcasters in the 

Netherlands have dedicated more time to information programming, 

but these programs have moved out of prime time, especially on 

commercial channels. I also find that overall time spent on 

entertainment has gone down, contrary to the expectation, while time 

for infotainment programs has gone up, in concordance with existing 

beliefs. These diverging trends are relatively well explained by taking 

the three phases of political communication into account. In 

conclusion, I discuss the results in the context of debate about the 

quality of political television journalism for democracy, and provide 

suggestions for further research.  

 
THEORY 

There is, at present, little empirical evidence about changes in the 

available airtime for political information on television. Yet, it is 

evident that there is now more broadcasting time than ever. An 

increasing amount of television channels and the rise of other 

platforms to watch television (internet, mobile phones) have given 

television a non-stop presence, although many authors have argued 

that this has also made it harder to reach people and TV’s audiences 

have increasingly become fragmented (Koopmans, 2004; Prior, 2005, 

2007). It is unclear, however, whether the current abundance 

simultaneously offers more space for political information, or whether 

it has been filled with entertainment offerings instead. Does more 

time also mean more time for political information? Aalberg et al. 

(2010) are in fact the only ones who have addressed this question by 

studying the flow of political information in six Western countries 
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over a period of 20 years. Based on an analysis of TV guides in 1987, 
1997 and 2007, they found that the time spent on news and current 
affairs differs considerably across countries, with the lowest scores 
for those countries that are most commercialized. Their conclusion on 
over-time developments is less clear-cut: in most countries, the 
amount of news in general has increased as the consequence of the 
establishment of new (commercial) channels, but they do not find 
such a trend focusing on prime-time specifically. However, the 
relative limited time-span (20 years) and the fact that they sampled 
only three years in that period does not allow for a systematic and 
structural over-time comparison. 
 The study by Aalberg et al. demonstrates how important it is to 
identify the most basic level of what they call the ‘political information 
environment’, which concerns, among other things, the question as to 
how much time is actually (made) available for political information. 
This is the focus of the research at hand. While Aalberg et al. focus 
on the development of news and current affairs programs per se, in a 
somewhat limited time period, I analyze the ‘relative’ amount of time 
available for political information by comparing how the number and 
hours spent on information, infotainment and entertainment 
programs have changed from the beginning of television to the 
current period. This prolonged time period, and the inclusion of the 
two other main categories of TV-programming compared to the 
Aalberg et al. study, enables us to articulate the trends in the political 
information environment with the different phases of political 
communication that several scholars in this field have identified. 
They generally divide the post-war era into three overlapping periods 
to describe changing relations between politics, media and citizens.  
 The first two decades after World War II have mostly been 
identified as the first phase, in which political parties dominated most 
Western European societies. These political parties were closely 
related to strong cleavages that structured societies in clearly 
distinguishable groups, based on social distinctions or –as in the 
Netherlands – on ideological preferences and religious denominations. 
Press and broadcasting media in this period were usually clearly tied 
to those societal divisions. As Brants and Van Praag argue “most 
press and broadcasting in countries of the Northern European model 
functioned as a platform on which specific factions of the socio-
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political elite could inform the electorate about the ideas and plans 
they deemed relevant for the public to know” (Brants & Van Praag, 
2006, p. 28). This so called period of ‘political parallelism’ meant a 
situation in which political parties set the agenda, which journalists 
followed. Blumler and Kavanagh (1999) call this period the ‘first age’ 
of political communication and describe it as a “party-dominated 
communication system” in which political messages were substantive 
and enjoyed ready access to the mass media. Citizens voted in 
accordance with their group-based loyalties; hence political 
campaigns were set up to mobilize rather than to persuade voters. 
Farrel and Webb (2000) call this period the ‘first stage’ of political 
campaigning, whereas Norris (2000) talks of ‘premodern campaigns’. 
In most European countries, there was only a limited amount of 
television per day, concentrated in the evening. As a medium of 
political communication, it offered little absolute time for political 
information and if it did it was clearly targeting the own constituency. 
Brants and Van Praag describe the situation in this period as a 
‘partisan logic’, and characterize Dutch society as a system of 
pillarization with a “servile nature of the political communication 
system” (2006, p. 29). 
 Most authors agree that during the 1960s a new phase of political 
communication began (Blumler & Kavanagh, 1999; Brants & Van 
Praag, 2006; Farrell & Webb, 2000; Norris, 2000). In this ‘second age’ 
(Blumler & Kavanagh, 1999) the media system opened up and 
expanded, and the amount of television time increased drastically. 
Secularization, diminishing social cleavages and an increasingly 
volatile electorate ensured that parties were no longer secured of 
votes and election campaigns became more important. It also meant 
that journalism became more independent and critical of political 
parties. In this ‘second stage of campaigning’ (Farrell & Webb, 2000) 
marketing specialists and campaign consultants were increasingly 
used and parties placed “an emphasis on the party leader, and a 
focus on nationwide standardization and the broadcasting of a single 
campaign message” (Farrell & Webb, 2000, p. 105). The rise of this 
‘modern campaign’ (Norris, 2000) was, in sum, related to the 
dealignment of parties from their constituencies, a more independent 
role perception of journalists, and a more professional approach of 
election campaigns. Brants and Van Praag call this the phase of 



CHAPTER 3 

 56 

‘public logic’ and claim it can be seen as “the heyday of political 
communication” (2006, p. 29) because – as they claim - media 
identified themselves with the public good and journalists provided 
the news they deemed relevant for citizens. Politicians predominantly 
set the agenda, and journalists acted as watchdogs of democracy.  
 Not only did the amount of television time available to audiences 
increase drastically, there is also abundant evidence that the kind of 
television on offer changed as well. Television both expressed and 
contributed to cultural developments that have been identified, for 
instance, as ‘informalization’ and ‘democratization’. A new ‘youth’ 
generation developed a culture with music as an important form of 
expression, and protested against the older generation and the 
(political) establishment (Damen, 1992). The democratization 
movement propagated the participation of all citizens in all aspects of 
social and political life, including the process of opinion formation 
and public communication, and a growing desire by social and 
cultural movements rose towards more participation in the 
broadcasting system. In line with this, various TV broadcasters 
experimented with new ways of giving audiences a voice: the BBC for 
instance attempted with the show ‘Open Door’ to realize spectator-
participation, which the WDR tried with ‘Anruf Erwünscht’ 
(Hollander, 1982).  
 Many of the second phase features are present in the current 
situation.  However, authors additionally agree that we have ‘landed’ 
in a third phase of political communication, a ‘third age of political 
communication’ (Blumler & Kavanagh, 1999), a ‘Digital Age’ or ‘third 
stage’ (Farrell & Webb, 2000), a period of ‘postmodern campaigns’ 
(Norris, 2000) or of ‘media logic’ (Brants & Van Praag, 2006). Typical 
for this third phase is the abundance of off- and online media, a 
diversity of communication styles, and bespoke instruments of 
campaign communication for specific target groups. 
 This third phase has arguably started in the 1990s of the previous 
century with the arrival of cable and satellite technology, 24-hour 
news media, the multiplication of radio and television channels, the 
proliferation of communication equipment in people’s homes, and a 
growth of commercial media in Western European countries, all 
resulting in growing media competition. Consumer desires instead of 
public needs are said to influence what media offer, resulting in a 
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commercialized demand market (Blumler & Kavanagh, 1999). A still 
increasing electoral volatility and the fragmenting media landscape 
also force political parties to be much more strategic in their 
communications, availing themselves of media management 
techniques, public opinion polls and focus groups, and politicians 
performing in a more personal and popular manner. This intensifying 
competition among politicians and journalists for a fragmented, 
individualized and easily distracted audience asks for saleable and 
attractive communication, giving power to the media, who set the 
agenda in this media logic phase (Brants & Van Praag, 2006).  
 In this consumer-oriented political communication phase, 
television networks are thought to spend less broadcasting time on 
‘pure’ political coverage, and increasingly more on ‘infotainment’, 
since the increased competition stems from entertainment (Blumler & 
Kavanagh, 1999). Also, because political parties intensified their 
professionalization, journalists try to increase their own prominence 
and ‘power’ of the political coverage that remains. This in turn leads 
politicians and their advisers to seek other outlets to get their 
message across, such as soft media formats and non-political shows 
(Blumler & Kavanagh, 1999), again stimulating the rise of 
infotainment programs. The latter development also makes clear why 
it is imperative to include – as I do in this research - infotainment and 
entertainment categories in the analysis of the political information 
environment. 
 In table 3.1 I summarize the different terminologies for these three 
phases, and show how they capture similar processes.  Describing 
developments in Western, mainly European but to some extent also 
Anglo-Saxon countries, there seems to be a clear consensus among 
authors about the overall typifications of the political information 
environment. It also shows that the three consecutive phases are 
better thought of as extensions of the previously existing 
environment, rather than as a replacement. In the current period, for 
instance, ‘docile’ partisan journalism is still available in the 
professional, almost glossy magazines that, for instance, political 
parties distribute among their members. Professional journalism 
evidently also still exists, among more consumer-oriented journalism.  
 What is unclear, however, is whether the political information 
environment as a whole has grown, declined or remained stable. It is 
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not self-evident that non-stop, multiplatform television contains as 
much time, as part of the total output, for political information as the 
limited TV-period did. In fact, Hallin and Mancini’s work (2004) 
suggests, implicitly, that this may not be the case, since the increase 
of television time has gone hand in hand with a change of television 
cultures.  
 They argue, specifically, that the polarized pluralist and the 
democratic corporatist models, typical for continental Europe, are 
evolving towards the liberal model (see table 3.1) resembling more 
and more the Anglo-Saxon situation. European media systems, they 
argue, have become increasingly separated from political institutions 
caused mainly by processes of secularization and commercialization. 
This evolution resembles the development of the three phases 
described above, as the first phase to some degree resembles the 
ideal-type democratic corporatist model, and the third phase of 
‘media logic’ bears close similarity to the liberal model. Hallin and 
Mancini’s argument would imply that television time for political 
information has declined in relation to the overall television output. 

 
Table 3.1 Terminology and characteristics three phases of political 
communication 
 1st phase 2nd phase 3rd phase 
Blumler & 
Kavanagh 
 

Age I Age II Age III 

Farrel & Webb Stage I 
(premodern) 

Stage II (modern, 
television age) 

Stage III   
 (advanced-modern,  
 digital age) 

 
Norris 
 

Premodern Modern Postmodern 

Brants & Van 
Praag 

Partisan logic Public logic Media logic 

Hallin & Mancini Democratic-
corporatist 
model 

 Liberal model 

Characterized by Political 
parallelism 

Docile journalism 
Limited television 

time 

Secularization 
Democratization 
Professional 

journalism 
Abundant 

television time 

Commercialization 
Competition 
Infotainment 
Non stop television 

time, available on 
other platforms 
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I test this assumption by collecting and analyzing data from the 
Netherlands, a country exemplifying the democratic corporatist 
model, but also a country moving towards a liberal model and 
entering the third phase of political communication, increasingly 
showing signs of a media logic (Brants & Van Praag, 2006).  
  
Our purpose to combine trends in the availability of program 
categories with the phases of political communication, leads to trend-
related and phase-related research questions. Trend-related 
questions focus on over-time changes in the presence of the various 
program categories. On the one hand, increasing broadcasting time 
offered, especially for public broadcasters, the opportunity to provide 
more serious information, which is one of their main (government 
enforced) tasks, without having to cut into their airtime for 
entertainment to attract audiences. This might have resulted in an 
increase in the relative presence of information on television – both in 
terms of broadcasting time and number of programs. On the other 
hand, secularization, commercialization and competition might have 
acted as counter forces. Therefore I ask: 
RQ 1a. How does the relative number of programs for the various 
categories change over time?  
RQ 1b. How does the relative broadcast time for the various 
categories change over time? 
 
Next to providing a broad overview, a specific analysis of prime time 
seems warranted. During prime time, when most people actually 
watch TV, the stakes are high. Both for public and commercial 
broadcasters, from 6 till 10 PM competition is strongest, and 
audience rating most important. I thus ask: 
RQ 2a. How does the relative number of programs during prime time 
for the various categories change over time? 
RQ 2b. How does the relative broadcast time during prime time for 
the various categories change over time?  
 
The Netherlands started with a strong state-regulated public 
broadcasting system in the first two phases and developed into a dual 
broadcasting system in the third phase, resulting from more flexible 
regulations, causing competition not only between separate channels, 
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but also between public television on the hand, and commercial TV 
on the other. We wonder how this influenced their programming 
strategies and ask: 
RQ3. Are the over-time developments in the number of programs and 
relative broadcast time for the various categories similar for public 
and commercial channels? 
  
The phase-related questions concern developments in the three 
phases of political communication. The first phase is characterized by 
a dominance of political parties, with media as their direct mouth-
pieces, and in the second phase the media system opened up and 
journalists became more independent, critical and aware of the public 
good.  Both might explain a strong dominance of broadcast time for 
‘heavy information’, but at the same time the limited amount of 
television in the first phase, and cultural developments in the second 
phase making citizens more demanding, make us question: 
RQ4. Are informative programs most present in the first and second 
phase?   
 
Finally, I expect there to be some clear indications of the third, media 
logic phase in the structural supply on television. But because the 
Netherlands has also shown some resistance against described 
trends, I refrain from hypothesizing and ask: 
RQ5. Are infotainment programs gaining ground on informative 
programs in the third, media logic phase, compared to previous 
phases? 

 
DATA AND METHOD 

I will answer these questions by presenting data from the 
Netherlands, a country – I claimed – that is typical of a more general 
movement from a democratic corporatist model to a liberal model.  

 
DATA COLLECTION 
To cover the complete post war period of political communication in 
The Netherlands, I collected data from 1957, when the first television 
programs were broadcast, to 2006.2 For 1957 till 1988 I used 
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archived print TV program guides.3 From 1989 onwards information 
about Dutch broadcasting is digitally available from Intomart (until 
2002) and the Dutch Audience Research Foundation (SKO). I 
included all public and commercial TV channels, but made a 
limitation in the data by focusing on the three months preceding 
national elections and two midterm months between two elections. I 
made this selection since on the one hand, especially during election 
times, information is considered to be of crucial importance for 
citizens to fulfil their democratic role (Blumler & Kavanagh, 1999). On 
the other hand, I want to ensure that the results are not biased due 
to a sole focus on this limited period of the electoral cycle.4 
Combining all data from the three sources into one dataset, I 
achieved a dataset of over 750.000 cases, meaning individual 
programs that were broadcasted in the total of 30 selected periods 
(see appendix B, table B1). I divided these periods into the three 
phases, following the study of Brants and Van Praag on the history of 
political communication in the Netherlands (2006). The first seven 
periods form the phase of partisan logic (1957-1969), the eighth till 
20th time period form the phase of public logic (1970-1989), and the 
last 10 periods contain both public and commercial channels, 
forming the media logic phase (see appendix B, table B1). 

 
OPERATIONALIZATION 
In the coding of the data, I used individual programs as unit of 
analysis, and coded for title, date of broadcast, duration in minutes 
(start and end time), channel and broadcast organization of all 
television broadcasts (24 hour). In the analysis at hand, I report only 
on the number and the duration of programs.  
 I categorized the programs as belonging to ‘heavy information’, 
‘infotainment’ or ‘entertainment’, on the basis of the classification 
schemes of Intomart and the Dutch Audience Research Foundation. 
This is a tripartition that has a long history, although it has also been 
subject to fundamental debate and practical issues concerning its 
application to concrete programs that defy easy categorization (cf. 
Adriaans & Van Hoof, 2006; Leurdijk, 1999). The allocation of 
programs to a specific category was based on the program 
information in the archives and online database, and on secondary 
information about the content and/or format of the programs 
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available at the Netherlands Institute for Sound and Vision, program 

or broadcaster websites, or in some cases Wikipedia. See appendix B, 

table B2 for a list of these categories and some program examples.  

 The category ‘heavy information’ includes news, current affairs 

and other programs that solely aim to provide information, although 

that can apply to a wide range of issues. This is traditionally, in the 

first and second phase of political communication, the category where 

one would expect to find most political information. Infotainment, or 

‘light information’ as it is called in the Dutch classification scheme, is 

the category within which I grouped all genres and programs that 

combine information and entertainment, for instance in talk shows 

and show business programs. The entertainment category includes 

self-evident types of soap opera-, comedy-, melodrama- and detective- 

series. I placed life style, nature and sports here as well, thus 

constructing a category that is unlikely to provide broadcast time for 

political information.  

 We use two different operationalizations for the prominence of the 

various categories: per period, I calculated the ‘total number of 

programs’, and the ‘amount of broadcast time’ (in minutes) spent in 

each category. I used these two variables to assess the relative 

presence of program categories through time, meaning the percentage 

of the total number of programs and broadcasting time respectively 

that is being taken up by the specific category.  I calculated the 

means of numbers and duration of the total of programs in each 

category to draw comparisons between the three phases. For 

instance, in the third period 1655 minutes were spent on heavy 

information, 391 minutes on infotainment and 5959 on enter-

tainment. In total, 8005 minutes were broadcasted during this 

period, with 21% spent on information, 5% on infotainment and 74% 

on entertainment. Subsequently, the percentages per meta-category 

of all periods within a phase were summed up and divided by the 

total amount of periods, resulting in a mean score of the relative 

presence per meta-category per phase. For the media logic phase I 

also compared the means for public and commercial broadcasting. 
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RESULTS 

TRENDS 
Our first research questions concerned the change in the relative 

number of programs (RQ 1a and RQ 2a) and in relative broadcast 

time (RQ 1b and RQ 2b) for the various categories from 1957 to 2006. 

Starting with the first research question, figure 3.1 shows the overall 

trends in the relative number of programs for each meta-category. 

Whereas these percentages stay relatively stable on public channels, 

there is a steep increase of informative programs at commercial 

channels. While these trends may counter common wisdom about 

developments in the relative presence of information, infotainment 

and entertainment programs, a more detailed focus on developments 

in prime time offers an additional understanding. To answer the 

research question about the trends in number of programs during 

prime time (RQ 2a) I present figure 3.2 which shows the opposite 

trend: an increase of entertainment programs and a decrease of 

informative programs, which is similar for both type of channels. 

 Since general broadcast time has increased immensely over the 

years, I am also interested in the relative broadcast time for the 

categories (RQ1b and RQ 2b). Figure 3.3 shows the overall trends in 

the amount of broadcast time spent on the three program categories, 

which shows that for both type of channels the amount of broadcast 

time for information increased, and for entertainment decreased. 

However, during prime time (RQ 2b) I see in figure 3.4 that there is a 

decreasing amount of broadcast time spent on information on all 

channels. 

 The third research question asked whether the over-time 

developments in the number of programs and relative broadcast time 

for the various categories are similar for public and commercial 

channels. Looking again at figures 3.1 to 3.4 you will see that the 

developments for public and commercial channels are comparable in 

that they both broadcast increasing amounts of information during 

the entire day. At prime time both public and commercial channels 

have continuously less numbers of informative programs and both 

broadcast decreasing amounts of information between 6 and 10 PM, 

although this trend is much stronger for commercial channels. Public  
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Figure 3.1 Relative number of programs per period of time 

 
 
 
 
Figure 3.2 Relative number of programs in prime time per period of time 
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Figure 3.3 Relative broadcast time per period of time 

 
 
 
Figure 3.4 Relative broadcast time in prime time per period of time 
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channels increasingly broadcast infotainment instead of entertain-
ment and information, and commercial channels increasingly 
broadcast vast amounts of entertainment at the cost of information. 
 Our conclusion thus is that overall there is increasingly more 
‘heavy information’ available on TV, in a wide variety of programs, on 
both at public and commercial channels. However, at prime time, 
entertainment and, to a lesser extent, infotainment gain ground, 
especially at commercial channels. I conducted additional tests to see 
whether linear trends (independent variable) in the amount of 
broadcast time (dependent variable) for the various categories at 
prime time were statistically significant. Therefore, I conducted a 
regression analysis on aggregated data, with average scores per 
period as the main interest. I included as the independent variable a 
trend score that has the value of 0 for the first period. For each 
subsequent period the value increases with 1. The dependent variable 
is the percentage of the total amount of broadcasting time that is 
being taken up by the various categories. This analysis showed that 
the decrease of information at prime time on commercial channels is 
significant (B = -1.370, SE .331, p<.01). This indicates that in each 
subsequent period, the percentage of information on prime time 
decreases with 1.37% compared to the previous period. The decrease 
of information at prime time on public channels is not significant (B = 
-.087, SE .100 p=.39). Across all channels the decrease of information 
during prime time is also not significant (B = -.133, SE .099 at 
p=.187) but the increase of infotainment at prime time is (B = .361, 
SE .060, p<.001). Overall, each subsequent period the amount of 
broadcast time for infotainment increases with 0.36% compared to 
the previous period. 
 Over time, increasingly more ‘heavy information’ has become 
available on television on both at public and commercial channels. 
Yet at prime time, entertainment gains ground at the expense of 
information, although the increase is relatively small and statistically 
not significant. To enhance our understanding of these somewhat 
complex and contradictory trends I now turn to the phase-related 
research questions to see whether these developments can be 
elucidated by focusing on time specific circumstances. 
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PHASES 
Our first phase-related research question (RQ4) asked whether 
informative programs are most present in the first and second phase. 
As we have seen in the figures so far, the entertainment category has 
always been the most present on TV. Both in general, and at prime 
time, television is mainly an entertaining medium, both on public as 
on commercial channels. Table 3.2 shows that especially in the first, 
partisan logic phase the relative presence of entertainment (79%) is 
strongest compared with information and infotainment. Table 3.3 
shows that the means of the absolute amount of broadcasting time 
increase strongly over time, indicating more broadcasted hours. It 
also shows that the broadcast time spent on informative programs 
increased more than the broadcast time for the other categories. This 
is more clearly visible when we look again at the relative means in 
table 3.2, and see an increase of information from 17% in the 
partisan logic phase, 19% in the public logic phase to 20% in the 
media logic phase. On public channels only the percentage of 
information even increased to 25% in the third phase. Although 
informative programs are thus not most present in first two phases 
(nor in the third), they are becoming more important over time. 
 
Table 3.2 Relative means of broadcast time in percentages 

Phase Category Channel Mean N Std. D. 
Partisan logic Information Public 16,89 7 7,85 

Infotainment Public 4,00 7 2,03 
Entertainment Public 79,11 7 9,68 

Public logic Information Public 19,10 13 2,56 
Infotainment Public 4,34 13 2,05 
Entertainment Public 76,56 13 3,37 

Media logic Information 
 

Commercial 14,96 10 7,85 
Public 25,36 10 7,74 
Total 20,16 20 9,27 

Infotainment Commercial 10,24 10 3,24 
Public 8,46 10 3,11 
Total 9,35 20 3,22 

Entertainment Commercial 74,80 10 6,42 
Public 66,18 10 9,52 
Total 70,49 20 9,05 
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 Finally, I asked if infotainment programs gain ground on 
informative programs in the third, media logic phase compared to the 
previous phases (RQ5). Looking at table 3.4, we see that the number 
of infotainment programs increased from around 3% in the first two 
phases to almost 8% in the media logic phase. We also see an 
increasing amount of broadcasting time spent on infotainment, 
especially on public channels, where it doubled its relative presence 
from 4% to 8% (see table 3.2). This is however not at the cost of 
airtime for information, since we have seen that the amount of 
airtime for these programs also increased. In general, the 
entertainment programs lose broadcast time, both at public and 
commercial channels. 
 
Table 3.3 Relative means of broadcast time in hours 

Phase Category Channel Mean N Std. D. 
Partisan logic Information Public 72:46:43 7 60:17:16 

Infotainment Public 16:32:09 7 12:32:07 
Entertainment Public 267:15:43 7 193:41:45 

Public logic Information Public 206:16:09 13 54:00:58 
Infotainment Public 49:20:09 13 34:48:39 
Entertainment Public 847:32:09 13 301:15:54 

Media logic Information 
 

Commercial 876:04:18 10 736:11:52 
Public 929:58:06 10 470:28:37 
Total 903:01:12 20 601:57:02 

Infotainment Commercial 493:41:00 10 325:20:41 
Public 320:20:42 10 218:26:41 
Total 407:00:51 20 283:59:18 

Entertainment Commercial 3572:39:24 10 1591:01:50 
Public 2225:18:06 10 559:01:44 
Total 2898:58:45 20 1350:51:51 
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Table 3.4 Number of broadcasted programs per phase per meta-category 

  Information Infotainment Entertainment Total 
Partisan 
logic 

Count 2099 170 3828 6097 

% within phase 34,4% 2,8% 62,8% 100,0% 

Public logic Count 10962 895 18719 30576 
% within phase 35,9% 2,9% 61,2% 100,0% 

Media logic Count 72230 22193 192894 287317 
% within phase 25,1% 7,7% 67,1% 100,0% 

Total Count 85291 23258 215441 323990 
 % within phase 26,3% 7,2% 66,5% 100,0% 

 

 
 

DISCUSSION 

This study of the political information environment gives no 
conclusive evidence for a decreasing quantity of potential broadcast 
time for political information on television. Increasing amounts of 
time are spend on information at the cost of entertainment (public 
TV) and infotainment (commercial TV) programs. These results 
concur with the study of Aalberg et al. (2010). However, there is also 
increasingly less information broadcast at prime time, especially on 
commercial channels. In concordance with existing beliefs, I find that 
more diverse infotainment programs are aired in the media logic 
phase, which get more broadcast time especially at prime time. 
Whereas Aalberg et al. argue that countries with strong public 
television offer more prime time ‘heavy information’, I actually find 
that although at the start of the third phase commercial channels 
aired as much information as public channels at prime time, both 
type of channels over time have fewer numbers of informative 
programs and also spent less and less broadcasting time on them at 
prime time. This trend is stronger for commercial than for public 
channels. 
 More specifically we have seen that in general most broadcast time 
is spend on entertainment. Especially in the first phase of partisan 
logic the share of entertainment programs is the largest. This phase 
can be regarded as the starting phase for television, a period in which 



CHAPTER 3 

 70 

both broadcasting organizations and governments were still figuring 
out how to deal with this ‘new’ medium. The very limited airtime and 
political parallelism of this phase are apparent in strict rules that 
concerned mainly the distribution of airtime for the various, social-
political broadcasting organizations, and the order ‘to broadcast 
programs acceptable for everyone’. In the Netherlands, stipulations 
for the types of content that broadcasting organizations had to air 
were very vague and mainly focused on the cultural and religious 
needs that existed in Dutch society. (Partisan) press was indeed the 
most important mass medium, and television was mainly regarded as 
amusing (Wijfjes, 2005). Children’s programs and art broadcasts 
such as movies, plays and opera’s, etc. were aired most frequently. 
These programs were classified as entertainment in this study. 
 In the second, public logic phase, of expanding media and 
professionalizing journalism, much more broadcasting time became 
available, also due to the presence of a second public television 
channel, and broadcasting organizations and journalists became 
more adapted to the medium. In the Netherlands the cooperation of 
broadcasting organizations in one news program (‘Het Journaal’) 
continued, and the current affairs programs of the separate 
broadcasting organizations became really established as a critical, 
analytical journalistic genre. This is visible in the increasing amount 
of time spend on informative programs in this phase. Although 
increasing competition between broadcasting organizations led to 
concerns about the growing amount of mass entertainment, we 
actually see that the category of ‘heavy information’ programs 
increases relatively most in this “heyday of political communication” 
(Brants & Van Praag, 2006:29). 
 In the media logic phase, as expected based on existing literature, 
most noticeably the airtime for infotainment increased. The 
intensifying competition among politicians and journalists, it seems, 
has stimulated the rise of infotainment programs, which are also 
increasingly aired at prime time. We see in this phase a general 
decrease of broadcast time for pure entertainment. In fact, we see 
again an increase of information, which is probably because 
(commercial) broadcasters, in a dual broadcasting system such as in 
the Netherlands, in order to be taken serious, need at least their own 
news program. These informative programs are, however, scheduled 
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outside of prime time. On the one hand, this finding seems to support 
claims about increasing consumer-orientation and convergence 
towards a liberal model of political communication. On the other 
hand, the third phase is characterized by an abundance of off- and 
online media and a proliferation of communication equipment. Digital 
recording machines such as TiVo, and the increasing availability of 
TV shows on the Internet lead to more personal viewing. At any time 
of the day people can watch both ‘heavy information’ or info- and 
entertainment programs, both at home on television or at the 
computer, but nowadays also increasingly away from the house, on 
laptops, notebooks, tablets and mobile phones. One could argue that 
television programming becomes less important and therefore the 
idea of prime-time less meaningful. 
 Debate about the quality of journalism, the viability of public 
debate and the role of political information on television in times of 
changing political communication have led to many discussions and 
studies about a popularization of political communication and a 
personalization of politics. The question however, whether the space 
for these forms of politics and political communication was and is 
available, and has expanded over time, has hardly been studied 
previously and only in a somewhat limited way. For popularization 
and personalization to occur, media need to offer a suitable ‘stage’. 
With regard to television this means that genres that are open or 
vulnerable to these styles need to be increasingly available for both 
popularization and personalization to increase. This study shows that 
this is only partly the case. The overall relative presence and 
proportion of information on television has remained relatively steady 
over the years. Infotainment has increased, but its presence is still 
relatively small. Yet this study gives no information about the content 
of specific programs. Traditionally the category of ‘heavy information’ 
is where one would expect to find most political information, but 
more research is needed into whether and how the content of ‘heavy 
information’ programs might have become more entertaining. We are 
also in need of additional understandings of the infotainment genre, 
to see what kind and how much political information might reach a 
wide(r) audience through these programs. 
 With regard to processes in politics and the media, I conclude 
that, although there might have been a shift in the Netherlands from 
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a democratic-corporatist model towards a more market and consumer 
demand-oriented model, secularization and commercialization have 
not led to an overall decreasing availability of broadcast time for 
politically relevant information. The rise of infotainment at prime time 
at both public and commercial channels, and the rise of 
entertainment during prime time at commercial channels do call for 
wariness regarding future developments and more in-depth content 
analysis of these various programs. But I also argue that the 
relevance of prime-time is diminishing with the increase of personal 
viewing and the growth of digitally available television content. I 
conclude that the process of change from a partisan to a media logic, 
in a country that shifted from a public service to a dual broadcasting 
model, does not yet support the idea of eroding opportunities for 
public debate. The results do reinforce the notion that countries with 
a strong public broadcasting tradition offer a hearty diet of political 
information to their audiences, especially at the public broadcasting 
channels themselves. 
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NOTES 

1 See for instance ‘Fifty years of Media: Changes in journalism’           
http://athome.harvard.edu/programs/fym/ 
2 In 1956 Dutch television started with the first broadcast of a daily 
news program, but since there was too little data for this year to 
include in the analysis, the research period starts in 1957. Looking at 
a post-war period of (thus almost) 50 years, the research period ends 
with the parliamentary elections in 2006. 
3 I used the same guide for the entire period, the Televizier, an 
independent radio and television program guide, except for a few 
years for which the guide was unavailable. I then used the AVRO-
bode. 
4 Additional regression analyses, that included as the independent 
variable a trend score that has the value of 0 for the first period and 
increases with 1 for each subsequent period, showed that the 
difference between election and non-election time is never significant 
for any of the discussed results. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This chapter investigates whether political television journalism has 
become more ‘popular’ and consequently became irrelevant or even 
detrimental to public discourse. Media are the key providers of 
political information. They structure the space of claims and ideas 
(Gamson, 1998; Olesen, 2008) and it is within this structure that 
citizens become informed about public affairs, a necessity for 
democratic systems to work. Over the past decades, various 
developments in political communication, across many Western 
democracies have led to a long lasting discussion about the 
consequences for democracy, with many authors studying these 
developments. They discuss, for example, trends of increasing 
emphasis on entertainment, scandals, sensation and private 
experiences at the expense of serious news and information (Barnett, 
1998; Brants & Neijens, 1998; Moy, Xenos, & Hess, 2005), or identify 
changes in the media environment such as commercialization and 
question whether this has led to a decreasing amount of political 
information and discussion (Hallin & Mancini, 2004). Some authors 
are quite fearful of the detrimental influence of (modern) media, and 
in particular television, on the quality and viability of democracy and 
public debate (Elchardus, 2002; Hart, 1994; Postman, 1985). Others, 
conversely, claim that citizens have more opportunities to learn about 
public affairs, that news media use is positively associated with 
political trust and knowledge (Norris, 2000), or that human interest 
stories can incite readers to reflect, evaluate and better understand 
public affairs issues (Machin & Papatheoderou, 2002).  
 But despite academic attention for such developments, there is a 
lack of conceptual coherence and longitudinal analysis in this field of 
research. This chapter fills these gaps by providing first a systematic 
overview of concepts that deal with making politics popular, to 
analyze, next, whether this process indeed develops over time at the 
expense of relevant, informative journalism. A study of a Dutch 
current affairs TV program will be discussed to see if and how this 
development occurred in the Netherlands. Broadcasts from the show 
Brandpunt, that was aired between 1960 and 1996, will be analyzed 
focusing on the topics that were covered. Topics, narratives, the use 
of vox populi and audiovisual means will be studied in selected 



‘POP POLITICS’ 

 77 

domestic items. These four aspects are derived from a literature 
review that will be elaborated on in the next section. A 
conceptualization of ‘popularization’ will be given and some general 
research expectations formulated. 

 
THEORY 

Based on existing literature on the articulation of politics and 
television, four aspects can be identified in which the process of 
making politics popular can occur: the topics, the storyline (or 
narrative), popular participation and audiovisual means (2009). From 
an extensive literature review of ‘political television studies’ in the 
broad sense of the word, Van Santen and Van Zoonen (2009) 
conclude that different fields of research can be identified in which 
these aspects are discussed, although under different headings and 
with diverging definitions and operationalizations. As a consequence, 
scholars studying various forms and formats of ‘politics on TV’ 
present contradicting results and opposing arguments about the role 
of television in contemporary democracy. Some studies focus on 
general phenomena in political journalism, using terms such as 
tabloidization, sensationalism, human interest and infotainment. 
Others study mainly election coverage, and dominantly use terms 
such as media logic, horse race, hoopla, sound bite and interpretative 
journalism. But also studies about the relationship between popular 
culture and politics in the broad sense of the word operate in this 
field of research and question under which circumstances and 
conditions negative or positive mixtures of politics and entertainment 
(can) occur.  
 This study emphasizes the considerable overlaps and 
communalities between the different wordings, emphases and 
perspectives to enable a comprehensive analysis of political 
journalism on television. Most studies in the mentioned research 
fields refer to a change in journalistic choices with regard to the type 
and amount of topics that are characterized by sensation, human 
interest and popularity, and to the use of distinctive narrative and 
audiovisual means like personal experiences and audiovisual 
manipulations, and the use of ‘the people’s voice’, when discussing 
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the implications of changing political communication. Van Santen 
and Van Zoonen (2009) propose the neutral term popularization to 
encompass these aspects, and to provide an abstract framework to 
study the process of popularization. 
 In the next section, I will briefly discuss and operationalize these 
four aspects by discussing various publications from the above 
mentioned research fields, and show how political television 
journalism needs to be studied through situated analysis, to trace 
processes of popularization. Following academic and public debate on 
an entertainization of society, and in particular an increasing 
popularization of political communication, I generally expect to find 
more popularized current affairs reportages in recent items than in 
those from earlier times, visible through the following four aspects. 
 

TOPICS 
The first way through which media arguably try to make news more 
popular, is their increasing attention for entertaining topics. 
Especially in literature on changes in news media, a concern is voiced 
about diminishing attention for serious issues. Tabloidization, an 
often studied phenomenon in this research field, is hard to define, 
but like Sparks (2000) in his key work on tabloidization, many 
authors argue that tabloid content devotes little attention to political, 
economical and social processes and relatively much to sports, 
scandal, and personal and private lives of people. Barnett (1998) too 
identifies a process of displacement in which more emphasis is placed 
on entertainment, scandal, etc. at the expense of more serious 
material and adds that serious stories are being given progressively 
less prominence. Uribe and Gunter (2004) in their research note on 
British tabloids start their operationalization by identifying the range, 
the waning space devoted to information, foreign affairs and hard 
news, as a characteristic of tabloidization.  
 A different but often heard buzzword in this body of literature is 
the concept of ‘sensationalism’, seen as a sign of tabloidization, or 
vice versa, but often described as a packaging style, “provoking 
emotional and sensory stimulation” (Grabe, Zhou, & Barnett, 2001; 
Hendriks Vettehen, Nuijten, & Beentjes, 2005, 2006; Nuijten, 
Hendriks Vettehen, Peeters, & Beentjes, 2007). Again, topics are 
mentioned first as elements that can cause sensational stimulation, 
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such as crime, accidents, disasters, celebrity news, scandal and sex 
(Grabe et al., 2001; Hendriks Vettehen et al., 2005, 2006; Nuijten et 
al., 2007). Infotainment or ‘soft news’, finally, concepts sometimes 
used in exchange for the term tabloidization, refer to a mix of news 
and entertainment that can be found both in entertaining and in 
traditionally informative programs. According to Brants and Neijens 
(1998) the first criterion to determine its presence is the topic 
characteristic (information – human interest). Patterson (2000) 
summarized various descriptions of ‘soft news’, that for instance 
define news stories that have no clear connection to policy issues as 
soft, or that point at growing attention for crime and disaster as an 
indication for softening news. 
 Other scholars, mostly focusing on election campaigns and 
election coverage, also interested in changing political 
communication, study similar processes but use different phrases 
and concepts. They use terms like media logic, video malaise or 
postmodern communication to depict a situation that developed from 
the 1990s onwards and is characterized by powerful, consumer-
oriented media (Brants & Van Praag, 2006; Hallin & Mancini, 2004; 
Mazzoleni, Stewart, & Horsfield, 2003; Norris, 2000). Although not all 
authors agree on its effects on democracy, they share a concern 
about a decreasing amount of substantial, issue-oriented news. 
Issues covered in the news related to election campaigns are often 
described as being either substantive (about ideology, party 
programs, policy proposals, etc.), or horse race- (about polls, the 
‘competition’, strategies, etc.) or hoopla- (about the ‘fun’ of 
campaigning, politicians on the road, handing out flyers, etc.) 
oriented (Patterson & McClure, 1976; Russonello & Wolf, 1979; 
Sigelman & Bullock, 1991). This distinction can also be applied to 
topics (an item can be about a substantive or strategic topic), and the 
latter two types of topics are then regarded as being more 
entertaining but less informative. 
 The choice to cover certain topics is thus understood by many 
scholars in the field of political communication as a way to entertain 
an audience and to attract readership or viewers. Popularization can 
thus be expected to occur through an increasing attention for popular 
topics such crime, disaster and scandals. 
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  However, entertaining, popular topics do not necessarily have to 
be reported in a sensational way; they can also be covered in a more 
serious way. The Clinton-Lewinsky scandal, for example, can be 
discussed by focusing either on the sexual details of the affair or the 
personal details of the people involved, but also by explaining the 
political consequences. In this latter case serious, relevant journalism 
would probably prevail, but vice versa, serious topics can also be 
covered from an entertaining angle. The narrative used to discuss a 
certain topic thus also plays an important role in the possible 
popularization of journalism. 
 

NARRATIVE MEANS 
The narrative refers to the story that is told about a topic by 
presenting a certain perspective and using a certain angle, voiced by 
certain actors. Looking at the political field, Van Zoonen (2005) offers 
a semiotic approach that distinguishes between two levels: that of the 
syntagmatic structure, which constitutes the story, the narrative; and 
that of the paradigmatic structure, about the characters that inhabit 
the story. By studying the convergence of politics and popular culture 
she analyzes the relevance of entertainment for politics, of making 
citizenship fun. A narrative, she explains, offers a structure, it helps 
people make sense of what is going on, and the most basic narratives 
used in both political journalism and fiction are the quest, 
conspiracy, bureaucracy and soap. The appearance of (particular) 
characters in these narratives is what Van Zoonen calls 
‘personalization’, and falls outside the scope of this study. Street 
(1997) also shows how politics and popular culture are intimately 
linked and argues that popular culture constitutes part of the way we 
communicate with each other, which explains why politicians find 
themselves drawn ever closer to the communicative means of popular 
culture. It helps them telling ‘their’ political story. 
 In a different way, storytelling techniques are also identified by 
previously discussed authors such as for instance Brants and Neijens 
(1998) who, apart from topics, distinguish style characteristics 
(serious interview – informal, empathetic conversation) to discern 
information from infotainment and entertainment programs. Uribe 
and Gunter (2004) too identify style, but as a characteristic of 
tabloidization, when more space is devoted to stories with a 
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personalized angle of coverage. Barnett (1998) claims that when 
serious news does get attention, its nature is debased through 
various packaging and presentational strategies to make it more 
populist. A slightly different concern is voiced by Sparks (2000) who 
sees the rise of ‘normal’ people who act as ‘hands-on’ experts pushing 
‘actual’ experts and pundits out of the news as one of the signs of 
tabloidization.  
 Hendriks Vettehen, et al. (2001; 2005, 2006; 2007) and Nuijten, et 
al. (2001; 2005, 2006; 2007) in their studies on television news and 
current affairs programs, specifically study ‘vivid storytelling’ as a 
feature of sensationalism. Defining this as concreteness, 
personalization, layperson speaking and proximity, they approach 
Sparks and come close to the idea of ‘human interest’ elements or 
stories. According to Macdonald (1998) human interest coverage can 
have the form of testimonies of personal experiences, the telling of life 
stories as personal case studies, or personal investigative journalism, 
all suitable to engage an audience and offer critical analysis as she 
concludes in her analysis of British current affairs programs. 
Patterson (2000) also points at the use of a human example or the 
choice to put a human face on an issue/problem, when discussing 
‘soft news’. Although their definitions vary slightly, a human interest 
perspective is recognized by several scholars as a storytelling 
technique. The actual use of lay people will be discussed shortly. 
 Finally, scholars focusing on media coverage in election time point 
at yet another narrative structure, of journalists interpreting the facts 
rather than ‘factually’ reporting them. Patterson (1996) in his key text 
on this point sees a growing amount of investigative, but more aptly 
called ‘attack’ journalism because journalists, among other things, 
have become more cynical and interpret and comment on the facts 
instead of merely stating them. 
 Both topics and the way they are discussed in the media could be 
described as entertaining, sensational or popular. And over time, I 
expect the narratives to become increasingly popular, through an 
increasing use of a popular narrative such as the quest or the 
conspiracy, or a human interest perspective or increasing amounts of 
attack journalism. However, with the rise of television as the most 
important information channel in Western democracies the audio-
/visual aspects that journalists employ are also relevant when 
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discussing changes in political journalism. Yet, before I discuss these 
elements, I argue that the use of lay people, briefly mentioned 
already, needs to be treated as a separate aspect of popularization. 
 

THE POPULAR VOICE 
As I have showed, many authors discussing storytelling techniques in 
political journalism refer to a personalized angle, or the use of lay 
people to tell a story. I argue that these two are not the same. A 
personalized perspective (Uribe & Gunter, 2004), also referred to as a 
human interest story (Macdonald, 1998), is not the same as putting 
appearances or quotes of ‘normal’ people in a program. In the first 
case, the whole story is told from the perception of ‘the people’, a 
certain category of people, or a single (or couple of) person(s); in the 
second case a topic is covered from a more general, ‘objective’ 
journalistic standpoint, but made more appealing by using normal 
people’s statements or comments. This latter use is sometimes called 
‘vox populi’ (vox pop) and often pointed at in studies of news and 
current affairs programs. It should be regarded more as a journalistic 
format-aspect, than as a narrative structure.  
 For example, in news items journalists incorporate short street-
interviews to report on the ‘public’ opinion, whereas various talk 
shows are designed to let ‘normal’ people talk. In such shows (and 
other genres) however, program features such as calling or texting 
with a question or comment can be regarded as a vox pop aspect. The 
use of public opinion polls is another way to incorporate the people’s 
voice into a program, without actually telling ‘their’ story, from their 
perspective. To summarize, when the people’s perspective forms the 
basis of the story, this is a narrative technique, which could be called 
a ‘human interest narrative’. When this is not the case, and the 
people’s voice is represented by short street interviews, quotes, 
comments or polling data, vox pop elements are used. Popularization 
would then occur through an increasing use of such vox pop 
elements, to enhance the items attractiveness. 
 

AUDIOVISUAL MEANS 
Finally, many authors discuss the format in which stories about 
topics can be told. The term tabloidization for instance refers to a 
change in the paper format of newspapers but is also increasingly 
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used to characterize changes in the content of journalism aimed at 
attracting a wider audience. Uribe and Gunter (2004) also focus on 
newspapers and  identify form, as in more space devoted to visuals 
and headlines, as a tabloidization characteristic. Since the term 
tabloidization is now also used to describe developments in televised 
journalism, various authors discuss diverse audiovisual techniques. 
Video maneuvers, audio manipulations, transitional- and non-
transitional effects are described as sensational forms by Grabe, et al. 
(2001; 2005, 2006; 2007), Hendriks Vettehen et al. (2001; 2005, 
2006; 2007) and Nuijten, et al. (2001; 2005, 2006; 2007), and Brants 
and Neijens (1998) distinguish a businesslike setting versus music, 
participating audiences, etc. as format characteristics  to discern 
information from info- and entertainment. 
 Patterson (1996) in his description of ‘attack’ journalism also talks 
of audio manipulations, like seeing a politician while hearing a 
journalist’s commentary, which means that the direct voice of 
politicians is lost in what he calls a situation of video malaise. This 
statement is similar to Hallin’s sound bite argument (1992), that 
politicians are only present on TV with very short quotes, cut-out by 
journalists from originally longer, and thus more sensible/informative 
statements. Bucy and Grabe (2007), however, defend the importance 
of visual aspects of news coverage, and show in a research on ‘image-
bites’ that although politicians may be less present verbally, they are 
visually more present than journalists; something that should not be 
underestimated.  
 In line with technical developments, I expect an increasing use of 
video maneuvers, audio manipulations (e.g. sound bites) and 
transitional effects over time to make current affairs television more 
popular. 
 From the literature in which one or more of these four aspects are 
discussed, it becomes clear that processes of tabloidization or 
sensationalism, developments towards a media logic or converging 
politics and popular culture, are manifested in different forms, in 
different types of media, in various genres. In short, popularization 
can occur in broadly two ways: first, when traditional informative 
media (e.g. news, current affairs) become more popularized; and 
second, when entertaining media formats, both fictional (e.g. movies, 
series) and non-fictional (e.g. talk shows, show business programs, 



CHAPTER 4 

 84 

game shows), engage in politics. If, and how this happens, needs to 
be studied in particular cases, with a strong focus on developments 
over time. For this study, I focus on the first form of popularization, 
and analyze a Dutch current affairs show. This can be considered as 
a ‘conservative’ case for studying the issues raised in the literature 
about popularizing politics. If popularization indeed occurs in a 
current affairs show, a genre generally considered being devoted to 
providing background and analysis of news stories, it can be expected 
to also be present in other genres of political television journalism. 
 Before I continue with the analysis of the (increasing) presence of 
popular topics, use of popular narrative means, use of vox populi, 
and use of popular audiovisual means over time (see figure 4.1), the 
subject of analysis will be briefly introduced.  

 
Figure 4.1 Concept of popularization  

 
 
 

CASE 

To study occurrences of popularization, I look at the Dutch current 
affairs show Brandpunt, a ‘flagship’ current affairs program in Dutch 
television journalism history. The current affairs genre exists since 
the advent of television and thus provides ample material to trace 
historical developments. As a television genre, current affairs shows 
have always aimed to provide background information and 
interpretation of topics in the news. As such, it was and is regarded 
as a form of serious, informative journalism. But like all TV programs 
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also needed to struggle for audiences, since its formal nature and 
often-complicated topics are not attractive or entertaining program 
features. To address critiques on popularizing journalism and 
demands for situated analyses, this genre presents an excellent case. 
Focusing on one particular program from the Netherlands provides 
the opportunity for an in-depth analysis of almost 40 years of 
television. 
 Brandpunt was the current affairs show from the Catholic Radio 
Broadcasting organization (KRO), one of the core public broadcasting 
companies, which started in 1960 and stopped airing in 1996, when 
it merged with current affairs shows from other broadcasting 
organizations into the current affairs show Netwerk. Brandpunt was 
known as the most progressive, most talked-about, best rated and 
most viewed current affairs show of its time, and several of its 
reportages have won prices. In the first years of its existence 
Brandpunt struggled with its identity and looked more like a 
television magazine, with many short broadcasts of music 
performances or clips and superficial items. From 1963 onwards 
however, a new editor in chief and a team of professional reporters 
renewed the show and developed a new journalistic style, unique in 
the Netherlands (Prenger, 1990). In the course of the 1960s and 
1970s Brandpunt’s controversial, sometimes even anarchistic, 
innovative and critical but engaged interviews and reportages became 
the fear of politicians and the audience favorite. Their aim was to be 
anti-authoritarian, giving a voice to people who weren’t heard 
otherwise, and to reveal what was happening under the surface of 
society (Schoonhoven, 2010). With a large budget also for foreign 
reportages, the reporters presented various topics not eschewing a 
personal touch and some political drama (Van den Heuvel, 2005).  
 Brandpunt was also the longest existing current affairs show in the 
Netherlands. And although its quality has been said to have 
decreased after its heydays of the 1960s and 1970s (Prenger, 1997; 
Van Liempt, 2002), it is still remembered as the standard for good 
journalism (Kagie, 2010). As such, its broadcasts over the years 
provide interesting examples of Dutch journalism and represent ‘the 
best’ of Dutch current affairs history. Brandpunt thus provides an 
excellent case to study processes of popularization in political 
journalism. And since Brandpunt has influenced both the main news 
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program in the Netherlands (Het Journaal) and other informative 
shows of its time, I expect the material to be indicative of wider 
trends, both in current affairs shows, as in other genres of political 
journalism. 

 
METHOD 

The analysis was done in two phases. Following the concept of 
popularization, first, the topic of each separate item, of every episode 
was coded using an extensive topic codebook that was originally 
designed for the Comparative Agendas Project1. Generally, one 
episode of Brandpunt consisted of three or four items on different 
topics. For every such item one topic was coded from a codebook that 
consists of roughly 300 sub-topics, categorized in 29 main topics 
such as ‘health’, ‘education’, ‘governmental affairs’, ‘justice & crime’, 
‘environment’, etc. (see appendix C, table C1 for an overview). For 
instance ‘political scandal’ and ‘cabinet formations’ are separate sub-
topics, but are both categorized under ‘governmental affairs’. When 
an item concerned a foreign country, the relevant country was also 
coded. When for example an item was about the elections in France, 
the item was coded in the ‘governmental affairs’ category, and then 
received ‘France’ as a country code. This way I was able to distinguish 
between domestic and foreign items later on in the analysis. This 
coding phase resulted in an overview of topics that were addressed in 
the show, which will be more extensively discussed in the results 
section.  
 In the second phase, the abundance of material was reduced to a 
practical amount for the qualitative content analysis in four steps. 
First, a selection of items was made by focusing on two main topics. 
To see if and how popularization might occur with regard to narrative, 
vox populi and audiovisual means, both a popular and a non-popular 
main topic were selected. Based on the previously discussed 
literature ‘justice & crime’ can be regarded as a popular main topic 
and ‘governmental affairs’ as a non-popular main topic. These main 
topics received a lot of attention with regard to the Netherlands 
throughout the research period, thus providing sufficient material for 
a historical analysis. Second, only items with a domestic perspective 
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were selected.2 Third, a further selection was made by focusing on 
certain sub-topics that could be particularly susceptible to 
popularization, but could at same time also be expected to have been 
covered from a substantial angle. For the popular main topic ‘justice 
& crime’ the sub-topics ‘prisons’, ‘law enforcement agencies’, ‘drugs’ 
and some remaining items on specific Dutch issues such as detention 
under hospital order were selected. For the non-popular main topic 
‘governmental affairs’ ‘elections’, ‘cabinet falls, formations and 
relations with parliament’ and ‘specific events or affairs of political 
parties’ were selected. Finally, I was mostly interested in the items 
that were reportages, since these represent the core of the current 
affairs genre. With these selections in place, there still was sufficient 
material for a historical analysis. The Netherlands Institute for Sound 
and Visio has an archive of all Dutch television broadcasts since the 
advent of TV, but unfortunately some of the actual reels, tapes or 
cassettes of Brandpunt were damaged, incomplete, unavailable, or 
just not preserved. In total, a collection of 59 actual available 
reportage items, with a domestic focus, about the selected sub-topics, 
was analyzed (see appendix C, table C2 and C3).  
 The qualitative content analysis followed several stages. First, 
conversation (e.g. text, speaker, interruptions), camera motions (e.g. 
cuts, zooming), program elements (e.g. poll results, inserts) and 
audio-/ visual characteristics (e.g. music, manipulations) were 
literally transcribed and described. Next, these transcripts were 
coded, identifying narratives, vox populi and the audiovisual 
characteristics, that emerged from the data. All data were analyzed in 
original form and Dutch language, using Atlas.ti, a software package 
for qualitative data analysis. In the final phase an interpretative 
analysis of the programs took place, linking codes with the theoretical 
concept of popularization. 
 Coding all items in this way enabled us to make both diachronic 
(over time) and synchronic (between topics) comparisons. In the next 
section, the findings are presented, discussing successively the 
topics, narratives, vox populi elements and audiovisual charac-
teristics of the items. The results will be discussed with an emphasis 
on historical differences. I will conclude with an overall impression of 
how the data compare to the theoretical expectations. 
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GENERAL TRENDS 

The results from the topics analysis show that between 1960 and 
1996 1733 episodes were broadcasted in which 5238 separate items 
were covered. To give a general idea of the nature of these items; the 
amount of broadcasts and items was quite evenly distributed over the 
decades with a small disadvantage for the 1960s. Overall, the most 
often discussed main topic is ‘governmental affairs’ (13%), followed by 
‘foreign affairs’ (11%) and ‘justice & crime’ (10%). The first two topics 
are present throughout the years; the latter topic prevails in the 
1990s. Topics that could be labeled as truly sensationalist, such as 
‘weather & natural disasters’, ‘fires, accidents & calamities’ and 
‘human interest’, are only marginally present (together almost 4%). 
 In total, just over a quarter of all items covered topics in foreign 
countries (foreign items). In the first decade of the programs 
existence, 32% of items was devoted to foreign countries. In the 
1970s and 1980s this percentage decreased to resp. 24% and 17%, 
but in the 1990s 38% of the items covered an issue in a foreign 
country. Taking a closer look at the main topics that were covered in 
the foreign items, it shows that 20% of these items was on 
‘governmental affairs’, mostly covering elections in various countries 
around the world. 13% of items was on ‘justice & crime’, with 
attention for various specific lawsuits, criminals, kidnappings, etc. 
Almost 12% of items was about defense and military affairs of foreign 
countries. 
 In the domestic items (items about topics related to the 
Netherlands) there is a somewhat different focus of attention. ‘foreign 
affairs & development’ receives the most attention, in 12% of the 
items. These items mainly concerned specific country or regional 
issues such as the Palestine-Israeli conflict, the Gulf wars, or the 
Dutch relations with its former colonies Surinam and Indonesia. This 
shows again that Brandpunt had a serious interest in international 
issues. Almost 10% deals with ‘governmental affairs’, and almost 9% 
with ‘justice & crime’. Health issues and sports also appear regularly, 
in almost 8% of the items. When comparing the relative amount of 
attention for certain topics, it becomes visible see that ‘foreign affairs 
& development’ receives most attention in the 1960s (21% of all 
domestic items), after which the attention decreases in the 1970s and 
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further in the 1980s to almost 7%, but increases again in the 1990s 

to 15%. Attention for ‘governmental affairs’ and ‘justice & crime’ 

shows similar patterns with a rise from resp. 5% and 4% in the 1960s 

to 9% in 1970s, 8% in the 1980s and resp. 15% and 14% in the 

1990s (see figure 4.2). 

 

Figure 4.2 Over-time attention for top 5 domestic topics  
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crime’ and ‘governmental affairs’ were analyzed through a qualitative 
content analysis (see method section). After applying the selection 
criteria as laid out in the method section to this material, 30 ‘justice 
& crime’-items were available for further analysis, and 29 
‘governmental affairs’-items (see appendix C, table C2 for an 
overview). In the next two sections the historical developments in the 
content of items will be discussed per specific topic.  
 

JUSTICE & CRIME 
For the qualitative content analysis of the justice and crime items of 
Brandpunt, the sub-topics ‘prisons’ (10% of the j&c-items), ‘law 
enforcement agencies’ (9%) and ‘drugs’ (5%) and some items on issues 
that were impossible to categorize but dealt with specific Dutch 
issues such as detention under hospital order, were analyzed.   
 What is striking about the narratives of these items is that the 
reportages really try to tell a story, rather than just report on specific 
events. The reportage from 1-9-1973 for instance, tries to show the 
viewer what it is like to live in prison and lets several prisoners tell 
about their experiences inside. Another example is the reportage from 
19-3-1990 in which an electronic house arrest-device is shown and 
tested, with accounts from the developer of the device, the 
responsible minister, and a lawyer that is trying it out for a month. 
On 1-12-1985 Brandpunt airs a reportage in which the death of a 
squatter in a police cell is being investigated. It reconstructs the 
sequence of events and tells the story of his final moments. 
 As in this ’85 reportage, in about half of the reportages, the 
perspective is very critical. The criticized target is often the police, the 
public prosecution or the judicial machinery, and in a few instances 
political initiatives or, conversely, a lack thereof are targeted. Yet, this 
also means that there are quite a lot of ‘neutral’ reportages that just 
aim to bring a certain issue under attention, such as the heroine 
traffic in the Netherlands and the increasing Chinese influence on it 
(1976), or balanced reportages in which both supporters and 
opponents get a say, such as in the reportage on compulsory 
identification (1986) or on alternative sentences (1996). 
 There is also a clear distinction between reportages that 
reconstruct a sequence of events or argue for a specific case, and 
descriptive reportages that mainly aim to show how things are done 
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or experienced. Often the critical items are the investigative 
reportages, and the neutral items give general insight, but this is not 
always the case. In 1992 for instance a reportage about the hemp 
production in the Netherlands is aired, but although the item 
investigates why the production is increasing and how come the 
police can not stop this, no real criticism is expressed towards 
anyone. On the other hand, a pretty short item on the lack of security 
for prison guards (1993) shows two very critical guards that get to 
voice their anger and concerns without any retort or counter 
perspective present in the reportage. 
 Remarkably enough, the analysis shows no distinctive changes 
over time in the narration of justice or crime topics. Both investigative 
and descriptive, dramatized and neutral, critical and objective 
reportages appear throughout the years. With regard to the actors 
that appear in the reportages, experts are only used from the mid-80s 
and appear every now and then, but the human interest perspective 
always prevails in these reportages. Both in the seventies as in the 
1980s and 1990s, various non-elite persons get a voice to share their 
experience or professional opinion. There are for instance reportages 
that use accounts from prisoners to explain what it is like to be in 
prison (1973), what it is like to be in detention under hospital order 
(1991), what happens to sexual delinquents in jail (1992) or how it 
feels to execute an alternative sentence (1996). But also the protester 
for a prison newspaper (1974), the Surinam cafe owner about the 
Chinese heroine traffic (1976), the girlfriend of the deceased squatter 
(1985), the real estate agent complaining about drugs nuisance 
(1991) or the truck drivers about drug smuggling from Morocco 
(1993) represent various, specific groups of ‘normal’ people that have 
a particular stake in the issue at hand. It is their perspective that is 
used to tell the story; bringing many issues close the homes of 
audiences. 
 The vox populi, in the sense that short quotes or statements from 
civilians are used to show what ‘the people’ think, hardly occurs 
within the justice and crime items. The only example is in a reportage 
on compulsory identification (1986) when a random market vendor is 
asked for his opinion about its introduction. He is against it, but the 
remaining reportage is actually rather nuanced, with perspectives 
from both supporters and another opponent. The short statement is 
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thus not even used as representative for ‘everyone’. Surveys, polls or 
other public opinion data are also absent.  
 As said before, the ‘justice & crime’ reportages really establish 
themselves as mini-documentaries from the mid-80s onwards. Earlier 
items, such as the one on switchblades or the prison newspaper, are 
somewhat a-typical reportages that come across as respectively fake 
and chaotic. The other reportages in the 1970s are produced better, 
and the match between voice-over and what can be seen on screen 
has always been a good fit. But the reportage on the death of a 
squatter from 1-12-1985 is really the first sophisticated reportage, in 
which music, photographs, newspaper articles and textual fragments 
are shown using fading techniques and audio effects, and are 
alternated with personal testimonies shot at various locations. From 
then onwards these techniques are used more and more often, 
making the reportages resemble short documentaries that are 
interesting to watch. Congruent with this development, the reporter 
‘disappears’ from the screen. Whereas in the reportages in the 1970s 
and 1980s the reporter is sometimes visible during short interviews 
or when introducing the issue, in the 1990s they are largely absent. 
Sometimes one can hear him or her ask a question, but more often 
voice-overs and fragments of other actors involved are cut in such a 
way as to tell the story. Music is used as a background effect to 
accompany visual animations or voice-overs throughout the years, 
although not in every item. 
 In short, the analysis of justice and crime reportages shows that 
they are often told from a human interest perspective, but this does 
not increase or intensify over time. The use of the vox pop as a 
journalistic format-aspect is practically absent, but the reportages do 
become more sophisticated in the 1980s and 1990s. 
 

GOVERNMENTAL AFFAIRS 
From the non-popular main topic governmental affairs also some 
sub-topics were selected for the content analysis. 29 items about 
‘elections’ (10% of items), ‘cabinet falls, formations and relations with 
parliament’ (12%), and specific events or affairs of political parties 
(24%) were studied to trace processes of popularization. 
 The narratives of the political items show a variety of substantial, 
fun or exciting, critical and horse race oriented reportages. Although 
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all these kind of stories are told throughout the years, there are some 
historical differences. The fun(ny), more personal reportages are most 
present in the 1970s, with a report on the party convention of the 
catholic party KVP (10-11-1970) at which pretty young girls are 
introduced by a party committee member to ‘lighten up’  the 
convention, a short campaign-item in which two cabinet members 
talk to tourists in Amsterdam (20-4-1971), and a reportage for which 
Brandpunt was invited to an election party at the home of social-
democratic party leader Den Uyl, were they also interviewed his wife 
(1-12-1972). This style of reporting reflects Brandpunt’s aim to offer 
innovative journalism with a personal touch, something they were 
still developing in this time. 
 In the next years the program becomes more serious and more 
critical. On 16-9-1982 Brandpunt airs a commentary on the first day 
of Hans Janmaat in parliament, the party leader of the extreme-right 
party CD. The tone of the story is very critical, which is supported by 
numerous shots and quotes of protesters outside the parliamentary 
buildings. More critical reportages are broadcast in the 1980s and 
1990s, on for instance the failures of various coalition governments 
(e.g. 4-7-1987, 10-5-1996) and of particular parties and party leaders 
(e.g. 29-8-1991, 9-2-1996). Apparent about these critical items, is 
that they are not only very critical about the social-democratic party, 
but also about the Christian-democratic party. 
 Horse race reportages, with attention for the political game, 
strategies and voting behavior of the electorate, are shown already in 
the early years of the program, for instance in a reportage about local 
elections in Spijkenisse where the farmers-party of Boer Braad is in 
competition with the mayor’s party, but are most present in the 
1990s. There is for instance a report on a liberal party meeting which 
looks more like a staged media-event where some of the top party 
members discuss if and how to interfere with the coalition 
negotiations (18-8-1991), and an item in which several social-
democratic party members voice their dissatisfaction with the 
reaction of their party leader on the Christian-democratic election 
program, and worry about the consequences of their leader’s behavior 
in terms of votes (29-8-1991).  
 In terms of how these critical, horse race or more substantial 
stories are told, the analysis did not show clear linear developments 
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over time. Sometimes the reportages are mere reports of party 
conventions, where the journalist is present with a camera and more 
or less summarizes the events (e.g. 13-6-1987) by showing some 
shots of the speakers on stage, the audience and some short 
interviews; but there are also items that are more typical reportages 
in the sense that a story is constructed by using a voice-over, 
audiovisual transitions, and inserts from several actors, such as in a 
reportage about squatters in The Hague (11-8-1970) or the ‘portrait’ 
of two Christian parties (2-5-1981). 
 Vox pop elements are present in the political items, although not 
that much. When they are present, they are often used in the horse 
race stories that I discussed before. The first time is in the 14-10-
1976 reportage about the General Debate in parliament, but the 
focus of the reportage is much more on the upcoming elections. 
Several politicians are asked about their expectations of the election 
outcomes and twice the journalist makes references to polls. The next 
time a vox pop element occurs in one of the reportages, is in 1-5-
1994, in a reportage about volatile voters in the Netherlands and in 
which many short street interviews are conducted on Queens Day, a 
national holiday, and a recent poll is quoted. The next two vox pop 
elements also appear in 1994, the year in which the ‘Purple Coalition’ 
between social democrats, liberals and the social liberals is formed. 
Brandpunt conducted their own survey among liberal party-voters, 
about their opinion on a coalition with the social democrats, the 
results of which are shown on 5-6-1994. About two months later 
there is an item about the progress of the coalition formation (7-8-
1994) in which a short quote is presented from a man waiting outside 
of the parliamentary buildings every single day to await the outcome. 
On 9-2-1996 finally, there is a very critical reportage about the 
current state of the social-democratic party PvdA and the leadership 
of then Prime Minister Wim Kok in which brief references are made to 
bad polling results for the PvdA but good ‘grades’ for Kok.  
 The audiovisual development of the political items is in line with 
the other topic and with more general technical developments, in that 
the reportages become more and more sophisticated from 1987 
onwards. The reportage about the PvdA convention in 1965 for 
instance uses very clumsy close-ups, whereas the investigative item 
on the Gladio army in 1991 presents music, photographs, textual 
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fragments and maps using quick shots and transitions, alternated 
with expert commentary. Although political reportages less often 
resemble mini-documentaries, the voice-over technique is used 
frequently and usually matches the images. However, congruent with 
the technical sophistication, the combinations of sound and image do 
become more flashy and advanced over time. The use of zoom-
techniques and close-ups can be used for dramatic presentation, 
which happens in four reportages. In 1972 the wife of the social 
democrats party leader Den Uyl is interviewed at a party at home 
about life with a politician as husband and father. She is visible in 
close-up the whole time. In a long item in which a Christian 
democratic minister is followed on a campaign-day (2-5-1981), there 
is one noticeable close-up when he is asked about his expectations 
regarding the election outcome. Two reportages, the review of the 
cabinet and Prime Minister Lubbers in a reportage in 1987 and the 
evaluation of the social democratic party PvdA and the leadership of 
Wim Kok in 1996, actually show visual framing: while discussing 
these men, their pictures, images or camera captures are shown in 
sometimes extreme close-ups, to enhance the drama of the story. 
 Music is used as a background effect increasingly over the years, 
and in every item in the 1990s. Journalists are visible infrequently 
when conducting interviews, but mostly, in line with the genre, one 
only hears them. The use of sound bites has occurred once in the 
analysis, in the 25-8-1991 reportage about the political crisis about 
the (un)linking of wages and benefits. Only Christian-democratic 
party leader Brinkman gets to explain the political argument between 
the Christian-democrats and social democrats elaborately. Although 
he is very critical about the position of the social democrats on this 
issue, he will not voice harsh or threatening statements. It seems as if 
the journalist is disappointed with this and tries to build up tension 
in the reportage by inserting the same dramatic quote of social 
democratic party leader Kok three times, in which he states that he 
can not live with a decision to unlink. 
 In sum, the analysis of the ‘governmental affairs’ reportages shows 
that they are often critical or strategically oriented, but mainly from 
the 1980s onwards. The use of vox pop elements as a journalistic 
format-aspect happens a few times, dominantly in the 1990s. The 
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audiovisual sophistication starts near the end of the 1980s but does 
not lead to a more dramatic use of for instance close-ups over time. 

 
COMPARING THE TOPICS 
Whereas this chapter focuses on the historical developments within 
the attention for the specific topics, some remarkable differences and 
similarities between the two topics also became visible through the 
analysis. The items on both topics have in common that overall 
journalists are only rarely visible, which corresponds with the genre. 
The reportages become more technically sophisticated from the mid-
80s onwards. In the first two decades producers of the reportages on 
both topics seem to be searching for the right storytelling techniques: 
audiovisual transitions and the use of close-ups and various camera-
angles seem clumsy, and a certain smoothness to combine the told 
story with the audiovisual ‘styling’ of a reportage is lacking. The 
oldest reportage analyzed, from 5-3-1964 about the legal selling of 
switchblades especially stands out in this respect, since it very much 
looks like a staged play. The reportage shows two female customers 
informing about various switchblades in a weapons shop, and the 
salesman patiently explaining and showing them. In the middle of 
this, a journalist ‘walks in’ and asks the characters to comment on 
the use of switchblades and the announced prohibiting of them. After 
some answers, the journalist disappears again and the ‘play’ 
continues. 
 This example is on the other hand indicative for the main 
difference between the reportages on both topics, since justice&crime 
reportages in general much better represent the genre of 
documentary-style reporting. The issues at stake within this topic 
lend themselves much better for mini-documentaries in which 
various actors voice their perspectives, brought together by the use of 
a voice-over in a pre-structured narrative. The analyzed items on 
governmental affairs are more often reports on the scene or accounts 
of party conventions. 
 The other remarkable difference between the handling of the two 
topics is the lack of vox pop, but strong presence of a human interest-
angle in many ‘justice & crime’ reportages, and the dominance of 
politicians in ‘governmental affairs’ items combined with a (limited) 
use of vox pop elements in the second half of the 1990s. Again, one 
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could argue this is in line with the nature of the two topics, because 
governmental affairs ask for a political perspective, and justice and 
crime issues are easier to narrate, but the overall lack of a political 
perspective on justice and crime issues is remarkable for a current 
affairs show. Instead of referring to the political cause or focusing on 
the political implications of for example drug problems or judicial 
failings, Brandpunt often chooses to show the ‘other side’ of the story, 
that of the prisoners, guards, police officers, etc. This is in line with 
their development of a new journalistic style, trying to voice the 
concerns of the people at the workplace, instead of that of known 
authorities.  
 To sum up, the genre ‘matures’ over time, which is in line with 
developments of the television medium itself: professionalization leads 
to more sophisticated reportages. Journalists are hardly visible, and 
the use of vox pop elements is also not frequent, although there is a 
slight increase in the 1990s political items. The main difference 
between the reportages on popular and non-popular topics lies in the 
style of reporting. Different uses of narrative, a human interest 
narrative for justice and crime stories and a political perspective for 
governmental affairs, and a different use of audiovisual means, 
respectively documentary style versus on the spot, result in very 
distinguishable items. 

 
DISCUSSION 

In this chapter I investigated the question whether political television 
journalism in particular has become more ‘popular’ and consequently 
became irrelevant or even detrimental to public discourse. For this 
purpose a Dutch current affairs show, Brandpunt, was examined, and 
I expected to find more popularized reportages in recent items than in 
those from earlier times. More specifically, I expected to find 
increasing attention for popular topics and an increasing use of 
popular narratives, the vox populi and sensationalizing audiovisual 
effects over time.  
 The topics analysis shows that there is no linear increase in 
attention for national events, which corresponds with the programs’ 
aim to bring the unknown foreign world closer to people’s homes. 
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Topics such as ‘weather & natural disasters’, ‘fires, accidents & 
calamities’ and ‘human interest’ are only marginally present, also 
contradicting a process of popularization. On the other hand, there is 
an increasing attention for the topic ‘justice & crime’, which would 
point at popularization. However, even at its highest point, the total 
amount of attention for justice and crime topics is not more than 
14%, and a process of popularization would likely have led to a much 
higher percentage. This number, by contrast, indicates that the 
coverage of topics is very diverse. In the domestic items there is also a 
continuing interest in the Netherlands’ foreign affairs and in Dutch 
governmental affairs, both non-popular topics. The topics analysis 
thus gives no reason to suspect ‘unhealthy’ popularization taking 
place in the Dutch current affairs show Brandpunt.  
 The qualitative content analysis on the other hand showed more 
mixed results. With regard to the narrative means, the justice and 
crime reportages showed to be often told from a human interest 
perspective. Although the human interest perspective as such could 
point at a popular style of journalism, the lack of any over time 
increase or intensification means that an actual process of 
popularization is absent. Moreover, the use of a human interest 
perspective is an indication of Brandpunt’s new and controversial 
style of journalism. As I explained in the description of the case, both 
the journalists and the editor of the program aimed to produce anti-
authoritarian and innovative coverage by giving a voice to people who 
weren’t otherwise heard. This was a clear, political-journalistic 
decision, executed by presenting alternative perspectives and not just 
short quotes as popularizing trick, and can therefore not be bluntly 
ascribed to a process of popularization.  
 The analysis of the ‘governmental affairs’ reportages does show 
some more signs of popularization, mainly in the increasing amount 
of critical or strategically oriented reportages and in the use of vox 
pop elements as a journalistic format-aspect in the 1990s. However, 
journalists, and especially news and current affairs reporters, are 
expected to be both critical and analytical about political issues, since 
they preferably act as watchdogs of our democracy. Reportages in 
which elections are portrayed as horse races or in which political 
actors were almost burnt down, however, did occur. 
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Overall, the current affairs genre ‘matures’ over time, which is in line 
with developments of the television medium itself, but making the 
reportages in general more ‘comfortable’ to watch. Yet, this 
technological progress cannot just be labeled as audiovisual 
popularization. It actually shows the professionalization of television 
journalism, and the development of documentary-style reporting in 
current affairs journalism, a style often valued and applauded. 
 This study has shown that both popular and non-popular topics 
can and sometimes are presented in a popular way. This is however 
not done consistently or increasingly throughout the years, and 
popularization has consequently not been found. However, this study 
focused on only one particular current affairs show, which stopped in 
1996. Many of the critiques on developments in political television 
journalism argue that even the most serious forms of journalism have 
become more sensational and entertaining, and less informative. 
Although the specific results presented here cannot be generalized to 
other current affairs programs or political television programs, it does 
show that this critique does not hold for one of the best Dutch 
journalistic programs. And the programs good viewer ratings and 
evaluations prove that popularization is not always necessary for a 
program to become popular.  
 The literature that was discussed earlier, about tabloidization, 
media logic and the influence of popular culture on political 
communication, is thus too general and pessimistic when discussing 
developments in political television journalism. There are serious 
programs that popularized over time, and there also occurred 
entertaining and infotaining programs on TV mixing politics with 
popular culture, but in order to evaluate these programs, and be able 
to judge their value for democratic processes, situated analyses are 
needed, that offer in-depth knowledge of television content in its 
context. Unfortunately this study ends in the 1990s, but many of the 
criticisms from the literature also originate in the 1990s. And the 
longitudinal analysis of almost 40 years of serious TV journalism did 
prove that a general fear for a popularization of serious journalism is 
not justified. 
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NOTES 

1 The Comparative Agendas Project (CAP) brings together scholars 
from various countries across the world, developing systematic 
indicators of issue attention. They classify events (e.g. bills, 
parliamentary questions, media stories) for topic, making it possible 
to study the frequency of such events. The major topics of the 
taxonomy and the subtopics are comprehensive and consistent 
across time. The topic system is similar in all participating countries, 
but adjusted and extended to fit the nations specific contexts (see for 
more information http://www.comparativeagendas.org). For this 
study of a Dutch current affairs TV program I used the Flemish 
codebook that was developed specifically to analyze media. 
2 An item about for instance elections in France would thus be 
excluded from the selection, but an item on local elections somewhere 
in the Netherlands included. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Personal narratives in political discourse take on many forms, but 
among the most visible and controversial are the personal narratives 
of politicians in office or campaigning for office. For decades, 
observers of political cultures have claimed that the ‘personalization’s 
of politics detracts from the substantial attention voters might 
otherwise give to political issues and policy decisions (for an extensive 
discussion of these debates, see Van Zoonen, 2005). Recent elections 
indeed show that the main contenders insert personal narratives in 
their campaigns through various, sometimes unexpected, means. Not 
only have Internet weblogs of personal experiences become 
indispensable campaign instruments, auto/biographical books have 
also returned as key carriers of personal stories about candidates 
(consider Barack Obama’s The Audacity of Hope: Thoughts on 
Reclaiming the American Dream or Dit land kan zoveel beter by Dutch 
Social-Democrat party leader Wouter Bos). Controversies around 
these various biographical genres notwithstanding, the intention in 
this chapter is not to assess or even discuss the impact of personal 
narratives on the quality of politics and democracy. Such a general 
aim is bound to fail, given the diversity of personal narratives, the 
different contexts in which they are told, and the myriad ways in 
which they are appreciated by distinct groups of citizens. Instead, I 
want to investigate critics’ claims that these personal narratives have 
become ever more dominant, and to analyze their different themes 
and styles so as to ground a more detailed and empirically informed 
understanding. To do so, I will examine a particular genre in which 
personal narratives of and about politicians have appeared regularly 
over the past 50 years: the televised portraits of politicians that have 
been broadcast in the Netherlands from television’s early days in the 
1960s through the election of 2006.  
 We approach these broadcasts with a number of general 
expectations based in academic and public discussions about 
political biography and the personalization of politics, and derived 
from developments in the contemporary histories of television, politics 
and culture. I will elaborate on these expectations in the following 
section. 
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CONTROVERSIES AND RESEARCH EXPECTATIONS 

The written auto/biography has long been the standard form 
politicians used to tell their personal stories: “Generations of leaders 
from nearly every age and culture have attempted to transmit to the 
future an account of their lives and achievements”, Egerton (1992, p. 
221) argues, with their narratives providing an understanding of 
politics in terms of the dramas of political leadership that appeal to 
both political and popular audiences (Egerton). Such 
auto/biographies have been and still are the subject of controversy, 
focusing for instance on the following questions: whether the private 
lives and personal considerations of politicians hinder or facilitate a 
more substantial understanding of historical processes (Bolton, 
2006); whether biographical accounts tend to ‘neaten things up’ and 
rewrite history (Egerton); whether personalized accounts open up the 
field of politics to wider audiences (Nethercote, Arklay, & Wanna, 
2006), and so on. The compromise in these contentions could be, as 
Selth (2006) argues, that ‘good’ auto/biographies do not distinguish 
between the subject’s public and private life, presenting them as an 
integrated whole.  But what ‘good’ biographies are, and when and 
how private issues devalue or enrich political biography, depends on 
particular situated contexts and political cultures, and cannot be 
addressed in general terms (cf. Thompson, 2000).  
 These tensions between public and private aspects of personal 
narratives of politicians have not only appeared in the context of 
biographical writing, but emerge whenever such narratives are found 
in public settings, regardless of whether they are produced by 
professional communicators in the traditional genres of journalism, 
film and television, or by politicians themselves in the newer 
platforms that the internet provides. Political and media actors 
continue to distinguish between public and private spheres, but time 
and again, contentions revolve around which themes and styles of 
personal stories are relevant to political ideals and discussions, as 
well as around questions of who is to blame for stories that are too 
personal, intimate or emotional (see for a more elaborate discussion 
Corner, 2000; Van Zoonen, 2005). As I claimed with respect to 
written biography, the boundaries between too personal and properly 
personal depend on the diachronic and synchronic particularities of 
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specific political cultures, and are also subject to multiple ethical 
considerations. The quintessence of such discussions can be found in 
the political, media and popular debates about the Clinton-Lewinsky 
scandal, with questions ranging from whether the topic was at all 
relevant to assessing Clinton’s presidency, to whether he himself, the 
media or “a vast right-wing conspiracy” was to blame for the scandal 
(Lawrence & Bennett, 2001).1 Less sensational personal narratives 
have also been subject to similar discussions, such as the birth of 
Tony Blair’s fourth child while Blair was in office as British Prime 
Minister2, or Angela Merkel’s makeover from dull “Ossie” (former East 
German) to glamorous “Wessie” in the German national elections of 
2005 (Van Zoonen, 2006) 3.  
 An additional issue in such discussions is whether personal 
narratives are authentic (i.e. ‘real’ or ‘true’) or a strategic means to 
reach new constituencies. Levasseur (2000), for instance, warns that 
cinematographic political documentaries, ever more popular as 
campaign material, need to be understood in the context of the 
subject’s access to and control over audiovisual material and 
narrative, and the balance of power between producer and 
participating subject. Traditionally, documentaries celebrated the 
accomplishments of a subject in a chronological order using 
photographic stills, film footage, accounts of contemporaries or 
experts, and a voiceover, but nowadays popular auto/biographical 
documentaries are produced in collaboration with living subjects 
appearing semi-live on the screen. Complicating this collaboration, 
Levasseur notes, is that the subject’s sense of celebrity can both 
authorize and influence biographical projects, as every subject has 
both a performing identity and a social identity, and directors can be 
tempted to simplify the narrative or objectify the subject to be more 
competitive in the market place (for an extensive discussion of these 
debates, see Levasseur, 2000).  
 Such controversies project structural oppositions between public 
and private, and authentic and strategic, that emerge in particular 
forms whenever a new medium arises for personal narration of and 
about politicians. Traditional auto/biography and cinematographic 
biography have been subject to these controversies, but recently 
politicians’ weblogs and social network sites have also been criticized 
and acclaimed (Park, 2009; Trammell, Williams, Postelnicu, & 
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Landreville, 2006). Television has received the most critical comments 
in this respect, from both academics and journalists. The classic text 
of the video malaise thesis, as it is generally called, is Postman’s 
(1985) Amusing ourselves to death, in which he extensively argues 
that the television medium is unsuitable for serious, rational debate, 
and consequently public and political discourse becomes ‘shriveled 
and absurd’.  
 Hart (1994) presents a more sophisticated critique of television as 
a medium whose visual nature limits it to personal relations and 
intimate feelings, whether those of characters, sports heroes, ordinary 
people or politicians. Television genres therefore uphold the personal, 
the emotional and the psychological at the expense of the factual, the 
rational and the analytical. When it comes to politics, then, television 
can, will, and arguably must, only focus on politicians, instead of 
parties and issues (Langer, 2007; Rahat & Sheafer, 2007). It is thus 
unable to produce quality political journalism (Newton, 2006). While 
these academic commentators ally themselves with politicians and 
journalists in their emphasis on necessary boundaries between public 
and private, increasingly other researchers claim that politics and 
personal narratives are intimately linked, and should be analyzed in 
concrete situations to assess whether they have a positive, negative or 
irrelevant impact on citizenship and politics (for instance Coleman, 
2003, 2006; Street, 1997; Van Zoonen, 2000b). 
 Conceptual vagueness characterizes all these discussions. There is 
very little empirically or historically grounded analysis of what exactly 
the themes and styles of politicians’ personal narratives comprise, or 
whether they have expanded or changed over time, or whether the 
narrator, the medium, the genre or the topic at hand wields the 
greatest influence. In fact, different researchers and disciplines define 
‘personal narratives’, or ‘personalization’ in politics, in very different 
ways. The author’s own systematic analysis of the academic literature 
revealed seven definitions of personalization in politics, three of which 
directly referred to personal narratives told by politicians themselves 
or by others (Van Santen & Van Zoonen, 2009): stories about the 
individual competence of politicians; stories about the private lives of 
politicians; and emotional accounts or reflections of political events 
and experiences. In addition to the conceptual vagueness in the 
existing debates, there is little sense of the impact of cultural and 
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historical specificities. Personalization is often approached as a recent 
development driven by competitive forces in print and television 
journalism, by the influence of American style campaigning, or by the 
imperatives of television (Brants, 1998; Newton, 2006). An 
academically sound analysis of personal narratives of politicians thus 
needs to define clearly what ‘personal narrative’ is, and how it is 
articulated within specific historical, political and cultural contexts.  
 To begin this work, I look at television portraits of politicians, the 
genre par excellence of personal narration produced and circulated in 
national politics. The genre itself aims to provide a combined picture 
of politicians’ public and private personas. Existing since the advent 
of television, the genre offers enough material to trace historical 
developments. As a television genre, the portrait offers politicians 
ample opportunity to present strategically their personal identity and 
stories. But the portrait also enables the discussion of political 
issues, and thus is useful for assessing whether and how personal 
narratives can contain politically relevant information.  
 Our analysis of the television portraits of Dutch politicians from 
the beginning of television to the last general elections in 2006 uses a 
threefold understanding of personal narratives, which I developed 
from the literature. As summarized in figure 5.1, I will look at stories 
about individual competence (e.g. Langer, 2007), private lives (e.g. Van 
Zoonen, 2000b, 2006) and emotional reflections (e.g. Pantti, 2005). 
 
Figure 5.1 Visual Reproduction of Personalization 
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 We approach the television portrait with this understanding of 
personal narratives, along with additional concerns derived from the 
specificities of Dutch television, Dutch political and cultural history, 
and ongoing public and scholarly debates about the pros and cons of 
personalization. This approach resulted in two sets of general 
expectations about the development of personal narratives in 
television portraits of politicians. First, following academic and public 
critique of the growth of personalization in politics, I expect to find 
more personal narratives in recent television portraits than in those 
from earlier times. I also expect these narratives to cover more – and 
more intimate – dimensions of personal lives. In particular, as I will 
elaborate below, I expect to find a movement from narratives of 
individual competence towards stories about private lives, and more 
recently, towards reflections on emotional experiences in politics.  
 Second, I expect these changes to be contingent on the way the 
medium of television has intersected with political and cultural 
developments in the Netherlands. To begin with, television itself 
changed significantly, from basing its programs on existing literary 
and theatrical traditions, to producing its own typical genres. I thus 
expect television portraits in the early years to reflect the codes of 
auto/biographical writing, but to become generically hybrid and 
‘televisual’ in later years. Specifically for the Netherlands, these 
developments were exacerbated when commercial television was 
introduced in 1989. Criticism about the demise of Dutch 
broadcasting values subsequently increased, especially over the 
incorporation of popular and personal conventions in informative 
programs.  
 The most important developments for Dutch politics during our 
research period concern depillarization and dealignment, processes 
that identify respectively the loss of stable and easy connections 
within particular religious and ideological groups (‘pillars’), and the 
transformation of the media from ‘lap dogs’ or mouthpieces to critical, 
independent watchdogs; and declining confessional and ideological 
politics resulting in a diminishing identification with political parties – 
the growth of a ‘floating’ electorate (Brants & Van Praag, 2006). As a 
result, parties and politicians have had to develop more elaborate and 
diverse ways to convince citizens of their worth. Through the years, 
one strategy has been the promotion of the individual party-leader, a 
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process that reached its zenith with the campaign and massive 
success of right-wing liberal Pim Fortuyn in 2002. In this context, I 
expect the television portrait to gain ground, and to gradually become 
more individualistic. I particularly expect that current portraits will 
contain less information about the subject’s religious and/or party 
allegiances. Finally, I expect to see in the television portraits visible 
impact of the 1960s movements in Dutch culture (and broader, 
Western societies), which have been identified as ‘informalization’ and 
‘democratization’, referring to respectively to public casualness, 
informal behavior, and open discussion of emotions, and to the 
desired participation of citizens in different societal arenas, including 
the debate about the boundaries of public and personal lives. These 
cultural changes should be visible specifically in the politicians’ 
appearances and conversational styles, and in their interaction with 
the interviewer or host, and studio or home audiences.  

 
METHOD 

For this study I conducted a qualitative content analysis of 23 
portraits of Dutch politicians, broadcast during the last five decades 
on public television channels in the Netherlands. For the longitudinal 
approach, I selected a variety of different broadcasts that aimed to 
‘paint a portrait’ of an individual, broadcasts in which the guest him 
or herself was present, in which the guest was a (former) politician, 
and in which an interviewer or host was present (see appendix D). 
Portraits were selected from the archives of The Netherlands Institute 
for Sound and Vision4, and for the 2006 election, from the TV 
program websites. Unfortunately, the institute’s collection lacks 
programs of commercial channels; and programs from the public 
channels were sometimes damaged, incomplete, unavailable, or not 
preserved at all. This meant that only four programs from the 1960s 
could be analyzed; from every other decade I also analyzed four to five 
programs.  
 In line with the expectations, from 2000 onwards the number of 
TV portraits I could choose from increased significantly. I therefore 
had to select more strictly, basing the decisions on the need to cover 
the different available formats, hosts, broadcasters, politicians, and 
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parties. I thus tried not to include politicians or portrait series more 
than once. The final selection of portraits (see appendix D) consists of 
politicians at the national political level or higher, who belonged to 
various political parties, and who were interviewed by a wide range of 
journalists, in a diversity of programs, broadcast by different 
networks. I cannot claim this selection as a representative sample. 
Some programs, especially those from the commercial networks, are 
absent, and female politicians are only marginally present. 
Nonetheless, the selection criteria provided for variety in the material; 
and as I will discuss in the following sections, the results show 
enough parallels and continuities between the programs to expect 
that the material is indicative of wider trends. 
 The content analysis involved several stages. Initially, conversation, 
camera motions, program elements and audio/visual characteristics 
were literally transcribed and described. I then coded these 
transcripts by identifying topics, themes and technical characteristics. 
All data were analyzed in their original forms and in the Dutch 
language, using Atlas.ti, a software package for qualitative data 
analysis. In the next phase, the interpretative analysis of the 
programs, I linked codes to the theoretical concepts of 
individualization, privatization, and emotionalization, according to the 
model presented in figure 5.1. An example of the coding is shown in 
table 5.1. An excerpt from a portrait of the leader of the Dutch Social-
Democrats in 2006 shows that the main theme of conversation is the 
war in Iraq. I coded the personal narrative that occurs in lines 8 and 
9 as individualization, because it concerned the competence of the 
politician to withstand pressure. I also coded the camera movement 
from filming the general setting with both men visible, toward 
individual framing of both the interviewer and the politician.  
 Coding all programs in this way enabled us to make both 
diachronic and synchronic comparisons; that is, both between time 
periods and between politicians and programs. In this chapter, I will 
focus primarily on the diachronic comparisons, beginning with an 
overall impression of how the data compare to the theoretical 
expectations, and then linking the findings to the concepts of 
individualization, privatization, and emotionalization. Representative 
quotations, translated English, will give these concepts depth and 
meaning, with an emphasis on historical differences. For this reason, 
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I will disregard details about the various politicians, and use the year 
of the broadcast and the politician’s name as indicators. 
 
Table 5.1 Coding Example 

  FRAGMENT TOPIC PERSONALIZATION VISUAL AUDIO 
1 Note from coder: They walk outside. They stand there for a 

while chatting. Visible from the chest up, with 10 Downing 
Street visible in the background. 

  

 'War in Iraq' 
'Political 
belief' 

  Setting: on 
location 

Background: 
street noises 

2 Journalist: ‘Have you spoken with Blair about Iraq?’   
Both visible 3 Bos: “Well, yes, a little bit. But more in the context of North-

Korea and Iran.”    
4 Journalist: ‘If you had become prime-minister in 2003, would 

you not have given support to the war in Iraq?’   
Camera on 
politician 

5 Bos: “No, I wouldn’t have.”   
6 Journalist: ‘So you would have been in the Schröder/Chirac-

camp?’   
7 Bos: “Yes.”    
8 Journalist: ‘But are you sure you would have been able to 

withstand the enormous pressure that would have been put 
on you, to keep saying ‘no’?’ 

Competence Individualization Camera on 
journalist 

9 Bos: “Yes. And that has to do with the fact that you wouldn’t 
have been alone in that at that moment. Because indeed 
mainly the French and Germans and some other countries, 
were prepared to say at that moment ‘we need to continue 
with the UN because there is a chance this can work without a 
war.” 

Competence Individualization Camera on 
politician 

Source: Paul Rosenmöller and… Wouter Bos (15-11-2006) 
   

 

 
GENERAL TRENDS 

Remarkably, in the context of video malaise theses, personal 
narratives were never taboo in television portraits of politicians; I 
found individual, private and emotional stories already in the very 
first television portraits. The 1963 portrait of then minister of Foreign 
Affairs Joseph Luns, for instance, contained accounts of his father, 
his family life, and how he felt about certain issues, as did most other 
portraits of the 1960s and 1970s. What is striking, however, is that 
most politicians portrayed in those times were no longer central to 
their respective parties, or had retired from office. The portraits were 
designed to look back on their careers, just as traditional written 
auto/biographies do. It seems as if the person behind the politician 
thus only became known to the public after he or she was out of the 
public eye and had a well-founded political reputation. When in 
office, politicians apparently kept personal and political narratives 
separate.  
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 In material from the early 1990s, I found the first portraits of 
active politicians. By this time, commercial television had been 
introduced in the Netherlands, depillarization had been completed, 
and party dealignment was underway. The portraits from this decade 
cover ministers, members of parliament, and electoral contenders. 
Especially in the portraits of the latter, political and personal 
narratives come together, resulting in conversations between 
interviewer and guest about political ideologies and concrete issues, 
but also about the politician’s upbringing and his or her feelings 
about politics and the election campaign. The conversations in these 
portraits thus offer the contending politicians an opportunity to 
construct strategically an appealing persona that combines relevant 
political ideals and competent behavior with personal narratives that 
represent the politician’s political position as well as appeals to the 
electorate he or she wants to mobilize. the expectations about the 
increase of personal narratives in television portraits are thus both 
challenged and supported: challenged because personal narratives in 
their individual, private, and emotional dimensions were already 
present in the early television period, and because political narratives 
are still present in current television portraits; supported because 
these personal narratives became part of active political careers and 
activities only in the early 1990s.  
 With respect to the second set of expectations about the 
articulation of television, political and cultural histories in the 
portraits, I find similarly complex patterns of continuity and change. 
Comparing the first and the last portrait in the selections (1961 with 
2006), you see how the genre itself has changed dramatically, as 
expected, due to the development of the medium. The 1961 interview 
consists of a black-and-white one-on-one interview in a studio 
setting, with some inserted stills explained in a voiceover. The 
program is static, resembling mostly visual radio. The 2006 portraits 
are filmed on different locations, with the interview taking place 
during walks and visits to places that have been relevant to the 
politicians’ biographies. The technological maturity of the medium 
allows for dynamic visuals that contribute to the understanding of 
the politician portrayed and his or her political convictions. These 
politicians were at the time also electoral contenders, and programs 
such as Andries and Paul Rosenmöller and… position their subject in 
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social and geographic spaces connected to their personal political 
ideology. For instance Wouter Bos, leader of the Dutch Social-
Democratic party, is interviewed in London, where he talks about how 
his former employment at Shell influenced his ideas about the role of 
industries in society and their reappearance in his parties’ election 
program.  
 And yet, the 1961 ‘talking heads’ form is still present in the recent 
material, and filming on location already occurred in 1973. The usage 
of stills and film footage occurs throughout the research period. It 
seems appropriate to typify this pattern of change and continuity as a 
diversification of the genre, meaning that old patterns do not 
disappear, but are complemented with new ones that reflect changes 
in the medium’s technological and cultural possibilities. In the 1980s, 
the TV portrait also appeared in the form of a big studio show with 
live audiences and performances. In the lead (In de Hoofdrol), a 
popular 1980s program based on the US format This is your life, 
invites friends and family to the studio to comment on the featured 
politician, who in his or her turn talks about them (private narratives) 
and how important they are for him/her (emotional narratives). The 
innovation here comes from the setting, but the core of the genre – 
the conversation between an interviewer/host and a politician – 
remains the same.  
 In addition to diversification, a significant change concerns the 
role of the interviewer, who becomes ever more present in the 
television portraits. In the early portraits, he (there were few female 
broadcasters in that period) is invisible and hardly ever audible. 
Gradually, starting in the 1970s, the interviewer’s questions are more 
often heard and seen being asked. In the most recent shows, the 
interviewer becomes more like a host, and is almost as visible and as 
important as the guest, speaking and interrupting much more. This 
coauthor role of the interviewer makes the portraits more similar to 
intimate conversation than to a formal interviews or entertaining 
shows, and increases the chances of personal reflection – although 
politicians have become very skilled in spinning personal matters into 
politically relevant topics. Not all interviewers, however, are equally 
kind. Despite depillarization, Dutch public broadcasting still has 
clear political roots, and thus there are friendly and not-so friendly 
broadcasters for specific political parties and candidates.  
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 The conversational style of the interviews has also become more 
informal over time, with host and guest joking and laughing at times, 
and with both dressed and behaving more casually. In the most 
recent portraits, style and informalization have become 
conversational topics in their own right. This is not, however, an 
entirely new phenomenon: throughout the years, brief remarks were 
made about politicians’ looks, personal styles, and body language 
(“impeccably dressed man” (1963); “I would want it a bit more neatly 
creased” (1988); “Erica always wears these beautiful blouses” (1992)). 
In the past decade, however, personal style has become a topic of 
recurrent and intense conversation, as shows in the following excerpt 
from a 2006 portrait (Pechtold, 2006):  

Interviewer: ‘Back to my question. Alexander, the man of 
cosmetics, of the silver… The man, in politics 
also, of cosmetics, the show, the auction, the 
theater. “Here I stand, Alexander Pechtold…”.’ 

Pechtold:  “No, no, I do not recognize myself in that. But I 
know people have that image, also of me. I live 
my life and political career the way I see fit. And 
some people like that and others hate it.” 

Similarly, in a 2001 portrait of the current Dutch Prime Minister, who 
was then only leader of the Christian Democrats (Balkenende, 2001): 

Interviewer: ‘But you do know that these days it is all about 
the chaps who articulate policy? You are the 
packaging of the party message. Maybe people 
used to be uninterested in the private life of 
Colijn, but times have changed.’ 

Balkenende: “Yes, that is true. On the other hand I believe it 
should be about content in politics. […] I realize 
that the image of a politician is often about how 
interesting he is as a person. I noticed that when 
I took office. Immediately it was all about 
appearances, image, and things like that.” 

  
 Despite these more deeply personalized topics in the most recent 
TV portraits, contrary to the expectations, the political party and the 
societal alliances of the politicians remain important conversation 
topics. Especially in election times, party politics and the competence 
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to lead one’s party are regularly invoked, since the party’s message 

needs to be communicated as well. In addition, and in contrast to the 

socio-cultural trends of depillarization and secularization, the 

religious affiliations of politicians remained a stable topic of the 

portraits I investigated. I expected this to be the case at the height of 

pillarization in the early 1960s, but religion remained vividly present 

in many portraits from the 1970s and 1980s. Though it briefly 

disappears in the 1990s, currently religion is once again prominent in 

politicians’ personal narratives. This might be due to the fact that one 

of the leading evangelical TV hosts, Andries Knevel, produced a series 

of portraits in the 2006 campaign period, titled Andries. In light of 

current developments in the Netherlands, the renewed popularity of 

faith and spirituality, and debate about religion, cultural values and 

political ideologies with regard to integration and Islam, the 

resurgence of this topic is also no surprise. 

 In sum, the general developments in politicians’ personal 

narratives found in television portraits in the Netherlands are typified 

by complex patterns of change and continuity. First, although from 

the early 1960s, individual, private, and emotional stories were found 

in television portraits, interview subjects from the 1960s and 1970s 

were often retired, recognized authorities, who could spend the 

interviews largely looking back on their careers and lives. The active 

politicians portrayed in later times were strategically seeking to 

construct appealing political-private personas that would highlight 

their competence. Second, as a genre, the television portrait has 

developed significantly, including more diverse settings, additional 

speakers, photo/video footage, and entertainment elements. The 

politician’s political and personal stories, however, remain the core of 

the portrait. New formats thus complement older ones. A third 

significant change involves the expanding presence of the interviewer, 

and the increasing informality of the conversation between host and 

guest. Compared to earlier portraits, recent interviews appear more 

casual and democratic, as the politician is placed on an equal and 

relaxing footing with the host and audience. The interview subjects 

are also encouraged to reflect on their own positions, behavior and 

personalities. Again this seems partly related to the fact that earlier 

shows were more a platforms for politicians themselves to look back 

from and give a historical accounts, while more recent portraits are 
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often employed in the context of an election campaign. Continuity is 
visible mainly in how party and religious affiliations have remained 
important, and in the continued presence of original interview 
formats and the coexistence of political ánd individual, private and 
emotional narratives. In the next section, I will examine these 
narratives in more detail, assessing changes in the topics and styles 
of these individual, private and emotional narratives.  

 
SPECIFIC DEVELOPMENTS 

INDIVIDUALIZATION 
I defined individualization in the theoretical model as involving stories 
about the individual competence of politicians. Such stories appeared 
as a stable ingredient of the television portraits, with only minor 
variations through the decades. Whether or not a portrayed politician 
is still in office evidently makes little difference in the way in which 
competence is depicted. However, from the early 1960s to the late 
1980s, the subjects were often retired. Their reflections contributed to 
their images as wise political leaders. Without exception, the hosts 
praised the competence of these politicians, and treated them with 
respect. In a 1961 portrait, a guest politician who had recently taken 
up a position with NATO notes that he had already acquired much 
experience with different issues as a representative of the Dutch 
government in international delegations (Stikker, 1961). His formal 
tone and comments contrast sharply with a 2006 portrait of a 
relatively young and inexperienced party leader. This campaigning 
politician could not rely on long-term experience, but he strategically 
conceals this in a personal reflection on how he feels as a party 
leader, while addressing the interviewer informally, by first name:  

“I’m starting to get it. […] And that is also a matter of experience, 
Andries, I notice. You have to do it for a while and then gradually 
you notice that it’s becoming easier.” (Rutte 2006) 

Overall, I found that the most prominent qualities highlighted in most 
portraits concern the rhetorical skills, eloquence, and popularity of 
the guest politician. Experience, honesty, integrity, and being in 
control are also often mentioned as elements  of individual 
competence, sometimes in inserts and comments from colleagues or 
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friends, sometimes by the interviewer. The host of a 1963 portrait of 
the minister of Foreign Affairs mentions  an opinion poll that declared 
him the most popular minister in the Netherlands; a former state 
secretary is complimented by his interviewer for having been an 
“honorable” politician (Luns, 1963); a respected member of the Senate 
receives compliments from fellow politicians (Algra, 1973); a well-
known mayor and member of parliament is shown videos of people 
commending his political qualities (Schakel, 1988): “He understood 
the voice of the people and responded to that very well.”, “The most 
fantastic speaker, lots of expertise.”, “What I noticed in his work in the 
party, is that he gave powerful statements in a pleasant way.” When 
complimented in this way, the politician usually responded with 
appropriate modesty and matter-of-factness. 
 In the portraits I analyzed, interviewers rarely asked critical, 
challenging, or ‘tough’ questions, though instances do occur in all 
decades. In an exceptional moment in a 1967 portrait of a former 
party leader and member of the Senate, the interviewer comments 
that the guest never became a “great” politician because he was 
controlled by his emotions. The politician, of course, disagrees with 
the idea that he chose the wrong career, and argues that emotional 
people are very useful in politics. Despite the growing importance of 
the interviewer throughout the years, however, such exchanges do 
not seem to have become more common. Challenges in television 
portraits seem to come more often in the form of video clips of other 
people, rather than directly from the host. In a 1986 portrait, for 
example, the leader of the Dutch communist party, and the audience, 
are shown a video of a historian critiquing the leader’s handling of 
party dissent: “He speaks about remorse, but that is not the point. It is 
about gaining insight into actions of those days and into how enemies 
were infamously destroyed” (Bakker, 1986). Such inserts enable the 
interviewer to maintain the informal and convivial atmosphere of the 
conversation, while nonetheless complying with a journalistic 
demand to be critical and inquisitive. Following depillarization, Dutch 
journalists have developed a more professional sense of their 
occupation, but breaking ideological and religious ties was not always 
easy or profound (Brants and Van Praag). 
 Over time, politicians’ modesty about their achievements 
disappears, and we see them increasingly grab the opportunity to talk 
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about their own competence, while strategically reflecting on their 
positive qualities. In a 1984 portrait of one of the few leading female 
politicians of the 1960s and 1970s, Marga Klompé notes that when 
people asked her how someone who studied chemistry ended up in 
politics, she would reply: “That is where I learned analysis and 
synthesis. And to distinguish between main and side issues. Those are 
all things I needed in politics.” In the 2006 portraits, which were 
broadcast in the middle of the national election campaign, similar 
reflections were inserted in evidently strategic ways. The Social-
Democrat leader, for in- stance, used the then salient issue of failed 
multiculturalism  to articulate his personal qualities: 

“There has always been a lack of understanding between different 
cultures. Should you say ‘Oh, I´d better not have any ideals at all to 
change that?’ No! Precisely in those cases a progressive politician 
will say ‘I’m going to keep fighting because I believe it can be 
improved.’ And, well, every single person for whom I, in that 
respect, can make a difference, is a reward.” (Bos 2006) 

Our analysis of politicians’ individual personal narratives shows that 
competence is a central feature, comprising eloquence, experience, 
and integrity. Lack of competence is rarely discussed in these 
programs, and when it does occur, it generally takes the form of 
inserts from outside commentators. Over time, politicians have begun 
to foreground their own specific competences for strategic reasons, 
rather than as a reflection of personal qualities.  
 

PRIVATIZATION 
The second kind of personal narrative I distinguished in the 
theoretical model involves the private lives and pursuits of politicians. 
With the exception of two portraits (Stikker, 1961; Van Mierlo, 1970), 
private lives and pursuits appear as all-time favorite topics of 
conversation, along with childhood and parental influences (mostly 
that of the father), spouses, children, and hobbies. Consider the 
similarities between two excerpts from radically different times about 
the influence of a politician’s father:  

 “He was artistically very talented, he had enormous erudition, he 
was moreover an exceptionally kind man, and an ideal-type father. 
So I still think back on my father with a sort of worship. Literally. 
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And because of his wide political interest he did bring that in to me, 
I believe.” (Luns 1963) 
 
 “My parents passed on some things very strongly. The most 
important is from my father, who unfortunately is not with us any 
more, that he said, like, you are not just here for yourself. You also 
walk around on earth to do some good for someone else if you are 
good at something.” (Rutte 2006) 

Current family life is also featured in the portraits, both from the 
early period and in recent years. A 1963 portrait of a Christian former 
state secretary contains the following conversation:  

Interviewer: ‘Excellency, a more personal question in between: 
do you allow your children to partake in visiting 
the theatre, ballet, cinema?’ 

Roolvink:  “I have in that respect always been of quite 
liberal opinion. But it has always been my 
custom to come along myself. When my children 
went to the cinema for the first time, I said ‘we 
will go together’. And we will talk about the 
movie too. And that still happens occasionally. 
But I hardly ever get round to it.” 

Interviewer: ‘You do not have time for it?’ 
Roolvink: “Very little.” (Roolvink 1963) 

Similar conversations appear in portraits from every decade in the 
study. A 2001 interview with the then Finance Minister reads: 

Interviewer: ‘Do you have as much time for them [your 
children] as your image leads us to suspect?’ 

Zalm: “No.” 
Interviewer: ‘Not the ideal father as depicted in the media?’ 
Zalm: “No. I try. But as good as some people think I am 

is not correct.” 
Interviewer: ‘And do you regret that?’ 
Zalm: “Well, yes, one must also enjoy work, hm? Or you 

are not a good father again. You have to give and 
take a little.” (Zalm 2003) 

The ability of politicians to balance their work and private life is even 
discussed with a party leader who is single and has no children 
(Rutte, 2006).  



THE PERSONAL IN POLITICAL TV 
 

 119 

 Our study has shown that the stories politicians are asked about 

remain remarkably similar through time: the influence of upbringing 

and parents, and the problems of combining a political career with a 

private life, especially with being a good parent to your children. 

Previous research supports the claim that family life and the 

problems of combining it with a political career are regular topics of 

conversation, but ones that provide men with the opportunity to show 

their human qualities, while challenging women to explain their odd 

choice of public life, against the common expectations of feminine 

behavior (Van Zoonen, 2000a). The study shows that the issue of 

private lives and pursuits is raised with male and female politicians 

alike. In the portraits I have examined, both male and female 

campaigning politicians discuss this challenge, but are equally 

reluctant to talk about their actual family lives. Spouses are relatively 

absent in these stories, and a number of Dutch politicians are well 

known for deliberately keeping their families out of sight (Bos, 2006). 

 

EMOTIONALIZATION 
Although increasing in recent decades, emotions were still the most 

rare dimension of personal stories, much less common than 

individual and private accounts. Typically the interviewer is the one 

who asks about emotions and feelings, through questions like “Do 

you like to be popular?”, “What do you think is the most pleasant 

aspect of being a minister?”, “But how do you feel when you stand in 

front of such a room?” Politicians across the sampling have never 

volunteered this information, and the degree to which they feel at 

ease with these kinds of questions seems to differ more between 

politicians than between time periods. Just after he was elected party 

leader, for instance, current Dutch Prime Minister Jan Peter 

Balkenende was asked whether party leadership falls short of or 

exceeds expectations; his brief reply was “exceeds” (2001). And when 

asked how he felt about the then widespread satire about him (he 

was regularly compared to Harry Potter), he only replied “funny.” In 

his 1963 portrait, however, Minister of Foreign Affairs Luns easily 

answers how he felt about his career, concluding “It undoubtedly 

gives satisfaction when one can accomplish something useful and 

necessary every now and then.” His particular choice of words 

suggests that Luns nevertheless creates some distance between 
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himself and his emotions by using such formal discourse as “when 
one can accomplish something” and similar distancing mechanisms 
continue until the recent period. While this style fits with the more 
general grandiloquent mode of expression of 1960s and 1970s 
politicians, in the current period “one” has been replaced by “you”, as 
seen in the 2006 portrait of the Socialist Party leader: 

Interviewer: ‘We were in Assisi a few weeks ago and among 
other things we talked about your health then. 
After that it has been in the papers that you had 
a heart attack. Is it bothersome to talk about 
that?’ 

 Marijnissen: “Yes, hahaha, yes. Well, bothersome. It is just, it 
supposedly comes with the job. But you want to 
talk about the elections of course. As party leader 
you want to talk about what you stand for of 
course.” (Marijnissen, 2006) 

How persistent and probing interviewers are also does not seem to 
differ across time, but to depend on the interviewer. The host is not 
very persistent with Balkenende in 2001, while a journalist in a 1963 
portrait keeps trying to evoke some emotions from a politician who 
keeps giving diplomatic, work-related answers. The contrast between 
two series of portraits from 2006 reinforces how differences between 
interviewers may explain more than differences in time period. One 
series, hosted by Paul Rosenmöller, a former and respected politician, 
was made as a deliberate effort to uncover politicians’ feelings about 
their work, while Andries Knevel, the TV presenter of another series, 
seems to be less interested in ‘deep reads’ and more in having fun 
with his guests. 
 The legitimacy of emotions in politics is a persistent topic in these 
portraits, with responses differing more between politicians than 
across time. In answer to one of the first questions in a 1967 
interview, the guest remarks that a political choice is an affective 
matter. Yet, in an insert in the same portrait, a former colleague 
criticizes him for being an emotional man: 

“He has many qualities, but he does not rouse a great sense of 
sympathy, more of antipathy. Maybe that is very irrational, it has to 
do with emotions. But it is because he acts too much like the 
psychiatrist of Dutch politicians.” (Van Riel 1967) 
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The few female politicians in the portrait sample also differ more 
greatly among each other than across time with respect to their 
opinions of the role of emotions in politics. In a 1984 portrait, a 
former female minister explicitly clarifies that the portrait is not to be 
about her and her feelings, but about her ideas: 

“But it wasn’t the goal to make a portrait of me. That is what we 
agreed upon, hm, that we don’t do that, that we are going to have a 
conversation about visions I have, about policy I have…” (Klompé 
1984). 

Another prominent female politician, and former minister of 
transport, on the contrary, does not shy away at all from the issue of 
emotions in politics (Jorritsma, 1997), and a current female political 
leader openly talks about the predicaments of being a woman in 
politics, especially when it comes to emotions: 

Halsema: “Lets see, your voice rises, becomes higher, it is 
visible, and it usually leads to a negative 
judgment. Emotions of man often lead, I mean, 
talking about stereotypes, I am aware that I 
express some prejudice, but they often lead to 
greater integrity of a man. Look, he has emotions. 
While for women it often leads to ‘look, she can 
not control herself. She is unfit for politics.’” 

Interviewer: ‘Negative.’ 
Halsema: “One can also see that women who have been 

judged favorably during their political career are 
women who have great control over their 
emotions. I mention Margaret Thatcher. Although, 
in the end…” (Halsema 2003) 

Contrary to the expectations, emotions were already part and parcel 
of the early television portraits, and reflections on them continued to 
the present as well. As with the general trends, here too it seems that 
the way emotions are included in the portraits has diversified over 
time, rather than changed fundamentally.  
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CONCLUSION 

Our analysis of personal narratives of politicians portrayed in 
television portrait programs has produced a complex picture of 
change and continuity that contradicts much contemporary work on 
the increase of personalization in politics, as well as many of the 
initial expectations: 

- personal narratives were present as early as 1961, when the first 
television portrait of a Dutch politician was found, and cannot be 
considered a mere product of contemporary commercial television 
culture; 
- personal narratives always comprised individual and private 
stories, with emotional accounts only slightly increasing in the 
recent period, but still not strongly present; and 
- personal narratives—whether individual, private, or emotional—
are always primarily articulated through the political ideas, 
activities, and goals of the guest politicians, and are embedded in 
the political and societal affiliations of the politician. 

One could argue that the mere increase of portrait programs that I 
found in the last decades is in itself a conclusive sign of increased 
personalization, but the amount of television hours has also 
increased dramatically, with the Dutch receiving two general national 
channels in late 1988, and about ten in 2006 (excluding theme and 
pay channels), with airtime expanding from evening only to the whole 
day. Further investigation is needed to determine whether the 
percentage of televised portraits of politicians has increased in 
relation to total airtime and total number of political programs.   
 The continuity in the television portraits is as striking as the 
changes. Both the topics and the core of the genre remain very 
similar over time: an interviewer and a politician talk about the 
guest’s political beliefs, individual competence, upbringing and family 
life, and how he or she feels about all of that. The interviewer can be 
more or less probing, and the politician can feel more or less at ease 
with the personal narratives. However, the genre also reflects changes 
in television, politics, and culture, resulting in a diversification of 
styles. The big, studio show-style of the TV portrait and the focus on 
active, rather than retired, politicians occurred only after the advent 
of commercial television in 1989. Despite the question of whether 
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there is a relative or an absolute increase in the number of portrait 

programs, the impact of the Fortuyn elections, which put the 

individual candidate center-stage in election campaigns, does seem to 

have increased the number of television portrait pro- grams during 

the 2006 campaign. It remains to be seen, however, whether this 

trend will continue. Finally, the informalization of Dutch culture is 

reflected in conversations becoming more informal through time, and 

hosts taking a more active and equal role in the programs.  

 Our analysis also showed that it is useful to distinguish between 

different foci of personal narratives, because they have different 

relevance for the political content of the television portraits. 

Individual narratives focused on politicians’ competence, such as 

rhetorical capacity, leadership, and experience, which are relevant for 

the political performance of politicians. Private narratives often 

included how the politician’s upbringing informed his or her political 

motives and behavior, thus adding a sense of historical continuity to 

his or her performance. Finally, though relatively rare in these 

portraits, emotional narratives were not only included, but were 

topics of reflection, thus adding to the controversy, rather than 

making emotions acceptable in cur- rent political culture. Again, this 

reflection on the legitimacy of personal narratives in politics seems to 

reflect a historical continuity in Dutch television portraits, rather 

than the effect of the alleged contemporary video malaise.  

 The same seems to be true for the Internet. In the theoretical 

outline, I briefly touched upon how controversies over the opposition 

between public and private recur whenever new media arrive, with 

the Internet as the most recent example. Discussion of the impact of 

the growing use of email and websites, and more recently weblogs 

and social network sites such as Twitter, Facebook, and the Dutch 

equivalent Hyves, is omnipresent. Research suggests that both US 

and UK politicians employ time and resources in using websites for 

self-presentation (Stanyer, 2008), and that blogging, both by citizens 

and candidates, has taken off, especially in the US since the 2004 

presidential campaign (Stanyer, 2006), with the most frequently 

discussed topic in US blogs being the candidates’ characteristics 

(Stanyer, 2006). The increasing number of politicians using these 

communication instruments too could be seen as a sign of increasing 

personalization, since these instruments are designed to facilitate a 
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direct link between sender (politician) and receiver (citizen), and vice 

versa. In the Netherlands, party websites have existed since 1994, 

but personal websites from politicians appeared for the first time 

during the 2002 election campaign (Voerman & Boogers, 2005). 

Although this trend is often referred to as personalization, most of the 

content on these sites had and still has a dominantly political 

character (Van Santen, 2009; Voerman & Boogers, 2005). Websites 

and weblogs are mainly used as campaign tools (Trammell et al., 

2006), as Van Zoonen has shown for the online presence of German 

Chancellor Angela Merkel and Finnish President Tarja Halonen 

(2006). A quick scan of Dutch political tweets and Hyves-blogs reveals 

that privatization and emotionalization do indeed occur, mostly in the 

context of a political comment, statement, or evaluation. A thorough 

analysis of Dutch political tweeting and blogging is not yet available, 

but I expect the continuities and changes with regard to television to 

apply to the Internet as well, thus giving no need for renewed 

concerns about video malaise. 
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NOTES 

1 In 1998 the news of US President Bill Clinton’s extra-marital affair 

with White House intern Monica Lewinsky eventually led to the 

impeachment of President Bill Clinton by the House of Representatives and 

his subsequent acquittal on all charges in a Senate impeachment 

trial. This affair has since then been called the ‘Clinton-Lewinsky 

scandal’.  
2 In 2000 Tony and Cherie Blair had their fourth child. Not only was 

Blair the first British Prime Minister in 150 years to father a child 

while in office, his wife was aged 45 at the time. 
3 Chancellor of Germany Angela Merkel was born and raised in East 

Germany. She became politically active after the fall of the Berlin Wall 

and joined the CDU. Then-chancellor Helmut Kohl adopted her 

politically, resulting in her nickname ‘Kohl’s girl’. In 2000 she became 

CDU’s chairwoman, and their main candidate for the elections in 

2005. 
4 The Netherlands Institute for Sound and Vision looks after 70% of 

the Dutch audio-visual heritage and is one of the largest audio-visual 

archives in Europe (http://zoeken.beeldengeluid.nl). 
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INTRODUCTION 

The studies reported in the previous chapters focused on ‘texts’ of 
political television journalism to see if processes of popularization and 
personalization are more present on television and to see how they 
are present in current affairs television and television portraits. In 
chapter 3 the study on television programming has shown that over 
time both public and commercial broadcasters have dedicated more 
time to information programming, but that these programs have 
moved out of prime time, especially on commercial channels. Overall, 
time spent on entertainment has decreased, while broadcast time for 
infotainment programs has increased.  
 The analysis of the topics, the narrative, the use of vox populi and 
the audiovisual means employed in the current affairs show 
Brandpunt in chapter 4 has shown that there is no popularization 
taking place in terms of increasing attention for popular topics. The 
justice and crime reportages are consistently presented from a 
human interest perspective, but no over-time increase or intensifying 
use of popular narrative, vox populi elements or audiovisual means 
were found. The non-popular governmental affairs reportages show 
some signs of popularization in an increasing amount of critical and 
strategically oriented reportages and a use of vox pop elements in the 
1990s, but since political journalists act as ‘watchdogs of democracy’, 
strategic analyses are sometimes warranted and not necessarily signs 
of popularization. In all, the study showed that both popular and 
non-popular topics can and sometimes are presented in a popular 
way. This is however not done consistently or increasingly throughout 
the years, so to conclude that a process of popularization is taking 
place is inordinate.  
 In chapter 5 the examination of the televised portraying of 
politicians in the Netherlands shows that developments in the 
personalization of politicians are typified by complex patterns of 
change and continuity, but cannot be considered a mere product of 
contemporary television culture. The results also show that the 
personal narratives have always comprised of reflections on 
individual competencies (individualization) and private stories 
(privatization), with emotional accounts (emotionalization) only 
slightly increasing in the most recent period. Finally, the analysis 
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made clear that personal narratives in these portraits were always 
primarily articulated with the political ideas, activities and goals of 
the featured politicians, and embedded in their political and societal 
affiliations. The idea that a process of personalization takes place over 
time is not supported. 
 These summarized outcomes conflict with existing and dominating 
beliefs about developments in modern political journalism. As shown 
in chapter 2, concerns about the influence of popular media, and in 
particular television, on the quality of public debate exist among 
politicians and journalists, and to a lesser extent academics, and they 
are remarkably united in their rejection of television as potential 
source of information and discussion. This contradiction, between 
research outcomes presented in this dissertation and many studies 
and opinions already published, has urged the researcher to talk to 
(former) practitioners in the field of political communication in the 
Netherlands about their visions on, and experiences with political 
television journalism. The outcomes of these reflections are presented 
here. 
 The first goal of this final study is to validate the outcomes of the 
studies reported in this dissertation (briefly summarized above), and 
to gain a deeper insight in the results. Discussing the meaning of the 
key concepts, the historical developments in the Netherlands in the 
field of (television) journalism and the occurrence of popularization 
and personalization, and finally ‘the quality’ of contemporary 
television journalism with practitioners, the goal is to ‘field-test’ and 
verify previously presented conclusions and address the contradiction 
between public video malaise opinions and more optimistic but less 
prominent accounts. Second, by linking practitioners’ accounts with 
the literature on parliamentary journalism and the politician-
journalist relationship, this study contributes to both public and 
academic debates on the performance of political journalism. 
 In this field of political journalism, research suggests that the 
relationship between politicians and political journalists has always 
been a difficult one (Blumler & Gurevitch, 1981; Brants, De Vreese, 
Möller, & Van Praag, 2010; Hemels, 1998; Kaiser, 1985). Their 
mutually dependent role, within the dynamics of a representative-
democratic system that relies heavily on means of mass 
communication, creates tensions that ideally push both journalists 
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and politicians to great accomplishments, but more often are said to 

result in conflict, mistrust and cynicism (Brants et al., 2010). This 

negative relationship, leading to a spiral of cynicism, then has a 

negative effect on the public and consequently on democracy, as 

contended in the video malaise thesis. Some authors object to this 

line of reasoning and find contradicting evidence (Newton, 2006; 

Norris, 2000). This debate is discussed in more detail in chapter 2. 

What is important for this study is the scarceness of empirical 

research about the relationship between journalists and politicians 

and how this relationship affects their own individual performances 

and the perceptions they have of each other. 

 In Belgium, the Netherlands and the Scandinavian countries some 

interview and survey studies have been published on this issue (e.g. 

Kaiser, 1985; Larsson, 2002; Van Aelst et al., 2008; Van Aelst, 

Sehata, & Van Dalen, 2010; Walgrave, 2008). They conclude that 

both politicians and journalists are very cynical towards each other, 

but also about themselves. Results from the Netherlands (gathered 

just before and just after the 2006 national elections) show that 

about 70% of Dutch MP’s feel that the mass media can make and 

break politicians, that the mass media have too much political power 

(Van Aelst et al., 2008), that media coverage is too event driven, and 

that journalists are too cynical, interpret too much and pay too little 

attention to content (Brants et al., 2010). Roughly half of the 

journalists agree that they can ‘make or break’, and are too event 

driven and too little focused on content. Journalists also feel that 

Dutch politicians will do anything to get media coverage, and that it 

is more important to get media coverage than to work hard, and again 

about 60% of the politicians agrees with this. This media salacity of 

politicians causes the mutual cynicism (Brants et al., 2010). But a 

study by Van Aelst et al. (2010) shows that a politicians’ standing 

strengthens his or her position towards the media, meaning that 

journalistic attention comes with political power. For many, especially 

experienced politicians with a prominent position, their media 

salacity is thus unnecessary, although politicians who generate a 

great deal of positive publicity probably do have a better chance to 

obtain important positions within their party (Van Aelst et al., 2010).  

 Both journalists and politicians, as well as their communication 

advisors, spin doctors and spokespersons struggle with this ongoing 
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‘conflict’. Although this study is not a repetition of the earlier 
discussed studies, the interviews that were held to validate the 
outcomes of the previous studies in this dissertation, also shed light 
on the positions and views politicians, journalists and ‘experts’ have 
with regard to their relationship. 
 In the following sections of this chapter it will be discussed, first, 
which politicians, journalists and experts exactly were interviewed, 
and how the semi-structured interviews were carried out and 
subsequently analyzed. Next, following the outline of this 
dissertation, results will be presented on conceptual issues, historical 
developments and the evaluations of popularization and 
personalization. Finally, practitioners’ views on quality and the future 
of political television journalism will be discussed in light of academic 
research and public perceptions. 

 
RESEARCH DESIGN 

To study the contradiction between previously presented research 
outcomes and publicly voiced concerns about political television 
journalism, semi-structured interviews were held by the author with 
elites and experts from the (historical) Dutch political communication 
field, between April and September 2011. The selected interviewees 
represent the political and journalistic perspective but also that of the 
advisers and strategists that operate behind the scenes. The 
historical character of the research at hand is continued in this study 
by talking to actors that work(ed) in the academic, political and/or 
journalistic field from the 1960s till today. 
 The selection of interviewees was purposive, and a heterogeneous 
sampling approach was followed to ensure that respondents vary 
widely from each other (Ricthie, Lewis, & Elam, 2007). This way 
central themes can be identified that cut across the variety of 
practitioners. A list of 30 desired interviewees was drawn up to create 
a comprehensive body of actors representing the 50 years of the 
national political communication field in the Netherlands. A 
provisional list was based on the portraits of the personalization 
study (chapter 4), which was complemented with other national party 
leaders, well-known TV-journalists and experts from various political 
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parties, journalistic and commercial and public broadcasting 
organizations who were selected based on their experiences with 
television journalism. These actors were then approached via email 
for an interview. A short summary (400 words and some visuals) of 
previous research results from the author was sent with this email, to 
inform them about the research topic, explain the intentions of the 
interview and to spike the memory. 
 Not all identified actors were able or willing to cooperate. 
Especially female politicians, journalists and experts, already a 
minority in this area, were hard to find. In total 21 actors were 
interviewed, two of which are woman. The seven politicians represent 
five different political parties and were or are active politicians at the 
government or parliamentary level, dating back to the 1960s. The six 
interviewed journalists represent both public and commercial 
broadcasting, and within the first category also various public 
broadcasting companies. All have worked or still work for television, 
but some also have experiences with press journalism. The eight 
experts that were interviewed represent academic researchers in this 
area, television producers, and political advisors that in some cases 
also work(ed) as politicians and/or journalists (see table 6.1 for an 
overview).  
 The interviews were held by the author, in the offices or at the 
homes of the respondents, and sometimes in a public place. The 
interviews lasted between 45 minutes and two hours. The interviews 
were semi-structured meaning that a topic list functioned as a 
conversation guide (Arthur & Nazroo, 2003). To break the ice and for 
respondents to get at ease with the interviewer and the subject, the 
interview usually began with some factual questions about the 
respondents’ background and current position. This was followed by 
a discussion of the two main topics, first personalization and then 
popularization, concluding with a discussion of the quality of 
television journalism and the interviewee’s perspective on the future 
of political journalism. To ensure a natural flow, the interviews had a 
conversational character and the order of the discussed topics 
sometimes varied (Gubrium & Holstein, 2001). To encourage 
spontaneity and stimulate respondents to express their knowledge 
and opinion on the topics, the interviewer asked how they would  
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Table 6.1 Overview interviews 

 (Former) Politicians Date of interview Interview length  
in minutes 

P1 Party leader - Christian democrats 23-06-2011 90 

P2 
Party leader; Minister; Senator; Royal 
commissioner - Liberal democrats 27-06-2011 81 

P3 
Party leader; Minister; Senator; Royal 
commissioner - Liberals 16-05-2011 50 

P4 (Prime) minister - Social democrats 19-08-2011 83 

P5 Mayor, Minister; City council member - Liberals 20-07-2011 58 

P6 Member of Parliament (MP) - Liberal democrats 13-05-2011 60 

P7 Party leader; MP - Communist/Green-Left 22-07-2011 86 

 (Former) Journalists   

J1 Journalist - public broadcasting/ newspapers 09-06-2011 63 

J2 
Journalist - commercial broadcasting; (Former 
spokesperson) 30-06-2011 50 

J3 Journalist - public broadcasting/ newspapers 05-09-2011 59 

J4 Journalist; Talk show host - public broadcasting 05-07-2011 124 

J5 
Journalist; Writer – public 
broadcasting/newspapers 28-06-2011 107 

J6 
Journalist; Talk show host - commercial 
broadcasting 09-05-2011 58 

 (Former) Experts   

E1 Director audio-visual institute 08-06-2011 60 

E2 TV producer public/commercial; Writer 14-06-2011 72 

E3 
Campaign manager/spokesperson - Social 
democrats 20-05-2011 68 

E4 
Campaign manager; MP - Christian democrats; 
Journalist 17-06-2011 67 

E5 
MP; Campaign manager; Mayor; Secretary of 
state - Social democrats 26-05-2011 45 

E6 
Campaign manager; MP; Mayor; Minister - Social 
democrats 09-05-2011 98 

E7 Professor journalism 28-04-2011 67 

E8 Professor political communication 27-04-2011 85 



CHAPTER 6 

 134 

define popularization and personalization. More specific follow-up 
questions and probes were used to help the interviewees when 
necessary (Bergman & Coxon, 2005), and their own experiences with 
popularization and personalization were discussed. A discussion of 
previous research results usually concluded the conversation on a 
specific topic. 
 All interviews were recorded and fully transcribed by a 
professional company.1 These interview-transcripts were analyzed 
using the qualitative software Atlas.ti. Reading through the 
transcripts, excerpts were coded inductively. These codes where then 
compared, analyzed and grouped thematically, finally resulting in 
four code-families. The coding was guided by the explicit research 
goals to validate and gain a deeper insight in the results of the 
previous studies, and therefore focused on specific remarks about: (1) 
definitions of personalization and popularization, (2) historical 
developments, (3) evaluations of personalization and popularization 
and (4) the quality and future of TV journalism. In a later phase of the 
analysis statements of the different groups of respondents were 
compared, to see whether politicians, journalists and experts offer 
distinct perspectives. Much more topics were touched upon in the 
interviews, but they fall outside the scope of this chapter. 
 
ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
Interviewing as a scientific research method requires the researcher 
to consider some ethical issues. First, informed consent is important, 
especially when talking to elite respondents (politicians). This means 
that the researcher provides the respondents with relevant 
information for them to make a decision about participation in the 
study (Silverman, 2001). This was done through an elaborate email 
including a summary of previous results. In the actual interview, the 
researcher again explained the goal and intentions of the interview 
and study, and allowed the respondent to ask questions. Secondly, 
the issue of anonymity required that it was agreed with all 
interviewees not to use any names and only mention the function of a 
quoted respondent in the final text (see table 6.1). Also, it was agreed 
with the interviewees that they could see and approve of the 
reproduction of the interviews before any form of publication.  Finally, 
the role of the interviewer is an important aspect of interview 
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research. Since the interviewer is a relatively young, female 
researcher, and the respondents were dominantly older, male, and 
very experienced in the field, it was important for the interviewer to 
find a balance between a position of ‘neutral and humble listener’ and 
‘knowledgeable and empathic conversation partner’. This was done by 
asking respondents to tell about their perspectives, experiences and 
opinions, varied by remarks about the interviewers’ previous research 
results and academic insights. This generally led to engaged and 
informative conversations.  

 
RESULTS 

In this section the results are presented in the same order as they 
were discussed in the interviews. The first discussed topic was 
personalization, because it was expected (and proven) to be a more 
accessible concept than popularization. Respondents were eased into 
the interview this way. Popularization was the second topic 
discussed, and by that time some aspects had often already been 
implicitly commented on. One very pertinent outcome that resulted 
from the interviews is that personalization and popularization, in the 
way that they were defined in chapter 2 and the introduction of this 
chapter, are often ‘mixed up’ and combined by the practitioners. This 
shows how close these concepts are related to each other, and how 
difficult it is to have a nuanced discussion about the variety of 
aspects involved in political television journalism. However, to 
strengthen the analytical contribution of this study the remaining 
results are discussed while maintaining the conceptual distinction 
between the two concepts. 
 In the next sections, first the two main concepts, personalization 
and popularization, are discussed through a similar structure. For 
each concept, the respondents’ definitions and interpretations of the 
concepts are discussed first, followed by a short comparison to 
research outcomes presented in chapter 2 for validation. Secondly, 
the respondents’ reflections on the historical development of the 
concepts are presented, again followed by a comparison to research 
outcomes presented in chapter 4 and 5 for validation. Thirdly, the 
evaluations of the concepts by the respondents are presented, along 
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with other assessments that were made by the respondents. Finally, 
the results section will be concluded with a discussion of the third 
main theme that came out of the analysis: the respondents’ views on 
the historical development of Dutch political television journalism 
and the quality thereof. 
 

PERSONALIZATION 
THE CONCEPT  
The first concept was introduced to the respondents by merely 
phrasing the word ‘personalization’ [in Dutch ‘personalisering’]. 
Respondents were asked to tell what this meant to them, what they 
associated it with, or what the word made them think of. None of the 
interviewees had any problem answering these questions and vivid 
replies were sometimes returned. Certainly, personalization is clearly 
on politicians’, journalists’ and experts’ minds. Although the answers 
varied widely in the exact words and phrases used to discuss the 
concept, three broader conceptualizations with regard to 
personalization were inferred from the interviews. 
 First, many respondents, both journalists and politicians, talked 
about the position and dominance of political party leaders, and their 
visibility towards the electorate. As one of the experts (E6) said about 
the then leader of the social democrats:  

“Well, [personalization] makes me think of ‘Choose the prime 
minister’, the slogan with which we tried to influence the choice for 
Den Uyl2. […] And I always say, the personalization of politics also 
means depersonalization. Because everyone wants number one, 
and the rest becomes faceless.”  

The dominance of leaders is agreed upon by another politician (P5), 
who said: “Personalization is, how I feel it, that if you look at politics, in 
recent years the content of the program seems to be less important 
than the leader.”  Political leaders being the ‘face of the party’ can be 
regarded as the most important interpretation of personalization by 
the practitioners. Interestingly, most respondents seem to imply that 
this form of personalization originates with political parties and 
politicians themselves. 
 Secondly, many interviewees talked about the attention for the 
private life of politicians (called ‘privatization’ in the conceptualization 
of personalization as presented in chapter 2), an issue clearly 



EXPERT REFLECTIONS 
 

 137 

concerning everyone involved in political journalism. It was 
sometimes stated in a slightly condemning tone that privatization 
over the years has become increasingly of interest to both journalists 
and citizens, but very often respondents also underlined the 
relevancy of private matters of politicians for the electorate: 

Politician (P7): “If you interpret personalization as getting to know a 
little bit more about the politician as human than I do not object to 
that. [… If] the accent remains strongly on the business side, on the 
content.” 
Expert (E4): “[Personalization] is inevitable. When I vote for people I 
want to know what they are like. And I do not think that is stupid. If 
the trend is indeed to vote more on persons as representatives of 
political directions and ideas, then of course one wants to know, 
well, what kind of man is it, ‘what makes him tick’, so to speak.” 

Even those respondents that were in general quite negative towards 
the whole notion of personalization, sometimes admitted that 
‘privatization’ can help voters make an informed choice:  

Journalist (J2): “Of course, politicians operate in the public domain 
and there is a risk that you will be treated just like the popular 
singers of this world, and football players. If there is an affair, it will 
be in the newspapers. I think it is not relevant for political coverage, 
unless it is very contrary to what someone sells, or when it causes 
political problems. Then it becomes another story. Or it has political 
consequences, like with Jack de Vries3. […] But I do think that 
politicians have a right to a private life. […] As long as it is not 
relevant to the political process, it is not news to me.” 

These two interpretations thus focus on the usefulness of 
privatization in two different ways: the confidence voters gain from 
knowing a little about the people they vote for, and the political 
relevance of certain private incidents. 
 The third aspect regarding the conceptualization of personalization 
by the interviewees is the earlier mentioned entanglement of 
personalization and popularization.  The respondents combined 
elements of the two concepts generally in two ways, which will be 
illustrated with some examples. These issues will then be further 
discussed in the section on popularization. The first entanglement 
relates to personalization and popular programs. A politician (P7) 
discussed the negative side of personalization pointing out that 
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“politicians appear in all kinds of programs that have nothing to do 
with politics and talk about their neighbors, children and innermost 
feelings.” Several politicians discuss the importance of getting a 
message across. They argue that a politician might be invited in a 
talk or game shows because he or she is a well-known, or even 
popular person, but that a politician’s consideration should always be 
the political relevance of his or her appearance. The second way in 
which the interviewees entangled personalization and popularization 
has to do with the narrative techniques that are used in programs. A 
current affairs journalist (J5) talked at length about his attempt to 
introduce human interest reportages to his superiors by arguing that 
“you have to convey a story, and by making it personal you can 
explain relevant matters”. These accounts have a clear link with 
personalization, but are further discussed under the heading of 
popularization later on, because the issue of politics in popular 
programs and the type of stories told (human interest or not) are 
aspects of this second concept. 
 
Validation 
In light of the definition of personalization presented in chapter 2 of 
this dissertation, only one aspect corresponds, that of privatization. 
The other two aspects that are defined, individualization and 
emotionalization, are hardly present in the interviews. Even when 
respondents were probed to think about personalization in terms of 
attention for competencies or emotions and feelings, conversations 
quickly returned to discussing one of the above mentioned issues. 
The role of emotions and feelings is only briefly touched upon in two 
different interviews. A female politician (P7) remembers that when she 
used to be interviewed journalists would ask her how she felt and 
how she experienced things, while her male colleagues were never 
asked those things. One of the experts (E2) casually mentioned that 
emotions make for better television than party program explanations, 
referring to the days after the death of politician Fortuyn.  
 

CONTINUOUS EXPANSION 
All respondents were asked to reflect on the presence of 
personalization in television journalism and often its historical 
development was brought up spontaneously. Although a few 
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outspoken critics believe that personalization is a product of the 
contemporary superficial, hype-driven journalistic culture, most 
interviewees claim the opposite. Again three aspects were mentioned 
regularly, that very much relate to the three conceptualizations 
brought forward by the respondents. 
 First of all, most respondents said, often unprompted, sometimes 
when asked, something similar to this journalists’ (J3) statement:  

“The first thing I think of, is yes, they have always had that. I mean, 
I am from the cabinet of Den Uyl. Well, so Den Uyl, Van Agt and 
Wiegel4, were they not persons?”  

Others refer even further back, to Colijn and Drees, but also to 
Kuiper and Troelstra, 19th century Dutch political leaders. The 
understanding of personalization as political leaders being the face of 
the party makes the interviewees think back to some of the famous 
Dutch politicians from the past, and claim that this attention for, or 
even focus on political leaders is nothing new. And they are probably 
right. 
 However, when further discussing the concept and its 
development, a number of politicians point at the mid-90s as a 
turning point. Although political leaders have always been important 
as the face of the party, these respondents argue that the “search for 
the person behind the politician” (P4) has come up in the 1990s, 
probably as a result of (the increasing) media attention for party 
leaders. They say that personalization is a negative outcome of 
current media practices, that political party communication and 
campaign techniques professionalized from the 90ies onward causing 
the increased attention for the (private aspects of) political leaders. 
 A third important aspect in the development of personalization 
that is mentioned by the respondents from all three categories is the 
behavior of voters. As a consequence of secularization and 
individualization, citizens have arguably changed their voting 
strategies and incorporated ‘personalized voting’:  

E2: “Look, I think that we can state that, when television arrived 60 
years ago, we of course also had political personalities, let’s be true. 
[…] But at the same time the party was more important than the 
people. And the whole phenomenon that we have increasingly been 
voting for persons, yes, well, maybe Van Mierlo5 has been important 
in that regard.” 
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Respondents explained that the electorate casts votes based on 
personal preferences for specific persons, a process that can be 
described as ‘personalization in voting behavior’. This argument is 
mainly voiced by experts, among which campaign managers, which 
seems to indicate that whether it is true or not, it might have given a 
reason for incorporating personalization as a communication 
strategy, as hinted upon before.  
 
Validation 
These results on the development of personalization partly 
correspond with previous research findings of the author. Many of the 
respondents agree that personalization is not necessarily something 
new, and point out famous party leaders from the past. However, in 
previous research (chapter 2) it has been argued that this form of 
personalization (‘politician who present themselves as face of the 
party) should not be regarded as an aspect of political television 
journalism. In accordance with the practitioners’ views, the study 
presented in chapter 5 showed a continuous development referring to 
politicians’ performance on television, in talk and interview shows, 
but the practitioners refer to a political (marketing) strategy. Most 
respondents do believe that privatization is something of the last two 
decades, a conclusion that is in contradiction with the outcomes of 
the study presented in chapter 5. This analysis of portraits shows 
that private issues were already a very often discussed topic in the 
early days of television, although often with retired politicians. 

 
EVALUATION 
Apart from the conceptual and historical dimensions of 
personalization, the interviewees also brought up evaluations of 
personalization and some other characteristics and consequences.  
 First, congruent with findings from the analysis of TV portraits 
(chapter 5), two female politicians both mentioned the difficulty for 
women to deal with personalization, and especially privatization. They 
are more often approached with questions regarding their feelings, 
but also their looks and relationships are discussed much more than 
those of male politicians. As one of them (P5) says:  

“And still they are very quick to comment on female members of 
parliaments’ beautiful dress, or untidy looks. And you never see 
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that about men, no matter how untidy they look, or how good they 
look.” 

 Secondly, two respondents (E2, J1) contend that the notion of 
personalization is also applicable to journalists. The moment the 
topic was introduced, both spontaneously argued that journalists, 
mainly TV hosts and presenters, have become more important, well-
known people (BNers). As a journalist (J1) explains: 

“To my taste, there is personalization, but mainly on one side, that 
of the presentation. Informative programs have been heavily 
personalized. The figure of the presenter has become substantially 
more important.” 

The expert bringing up this issue (E2) explains that he has  
“two images [of personalization]. On the one side the personalization 
of the people that bring the news, on the other side the 
personalization of the people that carry the news.” 

He argues that both processes developed parallel to each other, but 
that the  

“battle to make journalism fulfilling, had everything to do with the 
personalization on both sides. But it were the ones doing the 
interview, that needed to prove themselves. […] But the one being 
interviewed also came up, you could see that from the popularity of 
for instance Luns6.” 

Remarkably enough, this argument, or the idea that journalists, 
interviewers and hosts have become more present and visible, is 
heard more often in public debates on journalistic performance and 
was also found in the personalization study, but was not mentioned 
in the other interviews.   
 What was, finally, discussed in most interviews, was the 
evaluation of personalization. About one third of the respondents 
(four politicians, two journalists) was markedly negative. They felt 
that personalization occurs at the expense of attention for serious 
matters. 

P3: “No, it is the subject that matters, and Mister X or Madame Y 
has this or that opinion on it, but it is about the substantive issues. 
That is what matters. Not whether someone’s hair has a nice curl or 
wears a funny pair of glasses.” 

Surprisingly though, two of these critics, the journalists (J1, J6), also 
stated later on in the conversation that in the Netherlands it is really 
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not so bad when it comes to political personalization. This was also 
stated by a politician (P4) and another journalist (J5); although they 
evaluate the notion differently. This politician feels that politicians in 
general are still treated with much respect in the Netherlands, and 
argues that regardless what you think of it, personalization is here to 
stay, so one better learns to deal with it. The journalist is even more 
positive and claims that in the Netherlands even more 
personalization, meaning privatization, should occur; we should take 
England as an example. An expert (E4) is also very positive about 
personalization because it will increase confidence: “Trust needs a 
face. Personalization means giving a face to anonymous institutions. 
So what it is about is trust, trust in what keeps this country going, 
this democracy.” Others are less outspokenly favorable of 
personalization, but the analysis showed that the overall evaluation is 
not a very critical one, but one that points to the benefits of 
personalization for voters and the fact that it occurs.  
 

POPULARIZATION 
THE CONCEPT 
The concept of popularization proved to be a much more complex and 
diffuse phenomenon for the respondents, both to describe and to 
evaluate. Reflections and considerations varied more widely than with 
the term personalization, but, when explicitly confronted with the 
actual word ‘popularization’ [‘popularisering’ in Dutch] by the 
interviewer, two closely related aspects were mentioned regularly by 
the respondents. 
 First, about one third of the interviewees, both politicians and 
journalists as well as some experts define popularization, or relate to 
it, as a process or act of making politics accessible and comprehensible, 
bringing it closer to audiences. As one politician (P4) said: 

“My definition would be to say that popularization has got to do 
with bringing it, a by itself complicated matter, closer to the public. 
So you really want to break down barriers, to enhance the 
accessibility of information for instance.” 

Others emphasize the aspect of closeness more physically: 
P3: “Television caused politicians to enter the living room.” 
E4: “Because of something like television, it not only comes closer 
but it also becomes literally visible. […] They come closer, you can 
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hear them talk. […] The medium brings them so nearby, that they 
are literally sitting in the living room so to speak.” 

 Second, the regular conflation of popularization and 
personalization becomes clear when about half of the respondents 
refer to the visual appearance of politicians and their need to be 
visible, to be well-known, and to be or become popular. This is 
arguably why they take part in popular programs such as quizzes, 
entertainment and talk shows.  As one campaign manager (E6) 
explains when referring to a Dutch party leader appearing in a 
cabaret show: 

“The most famous example was that Den Uyl performed in the 
André van Duin-show7. In cold sweat, by the way. […] Well, and 
that contributed to his popularity.” 

A journalist (J2) is less enthusiastic: 
“What you see, apart from the news programs, are the talk shows, 
even apart form the quizzes and so forth. The prime minister acting 
as guest editor of RTL Boulevard. I think politicians should be 
careful with that, because it is gnawing their authority away. In an 
attempt to get closer to the people, to close the alleged gap, they 
start doing all kinds of crazy things.” 

Again this last quote illustrates the finding that practitioners relate 
personalization with popularization, and it illustrates the link 
between popularization as bringing politics close to the people and 
popularization as making politicians (the persons) popular. This is 
why these issues were sometimes discussed when talking mainly 
about personalization. A politician can try to become known and 
popular by disclosing personal information, by showing the audience 
more about him or herself, and by allowing the people to get to know 
‘the person behind the politician’. This personalization is usually 
done by appearances in popular programs. A politician (P4) aptly puts 
it like this: 

“The quest to know more about the person behind the politician has 
accelerated. […] Some do this spontaneously, they want to gain 
popularity that way. Others do not, but feel that that it is necessary. 
[Through games, talk and amusement programs] it becomes a 
certain popularization of the quest for the person, the personal 
motives. […]  And you need that to increase the accessibility to 
yourself, by participating every now and then in semi-amusement 
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programs. And you need that to get more attention for your 
substantive message. And it works.” 

The word popularization, when brought up in the conversation, very 
probable made the respondents talk explicitly of popularity and the 
people, and on few occasions even of populism (E2, E4, E8). Two 
experts (E4, E8) talk of (media) populism in the sense that 
contemporary media are focused on delivering what the people want 
and what pleases them, instead of catering for the public good. Words 
as ‘popular’, ‘populus’ and ‘populism’ are very much related according 
to them, and also refer to a certain language and style that is 
supposedly appreciated by the mass audience. Again the link with 
bringing politics to the people and becoming popular is clear. 
 
Validation 
The concept of popularization was often related to personalization 
and interpreted in terms of becoming popular (known and liked), and 
bringing politics closer to people. These interpretations mainly point 
at why popularization occurs, at the reasons behind the ‘willingness’ 
to popularize (both by politicians and journalists), and explain the 
goals that actors in the political communication field have. The 
conceptualization of popularization as presented in chapter 2, 
focused much more on how popularization (can) occur(s), which was 
rarely discussed in the interviews.  
 The aspects of popularization as conceptualized in previous 
research, popular topics, narratives, participatory and audiovisual 
means, were often introduced by the interviewer, but nevertheless 
only substantially discussed on very few occasions. Most times the 
respondents quickly returned to the issue of why popularization 
occurs, but two experts and a journalist voiced opposing comments 
about the attention for certain topics. Whereas one expert (E1) was 
very certain of the fact that there is nowadays much more attention 
for national news and alarmingly less for foreign news (which can be 
seen as a sign of popularization), especially domestic crime issues, 
another expert (E6) and a journalist (J3) said that there is still much 
attention for foreign news, but increasingly less space devoted to 
national political news. The content analysis of the current affairs 
program Brandpunt (chapter 4) showed that neither is true. 
Narratives were never discussed as such, but one journalist (J5) 



EXPERT REFLECTIONS 
 

 145 

talked extensively about his attempts to bring human interest 
reportages. The journalist reported on foreign affairs from a human, 
personal experience-perspective to make the topics more interesting 
and better appreciated by viewers. He calls this personalization, but 
is in this dissertation regarded as a popular narrative. Also, three 
experts (E2, E3, E8) and a journalist (J3) talked about the ways in 
which political statements, stories and opinions are being presented 
on television. They referred to the need for politicians to communicate 
in clear and understandable terms. If popularization demands this 
simple communicative style, then that is a good thing, some argued. 
This is similar to the earlier reference to a populist style that, 
according to those experts, also means simple and understandable 
communication. 
 The use of the participatory features such as quotes from lay 
persons (‘vox populi’) in news and current affairs journalism, did not 
come up in all interviews, but when it was probed, it was absolutely 
condemned (mainly by journalists). It is regarded a cheap trick, 
unworthy for ‘real’ journalists, and useless to the public. The death of 
Pim Fortuyn8, and the following public critique on journalists having 
lost touch with society, is mentioned in this regard a few times, but 
the use of vox pop is not applauded as the solution. Audiovisual 
means for popularization are only mentioned by one journalist (J4), 
who feels that the images have been “sped up” and “sensationalized”; 
that “when someone cries they zoom-in more expressly and hold that 
position a while.” This is a phenomenon that was not found in the 
content analysis in chapter 4. 

 
CONTEMPORARY MEDIA CULTURE 
Without exception all interviewees talked about popularization as a 
development consequential to contemporary media culture. Some 
respondents did use phrases such as “more and more”, “more than 
used to” and “ever more”, implicitly indicating that popularization did 
occur earlier, but has now reached its (temporary) zenith. Some 
respondents also explicitly argued that popularization is caused by a 
process that has been going on for quite some years now. As one 
journalist (J1) states:  

“The function of television has in the past 30 to 40 years shifted 
from an informative medium to an entertainment-product […] and 
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television journalism has very much become entertainment 
journalism.”  

A politician (P4) and an expert (E4) explain the intensifying 
popularization as caused by developments both within TV journalism, 
as well as within a broader context of political communication 
wherein journalists and politicians alike professionalized their 
communication. But many other respondents also mentioned the 
wider context of the hurried pace of modern life, “the rush factor” (E6), 
and the increased speed at which people nowadays communicate 
with each other, in relation to the popularization of politics. 
 
Validation 
These comments, about the contemporary nature of popularization, 
originate from the idea that politics and politicians need to be known 
and be familiar to the electorate. Over the years this has become 
more important since processes like secularization and 
individualization have caused an increasingly volatile public. The 
study of the forms and aspects of popularization in a current affairs 
program (chapter 4) has shown less clear-cut linear developments, 
although some indications of an increasing amount of strategically 
oriented reportages and use of vox pop elements in the 1990s were 
found. Popular topics, narratives and audiovisual means have not 
been used consistently throughout the years, but in line with the 
interviewees remarks, the study on popularization in chapter 4 also 
concluded that a professionalization of television journalism led to a 
more mature genre. 
 

EVALUATION 
Before discussing the evaluation of popularization, an interesting 
contrast between the respondents emerged from the analysis: 
different interviewees associated different types of programs with 
popularization. Most politicians and some experts mainly referred to 
game shows and amusement programs, whereas most journalists 
talked about the rise and growing popularity, both among the public 
and among politicians, of talk shows. Interestingly, this seems to 
indicate that politicians do not feel that the(ir) appearance in talk 
shows is a form of popularization; they seem to regard it as a regular 
or at least an accustomed forum to spread their message. Quizzes, 
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game shows and amusement programs however are seen as 
extraordinary ‘stages’ that need to be considered very carefully, and 
also ask for specific performances. As shown with the results on 
personalization, in these type of programs it is hard(er) to get a 
message across. As one expert puts it (E6): 

“So you will also get a different type of politician. Apparently, in the 
present age, you mainly need politicians that fit into that formula [of 
infotainment programs].” 

 Journalists on the other hand refer to talk shows as the most 
extreme form of popularization, as they don’t even consider games 
and amusement shows as forms of (political television) journalism. 
They sometimes even doubt if talk shows can be considered that:  

J1: “Television journalism has become amusement journalism. And 
that manifests itself, after the American model, in the overwhelming 
rise on Dutch television of the talk show.”  

Although many journalists do recognize the range these shows have. 
 Finally, it seems as though popularization is in general evaluated 
negatively, and certainly more so than personalization. Judgments 
such as “superficial”, “simplistic”, “incomplete” and “incidental”, and 
the unfortunate dominance of viewing ratings were voiced often. To 
become popular means “to conform to the presumed, but diffuse, ‘taste 
of the people’” as put most negatively by a journalists (J1). This does 
not mean that all respondents were completely or solely negative; the 
fact that popularized politics could get people more involved was 
regularly stated as a positive outcome. However, many did point at 
the risks of popularization. For instance the risk that, because both 
members of parliament as well as members of the cabinet have a 
certain status to uphold, participating in popular shows (e.g. quizzes, 
game shows) detracts from that status. Respondents voicing this 
argument (P5, J2) believe that the people don’t want ‘ordinary’ 
politicians, and that their attempt to be so, enhances the gap between 
politicians and the people instead of closing it. They think it better for 
politicians to “put themselves on a pedestal”, and that “to be known 
does not automatically means to be popular” (J2). Another risk of 
popularization as voiced by the respondents, is that of wearing out 
(P2, P3, P5). The more visible you are, the quicker you will wear out, 
which is why politicians should make themselves (more) scarce on TV 
(P5). 
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HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENTS AND THE DEBATE ON JOURNALISTIC 
QUALITY 
Besides personalization and popularization, the quality of political 
television journalism and its history and future prospects were also 
discussed in the interviews, because this is the main concern of video 
malaise authors and other critics of popularization and 
personalization. Although the discussion of the quality and future of 
political TV journalism received less attention in the conversations, 
some appreciable and similar remarks were made by the 
respondents. First, the rise of the Internet is mentioned regularly, in 
particular social media, to illustrate the claim that the current media 
landscape is changing considerably. This brings up the second point, 
that many respondents, discussing various developments, 
commented on a changing spirit of age and the fact that society 
always evolves over time. As a politician (P4) argues:  

“Television journalism is partly a product, besides intrinsic 
developments within television journalism itself, a product of an 
increasingly hectic time.”  

He explains that it has become increasingly difficult for politicians to 
explain themselves, a trend that accelerates “with an increasing 
tendency to fragmentize and focus on incidents”, which is not only 
caused by the internet, but also by “the general pace at which we 
become informed and communicate with each other.” An expert (E4) 
also refers to this development and argues in favor of television:  

“Television is nothing more than a means that at the right moment 
made use of certain developments. It fits with a broader trend, of 
depillarization, individualization, you can even call it emancipation 
[…] But the Netherlands changes, the Netherlands from the 1970s is 
not the same as the Netherlands of the 1950s.” 

Two journalists also talk about changes in society, claiming that the 
process of change makes the public angry (J5) and that society has 
become so open that it has lost all sense of shame, resulting in 
increasing personalization (J1). These critical remarks are in line with 
the remark of a politician who believes that our society is increasingly 
becoming more superficial (P2).  
 Although it is argued that this changeable character of societies is 
both undeniable and a little worrying, when asked point blank about 
the quality of journalism, almost all respondents say that political 
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journalism in the Netherlands is overall of good quality. Of course 
critical remarks are made, but many point at the professionalization 
of journalism over the years, and the increasing quality as a result. 
They agree that there still are enough informative programs on 
television, and there still are enough good journalists as well. The 
current affairs program Buitenhof, and female journalist Clairy Polak 
are mentioned often in this regard. 
 This contradiction, between concerns about current and future 
trends in journalism and the praise of contemporary journalistic 
quality, did not only occur to me, but also to many respondents. 
However, when explicitly confronted with it and asked for an 
explanation, they referred back to probable insecurities because of 
changing circumstances. Only one expert (E7) had a more convincing 
argument: that the quality of specific programs has increased, but 
the amount of people that watch these programs has decreased. And 
this is what actually hurts or worries those people who voice 
concerns. As a result of the media abundance of today, the public has 
more choice and moves away from serious, informative programs, 
including programs such as Buitenhof. The expert further argues that 
those people who complain about the quality of political journalism 
focus too much on the programs they dislike themselves but are very 
popular, and become so agitated as a result, that they condemn 
journalism all together. Concerns about and critiques on the quality 
of journalism are as old journalism itself, he argues.  

 
DISCUSSION 

The interviews with politicians, journalists and experts on (historical) 
processes of personalization and popularization and the quality of 
political television journalism proved to be a rich source of 
information offering sometimes similar but also regularly different 
views compared to the other studies in this dissertation. The first and 
most pertinent result from the interviews was the observation that 
the distinction between personalization and popularization is not 
clear-cut for practitioners.  On the one hand this shows the close 
relationship between the concepts, but on the other hand it also 
proves the difficulty of having a nuanced discussion of both the 
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qualities and flaws of political television journalism. Different 
respondents praised and condemned various aspects and used a wide 
range of words, phrases and examples to illustrate their arguments.  
In the end, however, most interviewees agreed that the interest in, 
communication of, and attention for private matters of politicians 
rose during the last two decades, and is not to be criticized on too 
much. It is a logical consequence of the dominance of party leaders 
since the 19th century, and of their increasing visibility due to the rise 
of modern means of mass communication in the 20th century.  
 Popularization is much more associated with contemporary 
(media) culture and the alleged widening gap between politics and 
politicians on the one side, and the electorate, or ‘the people’ on the 
other side. The reasons behind processes of popularization are thus 
explained, and also understood, by many respondents, but at the 
same time also evaluated more negatively than personalization. This 
is also closely related to more general remarks by the respondents 
about broader changes in society. The pace of life and the speed at 
which we communicate has increased immensely over the last two 
decades, and television journalism as we know it today is (just) a 
product of those developments. Political television journalists work 
under high pressure for good viewing ratings and at high speed to 
meet the requirements of 24-hour TV on multiple channels, and at 
the same time have to deal with developments such as 
personalization, popularization, and professionalization of party 
communicators. Society is asking a lot of them, their professional 
standards are tested continuously and their work followed more 
closely and more critical than ever before, also because of the 
increased transparency through the internet. 
 As a result, various television formats and programs are developed 
in which political issues as well as politicians themselves receive 
attention in different ways. Some are popular and highly appreciated, 
both by the public, as well as by politicians, while others are not. 
However, in the end almost all respondents agree that political 
television in the Netherlands is of overall good quality, that there is a 
wide enough variety of informative and/or serious journalistic 
programs and that quality has increased rather than diminished over 
time. This is in line with earlier conclusions presented in this 
dissertation, that popularization and personalization are neither 
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necessarily new nor bad in themselves, and there is no evidence for a 
video malaise in the Netherlands. Reviewing this result, finally, in 
light of the studies discussed in the introduction of this chapter, this 
positive evaluation of the quality of political television journalism 
contradicts the mutual cynicism among journalists and politicians 
found in other studies (e.g. Brants et al., 2010; Van Aelst et al., 
2010). More research is thus needed on this specific topic, but the 
outcomes presented here give some hope that the spiral of cynicism 
might be breached. 
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NOTES 

1 Share Us. http://www.share-us.nl/ 
2 Joop Den Uyl was the political leader of the Dutch labour party 
(PvdA) from 1967 to 1986, and from 1973 to 1977 he was the prime 
minister of the Netherlands.  
3 Jack de Vries was a politician of the Christian democratic party 
(CDA). He served as state secretary for defense and resigned after 
admitting to an extra-marital affair with his personal aide. 
4 Dries van Agt was a prominent leader of the Catholic party 
(KVP/CDA), and the prime minister of the Netherlands from 1977 to 
1982. Hans Wiegel was a prominent leader of the liberal party (VVD).  
5 Hans van Mierlo was the founder and long-time prominent leader of 
the Liberal democratic party (D66). 
6 Joseph Luns was a member of the Catholic party and a ‘striking’ 
minister of foreign affairs from 1956 to 1971. 
7 The André van Duin-show was a Dutch amusement show from 
1972, of the famous comedian André van Duin. 
8 Pim Fortuyn was the founder of the political party LPF (List Pim 
Fortuyn). He is regarded a populist politician with a flamboyant 
personality, amongst other things known for his unconventional way 
of debating and communicating. He was assassinated in May 2002, 
nine days before a predicted major victory of the LPF in the national 
elections. His murder caused much controversy and led to a wide 
discussion about freedom of speech and the performance of political 
journalism in the Netherlands. 
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In this historical and cultural analysis of 50 years of Dutch political 
television journalism, criticism on the functioning and influence of 
television on the quality of public debate and democracy, labeled as 
the video malaise thesis, is addressed. I analyzed, successively, how 
popularization and personalization in political television journalism 
have been conceptualized in academic literature, whether and how 
the available space on television for political journalism has changed 
over the years, whether and how the presence of popularization and 
personalization in political television journalism has become stronger, 
and how political actors and journalists understand and evaluate 
these changes. In this final chapter I will bring the results of these 
analyses together, thereby answering the outlined research 
question(s) and interpreting the conclusions in light of current 
debates on political television journalism. The chapter starts with a 
summary of the results of the studies presented in chapter 2 till 6. I 
will then rephrase these results in the form of answers to the 
research questions. Finally, I will discuss the implications of my 
outcomes for further research and public debate. 

 
SUMMARY OF RESULTS 

I conducted five studies to examine processes of popularization and 
personalization in Dutch political television journalism. First, in 
chapter 2 a comprehensive review of the literature was presented. 
Distinguishing between processes of making politics popular (i.e. 
‘popularization’) and those focusing on personal rather than political 
issues (i.e. ‘personalization’), a systematic inventory of publications 
from various academic fields was made in order to produce clear 
conceptualizations that could be used in the rest of the research. I 
defined popularization as pertaining to topical, narrative, audiovisual 
and participatory features of political television programs. These four 
aspects  (or equivalents thereof) were found in literature about 
journalistic developments, media logic and election studies, and 
studies on politics in and through popular culture. I identified 
personalization as a separate process for two reasons: first, whereas 
aspects of popularization of political journalism concern the entire 
message or the entire TV-program, personalization concerns the 
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specific media coverage of individual politicians. Second, 
popularization and personalization need to be treated and studied as 
separate processes because the one can each very well occur without 
the other being present. In the literature, seven forms of 
personalization were identified, three of which were directly linked to 
television journalism: individualization (attention for individual 
competencies and qualities), privatization (attention for the private 
lives and issues of individual politicians) and emotionalization 
(attention for the emotions and feelings of individual politicians).  
 Before analyzing whether and how popularization and 
personalization developed in Dutch political television journalism, I 
analyzed how much space has been available for political television 
journalism on Dutch television from its beginning (chapter 3); for one 
can only arrive at a solid conclusion about an understanding of, for 
instance, an increase or a change in forms of popularization and 
personalization if one knows the wider context in which these 
developments took place. Through a historically grounded inventory 
of television broadcast time in the Netherlands, the time spent on the 
broad categories of information, infotainment and entertainment on 
all national channels were examined from 1957 to 2006, it became 
possible to assess the changes in the so-called political information 
environment. The results show that the quantity of potential 
broadcast time for political television journalism has not decreased, 
as many casual observers have argued (see chapter 3). On the 
contrary, over time both public and commercial broadcasters have 
spent increasingly more time on informative programs such as news 
and current affairs shows, but these programs have moved out of 
prime time. The overall time spent on entertainment has gone down, 
while time dedicated to infotainment programs, such as talk shows, 
has gone up. The results thus demonstrate that throughout the years 
television has offered more and more time to political television 
journalism. What this part of the research did not reveal, however, 
was whether and how the styles and content of political journalism in 
the broad program categories of information and infotainment 
changed themselves. To analyze these more qualitative changes with 
respect to popularization and personalization I focused in more detail 
on an information and an infotainment program.  
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 In chapter 4 a study on the occurrence of popularization was 
presented through an analysis of a serious, informative program: the 
long running Dutch current affairs program Brandpunt. Studying the 
topics covered, the narrative, the use of vox populi and the 
audiovisual means employed in items from 1960 to 1996, I found no 
linear trends that indicate that political television journalism in 
Brandpunt has popularized over time. Popular topics such as 
disasters, calamities and human interest have only been marginally 
present through time and there is no increase in attention for 
national topics. Only the increasing attention for justice & crime 
issues could point at a process of popularization, but the content 
analysis of these items showed no over-time increase or intensifying 
use of popular narrative, vox populi elements or audiovisual means. 
Items about governmental affairs were also studied through a 
qualitative content analysis. They showed more signs of 
popularization, especially in the increasing use of popular narrative 
means, critical and strategically oriented reportages, and in the use of 
vox-pop elements. However, critical journalism is expected of political 
journalists since they act as ‘watchdogs of democracy’, sometimes 
warranting strategic analyses and these are not necessarily signs of 
popularization. Overall, the program ‘matures’ over time, in line with 
developments of the television medium itself, which shows the 
professionalization of political television journalism, and the 
development of documentary-style reporting in current affairs 
journalism; a style often valued and applauded. This study has 
shown that both popular and non-popular topics can and sometimes 
are presented in a popular way. This is however not done consistently 
or increasingly throughout the years, so to conclude that a process of 
popularization is taking place is inordinate.  
 A similar outcome concerning personalization was found in the 
study presented in chapter 5. A selection of televised portraits of 
Dutch politicians broadcast between 1961 and 2006 was analyzed. 
Results from this study show that personalization was present as 
early as 1961, and cannot be considered a mere product of 
contemporary television culture. The results also show that these 
personal narratives have always comprised of reflections on 
individual competencies (individualization) and private stories 
(privatization), with emotional accounts (emotionalization) only 



GENERAL DISCUSSION 
 

 157 

slightly increasing in the most recent years. Finally, the analysis 
made clear that personal narratives in these portraits were always 
primarily articulated with the political ideas, activities and goals of 
the featured politicians, and embedded in their political and societal 
affiliations. The conclusion thus seems twofold: personalization is a 
historical continuity in Dutch TV portraits, and personalization has 
never been detrimental to the attention for political information. 
 Finally, chapter 6 offered an analysis of the views and opinions of 
different actors in the field of political communication, in order to 
validate the outcomes of the research. Politicians, journalists and 
experts were interviewed about their experiences with and ideas on 
political television journalism in the Netherlands throughout the 
years, and particularly about processes of popularization and 
personalization. Comparing their views with the research outcomes 
showed, first, that the analytic distinction between popularization 
and personalization is not easily maintained in everyday professional 
talk about political television journalism. Nevertheless, the 
interviewees did reflect on differences, particularly in their 
evaluations, by approaching popularization as a consequence of 
contemporary media cultures, characterized by haste and 
shallowness, while personalization was seen as a logical consequence 
of the position of and attention for party leaders that has always 
existed. Providing some openness about personal matters gives voters 
the idea that they know the person they vote for, offering them an 
extra dimension of political knowledge (how does this politician deal 
with certain political issues privately) and increasing voters’ 
confidence and trust.  
 Second, the results of the interviews by and large underlined the 
outcomes of the personalization study presented in chapter 5. 
Respondents agree that personalization is not necessarily something 
new, and concurred with the idea that privatization, attention for the 
private life of politicians, can disclose politically relevant information 
and help voters to make informed choices. Third, the interviewees did 
present a different understanding of popularization than used in this 
project, by largely focusing on the appearance of politicians in 
entertainment programs. They categorically denounced the 
involvement of politicians in entertainment shows, quizzes and (some 
of them) even talk shows. As a consequence, their evaluation of 
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popularization was much more negative than the outcomes of the 
Brandpunt analysis, focusing on popularization in information 
programs, would warrant.  
 That said, almost all respondents agreed that political television 
journalism on the whole is of good quality in the Netherlands. They 
believe there is a wide enough variety of informative and more, or a 
bit less, serious journalistic programs. Journalistic professionnali-
zation has improved its content rather than diminished it over time, 
according to the practitioners.   

 
CONCLUSION AND RESEARCH ANSWERS 

The outcomes of the five studies make it possible to answer the 
research question what forms of popularization and personalization of 
politics can be identified since Dutch television journalism’s inception in 
1956 and to what features of political and media culture can they be 
attributed?, in more detail. To do that, in chapter 1 I have split up the 
research question and outlined the following sub-questions: 
1. Which processes of popularization and personalization can be 

identified? 
2. Are increasingly less informative programs being aired on TV? 
3. How are processes of popularization and personalization related to 

developments in the media and political landscape? 
4. How have political and journalistic actors adapted to these 

processes of popularization and personalization and how has their 
adjustment altered their communication with audiences in their 
role as political citizens? 

These questions will be answered consecutively, starting with the 
first sub-question that was studied, first, in chapter 2. In this 
chapter a comprehensive literature overview was presented, 
conceptualizing the two distinct processes of popularization and 
personalization. This study showed that processes of popularization 
can be identified through studying four elements: the presence and 
development of popular topics, narrative, participatory and 
audiovisual aspects of TV programs. Processes of personalization in 
political television journalism can be identified through analyzing 
increasing attention for individual competencies (i.e. 
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‘individualization’), the private life of politicians (i.e. ‘privatization’) 
and the feelings and emotions of politicians (i.e. ‘emotionalization’). 
 Second, in chapter 4 and 5 the processes of popularization and 
personalization were studied in situ, through content analyses of 
specific TV programs, to study the scale and character of these 
processes and to validate the conceptualizations. In both studies the 
abstract concepts described above proved very useful, being easy to 
operationalize while at the same time providing a comprehensive 
instrument to analyze the various qualities of political television 
journalism. Concerning popularization, the analysis showed that the 
four aspects each showed variation over time, but not always at the 
same time, nor in the same, popularizing, direction. The distinction 
between them thus helped identify and interpret processes of 
popularization, and will be useful in further research. With regard to 
personalization, the analysis showed it is useful to distinguish 
between different forms of personalization because they have different 
relevance for the political content of the studied portraits. The 
conceptualization thus provides a refined tool to study the 
occurrence, role and functioning of personalization in political 
television journalism. 
 The second sub-question was studied through analyzing an 
inventory of available space for political television journalism, 
presented in chapter 3. The guiding question whether increasingly 
less informative programs are being aired on TV is answered 
negatively, contradicting many existing beliefs. Since both the 
number and length of informative programs has increased, the most 
obvious space in which popularization and personalization could 
occur has, in relative terms, not become larger over time.  
 The third sub-question asked how processes of popularization and 
personalization are related to developments in the media and political 
landscape, referring to the cultural and historical context in which 
political television journalism takes place. The cultural history of the 
Netherlands with regard to television is characterized by processes of 
secularization and commercialization, and a development into a more 
liberal media model from the nineties onward, characterized by a dual 
broadcasting system but a persistently strong public broadcasting 
service. This ‘tradition’ especially has enabled growth of the space for 
informative programs, and limited and formed processes of 
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popularization and personalization in TV programs. Studying the 

current affairs show Brandpunt, which was a public broadcaster’s 

program, showed very few signs of popularization. In fact, during 

times of secularization and political uproar in the 60ies and 70ies, 

Brandpunt developed a critical and innovative style of reporting, 

where it has often been applauded for. The slightly increasing use of 

critical and strategically oriented reportages and vox-pop elements 

were identified as signs of popularization, and seen a bit more 

frequently in the reportages of the 1980s and 1990s. This use of some 

popular means coincides partly, but not solely, with a time of strong 

media commercialization and competition, but also with a time of 

high-educated, media-wise audiences and sophisticating audiovisual 

techniques. 

 Processes of personalization, individualization, privatization and 

emotionalization, are seen throughout the research period, but some 

changes were identified when studying the portraits that seem to 

relate to media and political developments. Over time, a 

diversification of portraying styles occurs, but the big, studio show-

style of the portrait and the focus on active, rather than retired, 

politicians occurred only after the introduction of commercial 

television. Also the impact of the 2002 elections, just after the rise 

and assassination of Pim Fortuyn, which put the individual candidate 

center-stage in election campaigns, seems to have increased the 

number of television portrait programs during the 2006 campaign. 

However, although some processes of personalization in TV portraits 

seem related to developments in Dutch media and politics, on the 

whole, personalization seems a historical continuity in Dutch 

television portraits, as shown in chapter 5. 

 Finally, the fourth sub-question, how have political and 

journalistic actors adapted to these processes of popularization and 

personalization and how has their adjustment altered their 

communication with audiences in their role as political citizens, can be 

answered with the results presented in chapter 6. Politicians and 

journalists themselves feel at ease with the quality of political 

television journalism, and have naturally adapted to televised forms 

of personal attention. Popularization however, particularly in the form 

of amusement programs engaging in politics, is experienced as more 



GENERAL DISCUSSION 
 

 161 

problematic, and politicians are still searching for proper modes to 
address the various audiences of these programs. 
In all, these outcomes lead to the conclusion that there is no evidence 
for a video malaise in the Netherlands. This dissertation shows there 
is no reason to worry about the scope and quality of public debate, 
that the often discussed style of American political television has not 
completely taken over nor Americanized Dutch political TV, and has 
shown that popularization and personalization have not impoverished 
political television journalism. From a democratic perspective on 
society this is good, since it means that television audiences in their 
role as citizens are still provided with substantial, relevant political 
information, necessary for their participation in the political process. 
But it leaves the researcher, and probably also the reader, stuck with 
one big ‘but’: why the feeling of discontent regarding politics and 
television, or rather politics on television, remains so intense and 
keeps (re)surfacing? This final issue will be addressed in the next 
section. 

 
DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

This study has given answers to important research questions and 
has provided helpful conceptualizations to study popularization and 
personalization in political television journalism. But this study has 
also led to new ideas and questions about issues related to, but 
outside the scope of this dissertation. In the remainder of this final 
section I will suggest three directions for further research that 
resulted from this study. 
 In the first place, the concepts of popularization and 
personalization as presented in chapter 2, proved to be useful 
instruments to study developments in political television journalism. 
This dissertation presented analyses of popularization and 
personalization in two types of programs, but the conceptualizations 
can and should be used as instruments to study popularization and 
personalization in more and other forms television programs. I 
studied popularization in a current affairs show, but it would also be 
interesting and instructive to analyze the occurrence and 
development of the use of popular topics, narratives, audiovisual and 
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participatory means in other informative programs such as newscasts 
and political party broadcasts, or in the infotainment genre. How, 
when and why do infotainment programs such as talk shows, 
magazines and showbiz programs engage with politics in a 
popular(izing) way? The same is true for personalization. I found TV 
portraits of politicians to be very political in content, but is 
personalization also very political in nature when occurring in other 
programs and program genres? To get an even better understanding 
of the relevance of personalization for politics, it would be valuable to 
learn if and how processes of individualization, privatization and 
emotionalization can be identified in for instance political programs 
such as the weekly interview with the prime-minister, or at the other 
end in amusement shows, game shows or even in fiction, like series 
or movies.  
 Since both popularization and personalization are seen as 
processes, that change or develop over time, and discussions about 
video malaise and the quality of journalism focus on contemporary 
media content versus ‘the good old days’ of serious journalism, 
whenever that might have been, a longitudinal approach such as 
presented in this dissertation is imperative to study such over-time 
trends and to contribute to existing knowledge and debate. 
Fortunately, the archives of television programs both in the 
Netherlands and in other European countries are becoming easier 
and wider available through digital databases1, facilitating both 
longitudinal and cross-country research approaches. 
 A second area for research that has not been treaded on in this 
dissertation is the audience’s response to popularization and 
personalization, or their effects on particular groups of audiences, or 
citizens. I have identified and studied specific aspects and 
occurrences of popularization and personalization, but it remains to 
be seen how these specific processes affect citizens’ perceptions of 
politicians and whether and how they affect citizens’ political trust 
and opinions. I have shown that there is no proof for the video 
malaise argument that popularization and personalization have come 
to dominate political journalism at the costs of attention for serious 
issues, but video malaise authors also argue that citizens become less 
informed and apathetic because of television. Although the findings of 
this dissertation largely contradict the first and founding argument of 
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the video malaise thesis, whether and under which circumstances 
specific occurrences of popularization and personalization affect 
individuals’ sympathy for particular politicians and their opinions 
about particular issues, can and should be studied in further 
research.2 
 Finally, the third suggestion for future research concerns the 
response of one particular group of citizens: the politicians and 
journalists that react particularly strong to processes of 
popularization and personalization and the debate thereof. They are 
quite critical and also concerned about the direction in which current 
political television journalism is heading. In chapter 6 I presented the 
outcomes of elite and expert interviews, one of which was the overall 
contentment with the quality of political television journalism in the 
Netherlands. However, especially when discussing aspects of 
popularization, it became obvious in many interviews that most 
respondents are nevertheless concerned about the current state and 
future of political television journalism and public debate. 
 This type of concern about a particular medium is not a new 
phenomenon, even though many concerned do feel that we have now 
reached a critical point. Quite the contrary, ‘media concerns’ seem to 
come and go with the introduction of new media types (there was 
widespread concern about the radio when it was first introduced, and 
much more recently the rise of the Internet has led to vehement 
debate), and also with the tide of generations. Each generation has its 
own problems, and the media are always assigned a role, although 
each time a different one. Many of these past concerns have been 
overcome, yet new anxieties rise and gain a strong voice, similar to 
the survival and dominant position of the video malaise thesis. 
 Although the empirical accuracy of the video malaise thesis has 
been questioned from various angles, as in this dissertation, and past 
experience should give some relief to those so concerned with political 
journalism, it would be too simple and careless to simply ignore these 
concerns. Political (television) journalism is a great good, vital in the 
workings of our democracy, which we should be careful of and keep a 
critical eye on. Continuous debate about and reflection on the 
performance of political journalism is thus necessary and we should 
value those who do so. But the concerns voiced today, in terms of 
unsubstantial, emotional, popular and personal political television, 
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are too broad and vague. I have shown in this dissertation that many 
concerns and critiques can themselves be identified as aspects of 
popularization and personalization (chapter 2), and also that these 
processes are not the problem, at least so far. What is left is the 
question what contemporary criticasters are then exactly worried 
about. From the interviews I have held, I gather it seems to be a 
concern about a future development in political television journalism. 
Concerns voiced in sentences that start like “Current journalism is of 
good quality, but what if…” or “Good quality journalistic products are 
still made, but its audiences seem to decrease…”.  
 I argue that more research into the nature, role and objects of 
existing concerns is needed. That it would be helpful to know if these 
concerns are related more to social or civil issues such as a general 
vulgarization of manners, a coarsening of language or political 
polarization. By getting a clearer picture of the concern(s), future 
research can then also address questions about if and how these 
trends are related to journalistic developments. Some might fear that 
processes of popularization and personalization in years to come will 
increase drastically, critically diminishing the amount of political 
information on television, but the results presented in this 
dissertation do not justify such a prediction, and do certainly not give 
reason to be pessimistic today. 
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NOTES 

1 The Netherlands Insitute for Sound and Vision for instance has 
started digitalizing (parts of) its collection (www.beeldengeluid.nl/ 
meer-over-het-nederlands-instituut-voor-beeld-en-geluid), but also 
several European projects that aim to provide access to the television 
heritage of several European countries have recently started, such as 
the EUscreen project (http://www.euscreen.eu/) and the BIRTH 
Television Archive (http://www.birth-of-tv.org/birth/home.do). 
2 Within the NWO-funded research project Popularization and 
Personalization in the Dutch Democracy, of which this study is part, 
a second study is currently being done at the Erasmus University 
Rotterdam, to analyze the effects of popularization and 
personalization on different segments of the electorate through a 
factorial survey. 
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APPENDIX A Chapter 2 – Key words 

THE INITIAL LIST OF KEY WORDS (IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER): 
Celebrity politics; dramatization (and the Dutch equivalent 
‘dramatisering’); emotionalization (and the Dutch equivalent 
‘emotionalisering’); entertaining politics; human interest; 
individualization (and the Dutch equivalent ‘individualisering’); 
infotainment; media malaise; personalization /personalisation (and 
the Dutch equivalent ‘personalisering’); political entertainment; 
political scandal; popularization/popularisation (and the Dutch 
equivalent ‘popularisering); populism (and the Dutch equivalent 
‘populisme’); sensationalism (and the Dutch equivalents ‘sensationeel’ 
and ‘sensationalisering’); video malaise; vox populi. 

 
THE LIST OF ADDITIONAL KEY WORDS (IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER): 
Hoopla; horse race; image bite; media citizenship (and the Dutch 
equivalent ‘media burgerschap’); media logic; media populism (and 
the Dutch equivalent ‘media populisme’); sound bite; tabloid; 
tabloidization /tabloidization. 
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APPENDIX B  Chapter 3 - Tables 

Table B1 Overview selected periods 

 Period Period type Phase Data source 

1 13 September 1957 – 12 November 1957 Non-election 

Partisan 
logic 

Hand coding 

2 12 December 1958 – 12 March 1959 Election 

3 15 March 1961 – 15 May 1961 Non-election 

4 15 February 1963 – 15 May 1963 Election 

5 1 March 1965 – 30 April 1965 Non-election 

6 15 November 1966 – 15 February 1967 Election 

7 15 February 1969 – 15 April 1969 Non-election 

8 28 January 1971 – 28 April 1971 Election 

Public logic 

9 15 January 1972 – 15 March 1972 Non-election 

10 29 August 1972 – 29 November 1972 Election 

11 15 January 1975 – 15 March 1975 Non-election 

12 25 February 1977 – 25 May 1977 Election 

13 15 April 1979 – 15 June 1979 Non-election 

14 26 February 1981 – 26 May 1981 Election 

15 15 December 1981 – 15 February 1982 Non-election 

16 8 June 1982 – 8 September 1982 Election 

17 15 June 1984 – 15 August 1984 Non-election 

18 22 February 1986 – 22 May 1986 Election 

19 15 December 1987 – 15 February 1988 Non-election 

20 6 June 1989 – 6 September 1989 Election 

Intomart 

21 15 December 1991 – 15 February 1992 Non-election 

Media logic 

22 3 February 1994 – 3 May 1994 Election 

23 15 April 1996 – 15 June 1996 Non-election 

24 6 February 1998 – 6 May 1998 Election 

25 15 April 2000- 15 June 2000 Non-election 

26 15 February 2002 – 15 May 2002 Election 

Dutch Audience 
Research 
Foundation 

27 15 August 2002 – 15 October 2002 Non-election 

28 22 October 2002 – 22 January 2003 Election 

29 15 November 2004 – 15 January 2005 Non-election 

30 22 August 2006 – 22 November 2006 Election 
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Table B2 Television genres 

 Genre Example programs 

I 
N 
F 
O 
R 
M 
A 
T 
I 
O 
N 

News Journaal, Van gewest tot gewest, 5 in het land, 
Hart van Nederland, RTL Nieuws 

Current affair program Achter het nieuws, Brandpunt, Netwerk, NOVA, 
Ontbijt TV, Het Capitool, Buitenhof 

Political program Verkiezingsuitzendingen, Gesprek met de 
Minister-president, Vragenuurtje, Debatten 

Political party broadcast Verkiezingsspotjes 
 

Financial economic program Business update, Aktua in bedrijf, Over de balk, 
Orde op zaken, RTL Z 

Documentary Zembla, Uur van de Wolf, Reporter, RTL Dossier, 
Dokument  

I 
N 
F 
O 
T 
A 
I 
N 
M 
E 
N 
T 

1-to-1/1-to-few talk show Om met Ischa te spreken, Remmers ontmoet, 
Aad van den Heuvel en…, Felderhof ontmoet 

Public discussion program Catherine, Het Lagerhuis, Rondom 10, 
Vragenvuur, Koos Postema op woensdag 

Chat show Karel, Barend&Witteman, De wereld draait door, 
Barend & van Dorp, Mies en scene,  

Consumer magazine Tineke, Vijf uur show, Koffietijd, Life&Cooking, 
Jos op 1, BV de wereld 

General consumer programs Kassa, Radar, Ombudsman, Ben je belazerd, 
Breekijzer, Koning Klant 

Other talk show  Vrije gedachte, Kaarten op tafel, Tegenpolen, 
Thuis bij, Onder vuur, Gastenboek 

Human interest Vrouw zijn, Spoorloos, Willibrord, Jambers, Man 
bijt hond, Hart in aktie, Taxi 

Portrait Silhouet, Profiel, De show van je leven, Markant, 
Ischa, Beeldspraak, Andries 

Show business/royalty RTL Boulevard, Shownieuws, Blauw bloed, 
Showtime 

Table continued on next page  
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E 
N 
T 
E 
R 
T 
A 
I 
N 
M 
E 
N 
T 
 

 

Justice/law/order – non fiction 
program 

Opsporing verzocht, Peter R. de Vries, Ooggetuige, 
Rijdende rechter, De rechtbank 

Traffic/transport Stapel op auto’s, Blik op de weg, Blij dat ik rij, 
Autoxperience, Heilige koe 

Health, care & upbringing Vinger aan de pols, TV dokter, Ziekenhuisverhalen, 
Spreekkamer 

Nature/travel/holiday Toerisme, Helse vakanties, Puur natuur, Vakantie TV, 
Verassend Nederland 

(Popular) science & technology Jules Unlimited, Noorderlicht, Hoe zit dat?, Waarom? 
Daarom!, Wetenswaardevol 

Music/art/culture/media Museumschatten, Bios, Beeldenstorm, Lekker lezen, 
Top 40, Boekenbus, 2 meter sessies 

Religion/proclamation/ 
philosophical/ideological 

Zondagse kerkdienst, Dagsluiting, Achtergronden van 
de bijbel 

Anthropology/ sociology/ 
history/archaeology 

20e eeuw, Andere tijden, Bewogen betrekkingen, 
Landgenoten 

Cooking Wijnwereld, Koken met sterren, Kookgek, Lombok 
kookt, Reistafel 

Decorating/interior 
design/gardening/hobby/DIY 

Eigen huis & tuin, In Holland staat een huis, Klussen 
en wonen, Mijn hobby, Tuinruimers 

Animals Dierenmanieren, Paardensport, Alle dieren tellen 
mee, Natte neuzen 

Beauty/life 
style/exercising/appearance 

Health & beauty, Style & beauty, Modepolitie, 
Nederland in beweging 

IT/new media/games Game time, Computer magazine, Informatica, 
Gamequest 

Reality series Big Brother, 112 weekend, Explosief, Big diet, 
Expeditie Robinson, Vet’s, Airport 

Series Goeie tijden, slechte tijden, Zeg ‘ns A, Pleidooi, 
Baantjer, Flodder, Kees & Co 

Movie/television play/theatre  

Knowledge quiz Voor een briefkaart op de eerste rang, 2 voor 12, Per 
seconde wijzer 

Game show Wie van de drie, Lingo, Zo vader zo zoon, Over de 
rooie, Get the picture 

Big game show Ted show, NCRV Stedenspel, Zeskamp, Een van de 
acht, Wedden dat, Love letters 

Show/amusement/ 
entertainment 

Andre van Duin, Bananasplit, Mooi weer de Leeuw, 
Circusfestival, All you need is love 

Cabaret/satire De Lama’s, Kopspijkers, Farce majeur, Andermans 
veren, Bert Haanstra, Koefnoen 

Sport voetbalwedstrijden, Studio Sport, Sportjournaal, etc. 
Children and youth program Sesamstraat, Stuif es in, Telekids, tekenfilms 
Other recreation/advice/ 
service/information/education 

Lotto, Staatsloterij, horoscoopjournaal, Teleac 
cursussen 

Other Reclame, PB51, continuity, storing, tekstuele 
informatie, ideële reclame, teleshop, erotiek 
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APPENDIX C  Chapter 4 – Topics 

Table C1 Topic overview 

1.  Economy & taxes 

2.  Civil rights 

3.  Health 

4.  Agriculture 

5.  Labor 

6.  Education 

7.  Environment 

8.  Energy 

9.  Immigration & integration 

10.  Transport & traffic 

11.  Justice & crime 

12.  Social welfare 

13.  Town & country planning, housing, community 

14.  Business, banking, national trade 

15.  Defense 

16.  Science, technology & communication 

17.  Foreign trade 

18.  Foreign affairs & development 

19.  Governmental affairs 

20.  Environmental planning, conservation, water management 

21.  Art & culture 

22.  Local government 

23.  Weather & natural disasters 

24.  Fires, accidents & calamities 

25.  Sports 

26.  Obituaries 

27.  Religion 

28.  Human interest 

29.  Other 
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Table C2 Overview selected items on ‘justice & crime’ 

 Date of 
Broadcast Specific topic Duration 

in min. 
1 2-5-1964 Ban on switchblades 4 

2 14-11-1970 Duration of preliminary custody 6 

3 1-9-1973 Life in prison 15 

4 12-10-1974 The Nick Newspaper (De Bajeskrant) 6 

5 31-8-1974 Dutch prisoner in Turkey 16 

6 4-9-1976 Heroine traffic 15 

7 19-1-1979 Special arrest squads 12 

8 27-10-1985 Cell shortage 3 

9 1-12-1985 Death of squatter in cell 11 

10 6-7-1986 Compulsory identification 8 

11 5-9-1987 Judicial mistakes 7 

12 14-10-1988 Demonstrative meeting police union 5 

13 19-3-1990 Testing electronic house arrest device 7 

14 24-3-1991 Police involvement in shootings 7 

15 22-9-1991 Traumatized police officers 9 

16 1-12-1991 Detention under hospital order 19 

17 20-10-1991 Increasing amounts of coffee shops in Venlo 7 

18 15-3-1992 Separate sections for sexual delinquents 10 

19 14-6-1992 Multiple prisoners per cell 7 

20 26-4-1992 Hemp growing in the Netherlands 8 

21 6-9-1992 Prison escapes 8 

22 11-4-1993 Security prison guards 5 

23 20-6-1993 Hemp smuggling by Dutch truck drivers 7 

24 12-6-1994 Tough policy on defaulters 10 

25 1-5-1994 Tracing illegal’s by military police 6 

26 1-5-1994 Murder drugs dealer know before occurrence 3 

27 14-8-1994 High salaries police commissioners 9 

28 18-6-1995 Military police action against drugs nuisance in 
Terneuzen 7 

29 17-9-1995 Police failure in Zwolsman-case 13 

30 21-4-1996 Alternative sentencing 15 
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Table C3 Overview selected items on ‘governmental affairs’ 

 Date of 
Broadcast Specific topic Duration 

1 5-3-1965 PvdA convention 5 

2 16-3-1966 Local elections in Spijkenisse 7 

3 14-10-1966 Cabinet crisis 7 

4 11-5-1970 Squatters in The Hague (Vrijdorp Kabouters) 6 

5 10-11-1970 KVP convention 7 

6 6-2-1971 Various party conventions 12 

7 20-4-1971 Campaigning politicians 2 

8 1-12-1972 PvdA election victory party 7 

9 27-5-1972 CPN convention 3 

10 24-11-1973 D66 convention 4 

11 14-10-1976 General Debate (in parliament) 9 

12 2-5-1981 Portrait of two small Christian parties 23 

13 16-9-1982 Extreme-right party Central Democrats and its leader 
Janmaat in parliament 10 

14 13-5-1982 Cabinet Van Agt II 3 

15 16-3-1986 CDA campaigning for local elections 7 

16 13-6-1987 CDA party convention 7 

17 4-4-1987 PvdA convention 4 

18 4-7-1987 Mid-term review cabinet Lubbers 2 13 

19 20-10-1991 Gladio army 9 

20 18-8-1991 VVD deliberation 4 

21 25-8-1991 Political crisis about (un)linking wages and benefits 8 

22 29-8-1993 PvdA criticizes own chairman Woltgens 5 

23 16-1-1994 New years reception PvdA-branch Amsterdam 5 

24 5-6-1994 VVD supporters about a ‘purple coalition’ 5 

25 1-5-1994 Volatile voters 9 

26 7-8-1994 Status quo on cabinet formation 7 

27 10-5-1996 Critical analysis of ‘purple coalition’ 10 

28 5-1-1996 D66 wants to ban racists from politics 7 

29 9-2-1996 50 year anniversary PvdA – on Prime Minister Kok 19 
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APPENDIX D  Chapter 5 - Portraits 

Table D1 Overview portraits 

 Title of broadcast Date Portrayed politician Network Interviewer 

1 Profile of Mr. Dirk 
Uipko Stikker 15-5-1961 

Stikker (VVD - ex-
member of the Upper 
Chamber; ex-minister; 
NATO secretary) 

KRO Henk Neuman 

2 Face to face (Onder 
vier ogen) 20-1-1963 Roolvink (ARP - State 

secretary) NCRV Kees van 
Langeraad 

3 Profile of Mr. J.M.A.H. 
Luns 25-4-1963 Luns (KVP - minister) AVRO Joop van Tijn 

4 Silhouette (Silhouet) 14-8-1967 
Van Riel (VVD - ex-
member of the Upper 
Chamber) 

KRO Henk Neuman 

      

5 Profile of Hans van 
Mierlo 19-3-1970 

Van Mierlo (D66 - 
member of the Lower 
House) 

VPRO Joop van Tijn 

6 Striking (Markant) 11-3-1973 

Stikker (VVD - ex-
member of the Upper 
Chamber; ex-minister; 
ex-NATO secretary) 

NOS Unknown 

7 Striking (Markant) 19-8-1973 
Algra (ARP - ex-
member of the Upper 
Chamber) 

NOS Unknown 
male 

8 Striking (Markant) 23-9-1973 
Luns (KVP - ex-
minister; NATO 
secretary) 

NOS Max van Rooy 

9 

Ivo Samkalden, profile 
of a departing mayor 
(profiel van een 
scheidend 
burgemeester) 

28-2-1977 
Samkalden (PvdA - 
ex-minister; 
departing mayor) 

AVRO Jaap van 
Meekren 

      
10 Marga Klompé 6-5-1984 Klompé (KVP - ex-

minister) KRO Hilde van 
Oostrum 

11 In de lead (In de 
hoofdrol) 2-2-1985 

Wiegel (VVD - ex- 
member of the Lower 
House; ex-minister; 
Lord Lieutenant) 

AVRO Mies 
Bouwman 

12 Striking (Markant) 11-2-1986 
Bakker (CPN - ex-
member of the Lower 
House) 

NOS Herman van 
Run 

13 Striking (Markant) 9-8-1988 
Schakel (CDA - ex-
member of the Lower 
House; ex- mayor) 

NOS Herman van 
Run 

      
Table continued on next page  
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14 In de lead (In de 
hoofdrol) 6-12-1992 

Terpstra (VVD - 
member of the Lower 
House) 

AVRO Mies 
Bouwman 

15 The show of your life 
(De show van je leven) 17-1-1998 Jorritsma (VVD - 

minister) VARA Astrid Joosten 

16 The show of your life 
(De show van je leven) 7-1-2001 Zalm (VVD - minister) VARA Astrid Joosten 

17 Face to face (Oog in 
oog) 

14-12-
2001 

Balkenende (CDA - 
member of the Lower 
House; party leader) 

VARA Astrid Joosten 

18 Face to face (Oog in 
oog) 18-9-2003 

Halsema (GroenLinks 
- member of the Lower 
House; party leader) 

VARA Astrid Joosten 

      

19 Paul Rosenmöller and… 25-10-
2006 

Marijnissen (SP - 
member of the Lower 
House; party leader) 

IKON Paul 
Rosenmöller 

20 Andries 28-10-
2006 

Pechtold (D66 - ex- 
mayor; ex-minister; 
party leader) 

EO Andries 
Knevel 

21 Andries 4-11-2006 
Rouvoet (CU - 
member of the Lower 
House; party leader) 

EO Andries 
Knevel 

22 Andries 11-11-
2006 

Rutte (VVD - ex-state 
secretary; member of 
the Lower House; 
party leader) 

EO Andries 
Knevel 

23 Paul Rosenmöller and… 15-11-
2006 

Bos (PvdA - ex-state 
secretary; member of 
the Lower House; 
party leader) 

IKON Paul 
Rosenmöller 
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ENGLISH SUMMARY 
 
Politicians, journalists and scholars in the Netherlands and abroad 
regularly express their concern about the negative influence of 
television journalism on the quality of public debate and political 
trust. The concern usually focuses on an alleged popularization and 
personalization of political television journalism. This dissertation 
shows that their concern is unjustified. To the extent they occur, 
popularization and personalization have not impoverished political 
television journalism. Rather, the concerns and criticism itself should 
be examined, which may be related to other social or civil trends, 
instead of journalistic developments. 
 
The factual role of popularization and personalization in political 
television journalism is contentious, just as their historical roots and 
cultural circumstances. Systematic and longitudinal research of a 
popularization of political journalism and personalization of politics is 
lacking, especially within the context of a mainland-European 
country. This dissertation therefore investigates what forms of 
popularization and personalization of politics can be identified since 
Dutch television journalism’s inception in 1956 and to what features of 
political and media culture can they be attributed. 
 In chapter 2, a systematic comparison of publications from various 
academic fields is presented, distinguishing between processes of 
making politics popular (i.e. ‘popularization’) and processes focusing 
on personal rather than political issues (i.e. ‘personalization’). This 
results in clear conceptualizations that are used in the subsequent 
studies. Popularization pertains to topical, narrative, audiovisual and 
participatory features of political television programs. Of 
personalization, seven forms are identified, three of which can be 
directly linked to television journalism: individualization (attention for 
individual competencies and qualities), privatization (attention for the 
private lives and issues of individual politicians) and emotionalization 
(attention for the emotions and feelings of individual politicians).  
 Before analyzing whether and how these aspects of popularization 
and personalization developed in Dutch political television 
journalism, chapter 3 presents a quantitative analysis of the available 
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space for political television journalism on Dutch TV. For one can 
only arrive at a solid conclusion about an understanding of, for 
instance, a change in popularization and personalization, if one 
knows the wider context in which these developments took place. 
Through a historically grounded analysis of television broadcast time 
in the Netherlands, using archived print television guides and digital 
broadcasting data, the time spent on the broad categories of 
information, infotainment and entertainment on all national channels 
is examined from 1957 to 2006. The results show that throughout the 
years television offers more and more time to political television 
journalism. Over time, both public and commercial broadcasters 
spent increasingly more time on informative programs such as news 
and current affairs shows, but these programs are moved out of 
prime time. The overall time spent on entertainment has decreased, 
while time dedicated to infotainment programs, such as talk shows, 
has increased. More qualitative changes in styles and content of 
political television journalism are discussed in more detailed studies 
of an information and an infotainment program.  
 In chapter 4 a study on the occurrence of popularization is 
presented through a qualitative content analysis of the long running 
Dutch current affairs program Brandpunt. The topics covered, the 
narrative, the use of vox populi and the audiovisual means employed 
in items from 1960 to 1996 are studied. Popular topics such as 
disasters, calamities and human interest are only marginally present 
through time and there is no increase in attention for national news. 
The increasing attention for justice & crime issues could point at a 
process of popularization, but the content analysis of these items 
shows no over-time increase or intensifying use of popular narrative, 
vox populi elements or audiovisual means. Items about governmental 
affairs show more signs of popularization, especially in the increasing 
use of critical and strategically oriented reportages. However, critical 
journalism from political journalists, the ‘watchdogs of democracy’, is 
not necessarily a sign of popularization. Thus, both popular and non-
popular topics can and sometimes are presented in a popular way. 
This is however not done consistently or increasingly throughout the 
years, so to conclude that a process of popularization is taking place 
is inordinate.  
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 A similar outcome concerning personalization is found in the 
study presented in chapter 5. A selection of televised portraits of 
Dutch politicians broadcast between 1961 and 2006 is studied 
through qualitative content analysis. The results show that 
personalization was present as early as 1961, and cannot be 
considered a mere product of contemporary television culture. The 
results also show that personal narratives have always comprised of 
reflections on individual competencies (individualization) and private 
stories (privatization), with emotional accounts (emotionalization) only 
slightly increasing in the most recent years. Finally, the analysis 
makes clear that personal narratives in these portraits are always 
primarily articulated with the political ideas, activities and goals of 
the featured politicians, and are embedded in their political and 
societal affiliations. The conclusion thus is twofold: personalization is 
a historical continuity in Dutch TV portraits, and personalization has 
never been detrimental to the attention for political information. 
 Finally, chapter 6 offers an analysis of the views and opinions of 
politicians, journalists and experts, in order to validate the outcomes 
of the research. They were interviewed about their experiences with 
and ideas on political television journalism in the Netherlands 
throughout the years, and particularly about processes of 
popularization and personalization. Comparing their views with the 
research outcomes shows that the analytic distinction between 
popularization and personalization is not easily maintained in 
everyday professional talk about political television journalism. 
Nevertheless, the interviewees did reflect on differences between the 
concepts, particularly in their evaluations, by approaching 
popularization as a consequence of contemporary media cultures, 
characterized by haste and shallowness, while personalization is seen 
as a logical consequence of the attention for party leaders that has 
always existed. Almost all respondents agree that political television 
journalism in the Netherlands on the whole is of good quality: there is 
a wide enough variety of informative and serious journalistic 
programs, and professionalization has improved journalistic content 
rather than diminished it over time. 
 In chapter 7 it is concluded that the persistently strong public 
broadcasting service has enabled the growth of the space for 
informative programs in the Netherlands, and limited and formed 
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processes of popularization and personalization. The use of some 
popular means coincides partly, but not solely, with a time of strong 
media commercialization and competition, but also with a time of 
high-educated, media-wise audiences and sophisticating audiovisual 
techniques. Processes of personalization are also somewhat related to 
developments in Dutch media and politics, but seem, on the whole, a 
historical continuity in Dutch television portraits. Politicians and 
journalists themselves feel at ease with contemporary political 
television journalism, and have naturally adapted to televised forms 
of personal attention. These outcomes lead to the conclusions that 
there is no reason to worry about the scope and quality of public 
debate, that the often discussed style of American TV has not 
completely Americanized Dutch journalism, and that popularization 
and personalization have not impoverished political television 
journalism.  
 From a democratic perspective on society this is good news, since 
it means that television audiences in their role as citizens are still 
provided with substantial, relevant political information, necessary 
for their participation in the political process. Nevertheless, many 
concerns remain about the current state and future of political 
television journalism and public debate. 
 To them I can say that their concerns, when voiced in terms of 
unsubstantial, easy, and emotional political television, are too broad 
and too vague. This dissertation shows that many of the concerns 
refer to a popularization and personalization of television journalism – 
and that these processes are not the problem. More research into the 
nature, role and objects of existing concerns is thus needed. It would 
be helpful to know if these concerns are related to social or civil 
issues such as a general vulgarization of manners, a coarsening of 
language or political polarization. Future research can then also 
question if and how these trends are related to journalistic 
developments.  
 Some might fear that processes of popularization and 
personalization in years to come will increase drastically, critically 
diminishing the amount of political information on television. But the 
results presented in this dissertation do not justify such a prediction, 
and do certainly not give reason to be pessimistic today. 
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NEDERLANDSE SAMENVATTING 
 
Politici, journalisten en academici in binnen- en buitenland uiten 
regelmatig hun bezorgdheid over de negatieve invloed van 
televisiejournalistiek op de kwaliteit van het publiek debat en van het 
politiek vertrouwen. Deze bezorgdheid richt zich doorgaans op een 
vermeende popularisering en personalisering van de politieke 
televisiejournalistiek. Dit proefschrift toont aan dat hun bezorgdheid 
onterecht is. Voor zover zij zich voordoen, hebben popularisering en 
personalisering de politieke televisiejournalistiek niet verschraald. 
Eerder moeten de zorgen en kritiek zélf worden onderzocht, die 
mogelijk gerelateerd zijn aan heel andere maatschappelijke trends 
dan journalistieke ontwikkelingen.  
 
In welke mate popularisering en personalisering zich daadwerkelijk in 
de politieke televisiejournalistiek voordoen en met welk effect, is 
omstreden, net als hun historische wortels en culturele context. 
Systematisch en longitudinaal onderzoek naar de popularisering van 
de politieke journalistiek en de personalisering van de politiek 
ontbreekt, met name met betrekking tot het Europese vasteland.  In 
dit proefschrift wordt daarom onderzocht welke vormen van 
popularisering en personalisering kunnen worden geïdentificeerd 
sinds het begin van de Nederlandse televisiejournalistiek in 1956, en 
aan welke karakteristieken van politieke- en mediacultuur zij kunnen 
worden toegeschreven. 
 Hoofdstuk 2 bevat  een systematische vergelijking van publicaties 
uit verschillende wetenschapsgebieden, die processen die politiek 
populair maken (i.e. 'popularisering') en processen die het 
persoonlijke in plaats van het politiek-inhoudelijke benadrukken (i.e. 
'personalisering'), duidelijk van elkaar onderscheidt. Vervolgens 
worden deze processen geconceptualiseerd en gebruikt voor de erop 
volgende onderzoeken. Popularisering heeft betrekking op de 
onderwerpen, verhaalstructuren, audiovisuele en participatieve 
elementen van politieke TV-programma's. Van personalisering zijn 
zeven vormen geïdentificeerd, waarvan er drie betrekking hebben op 
televisiejournalistiek: individualisering (aandacht voor de 
competenties en kwaliteiten van individuele politici), privatisering 
(aandacht voor het privéleven en de problemen van individuele 
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politici) en emotionalisering (aandacht voor de emoties en gevoelens 
van individuele politici).  
 Alvorens te onderzoeken of en hoe deze aspecten van 
popularisering en personalisering zich hebben ontwikkeld in de 
Nederlandse politieke televisiejournalistiek, wordt in hoofdstuk 3 een 
kwantitatieve analyse gepresenteerd van de beschikbare ruimte voor 
politieke journalistiek op de Nederlandse televisie. We kunnen 
tenslotte alleen maar tot een goed begrip van, bijvoorbeeld, een 
verandering in popularisering en personalisering komen als de 
bredere context waarin deze ontwikkelingen plaatsvonden, bekend is. 
Door middel van een historisch gefundeerde analyse van de complete 
uitzendtijd in Nederland wordt, met behulp van gearchiveerde 
gedrukte TV-gidsen en digitale data, onderzocht hoeveel relatieve tijd 
er tussen 1957 en 2006 op alle nationale zenders is besteed aan 
informatie, infotainment en entertainment programma’s. De 
resultaten tonen aan dat televisieomroepen door de jaren heen steeds 
meer tijd besteden aan politieke televisiejournalistiek. Zowel publieke 
als commerciële omroepen bestemmen steeds meer tijd voor 
informatieve programma's zoals nieuws- en actualiteitenprogramma’s, 
maar verhuizen deze programma's van prime time naar andere, 
minder goed bekeken uitzendtijden.  De totale hoeveelheid tijd die 
wordt besteed aan entertainment daalt, terwijl infotainment 
programma's, zoals talkshows, steeds meer tijd toebedeeld krijgen. 
Meer kwalitatieve veranderingen in de stijl en inhoud van politieke 
televisiejournalistiek komen aan bod in gedetailleerde analyses van 
een informatie en een infotainment programma. 
 In hoofdstuk 4 wordt popularisering geanalyseerd middels een 
kwalitatieve inhoudsanalyse van het langlopende Nederlandse 
actualiteitenprogramma Brandpunt. De onderwerpen, 
verhaalstructuren, het gebruik van vox populi en de gebruikte 
audiovisuele technieken worden bestudeerd in programma-items van 
1960 tot 1996. Populaire onderwerpen zoals rampen, ongelukken en 
human interest-kwesties zijn daarin slechts marginaal aanwezig, en 
er is geen toenemende aandacht voor nationale onderwerpen 
geconstateerd. Een groeiende aandacht voor justitiële en 
misdaadkwesties zou kunnen wijzen op een proces van 
popularisering, maar de inhoudelijke analyse van deze items toont 
geen toename of intensivering van het gebruik van populaire 
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verhaalstructuren, vox populi elementen of audiovisuele technieken 
door de tijd heen.  Items over het (functioneren van) het openbaar 
bestuur (‘de politiek’) vertonen meer tekenen van popularisering, 
vooral zichtbaar in het toenemend gebruik van kritisch en strategisch 
georiënteerde reportages.  Echter, kritische journalistiek van politieke 
journalisten, de 'waakhonden van onze democratie', is niet 
noodzakelijkerwijs een teken van popularisering. Omdat zowel 
populaire als niet-populaire onderwerpen niet consequent noch in 
toenemende mate door de jaren heen op een populariserende manier 
worden gepresenteerd, valt dus niet te concluderen dat er een proces 
van popularisering plaats vindt.  
 Een vergelijkbaar resultaat wordt in hoofdstuk 5 gevonden met 
betrekking tot personalisering. Geselecteerde TV-portretten van 
Nederlandse politici, uitgezonden tussen 1961 en 2006, zijn 
onderzocht door middel van een kwalitatieve inhoudsanalyse.  De 
resultaten tonen aan dat personalisering al aanwezig was in 1961, en 
dat het niet louter kan worden beschouwd als een product van de 
hedendaagse televisiecultuur. De uitkomsten laten ook zien dat 
persoonlijke verhalen altijd al hebben bestaan uit reflecties op 
individuele competenties (individualisering) en privéanekdotes 
(privatisering), en dat emotionele getuigenissen (emotionalization) in 
de meest recente jaren slechts enigszins vaker voorkomen.  Tot slot 
maakt de analyse duidelijk dat persoonlijke verhalen in deze 
portretten voornamelijk worden verweven met de politieke ideeën, 
activiteiten en doelstellingen van de geïnterviewde politici, en dat deze 
verhalen worden verteld in een politieke en maatschappelijke context.  
De conclusie is hier dus tweeledig: personalisering is een historische 
continuïteit in de Nederlandse TV-portretten, en personalisering is 
niet ten koste gegaan van de aandacht voor politieke informatie.  
 Hoofdstuk 6 tenslotte biedt een analyse van de standpunten en 
opinies van politici, journalisten en deskundigen, om de uitkomsten 
van de eerdere studies te valideren. Zij zijn geïnterviewd over hun 
ervaringen met en ideeën over de politieke televisiejournalistiek in 
Nederland door de jaren heen, in het bijzonder processen van 
popularisering en personalisering. Uit een vergelijking van hun 
standpunten met de onderzoeksresultaten blijkt dat in gesprekken 
over de dagelijkse professionele praktijk van politieke 
televisiejournalistiek een analytisch onderscheid tussen 
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popularisering en personalisering niet eenvoudig vol te houden is. 
Toch reflecteren de geïnterviewden op verschillen tussen de 
concepten, met name in hun evaluaties, door popularisering te zien 
als een gevolg van de hedendaagse mediacultuur die gekenmerkt 
wordt door haast en oppervlakkigheid, terwijl zij personalisering zien 
als een logisch gevolg van de aandacht voor partijleiders die altijd 
heeft bestaan. Bijna alle respondenten zijn het erover eens dat 
politieke televisiejournalistiek in Nederland over het algemeen van 
goede kwaliteit is: er is voldoende variëteit in informatieve en serieuze 
journalistieke programma's, en professionalisering heeft de 
journalistieke inhoud verbeterd in plaats van verslechterd.  
 In hoofdstuk 7 wordt geconcludeerd dat door een aanhoudend 
sterke publieke omroep de ruimte voor informatieve programma's in 
Nederland is gegroeid, en processen van popularisering en 
personalisering zijn beperkt en tegelijkertijd gevormd. Het gebruik 
van enkele populaire middelen valt gedeeltelijk, maar niet uitsluitend, 
samen met een periode van commercialisering en toenemende 
concurrentie, maar ook met een periode waarin Nederland een 
hoogopgeleid, mediawijs publiek kent, en audiovisuele technieken 
zeer geavanceerd zijn.  Processen van personalisering zijn ook 
enigszins gerelateerd aan bredere ontwikkelingen in de Nederlandse 
media en politiek, maar kennen over het geheel genomen een 
historische continuïteit. Politici en journalisten voelen zich op hun 
gemak bij de hedendaagse politieke televisiejournalistiek en hebben 
zich op natuurlijke wijze aangepast aan de TV-varianten van 
persoonlijke aandacht. Deze uitkomsten leiden tot de conclusies dat 
er geen reden is om ons zorgen te maken over de omvang en de 
kwaliteit van het publieke debat, dat de vaak besproken 
veramerikanisering van de Nederlandse TV-journalistiek lang niet 
volledig is, en dat popularisering en personalisering de politieke 
televisiejournalistiek niet hebben verschraald.  
 Vanuit een democratisch perspectief op de samenleving is dit 
positief, want het betekent dat TV-kijkers in hun rol als burgers nog 
steeds worden voorzien van substantiële, relevante politieke 
informatie die noodzakelijk is voor hun deelname aan het politieke 
proces.  Toch blijft er veel bezorgdheid bestaan over de huidige staat 
en de toekomst van de politieke televisiejournalistiek en het publiek 
debat.  
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 Tot de bezorgden kan ik zeggen dat hun kritiek, wanneer geuit  in 
termen van niet-inhoudelijke, platte en emotionele politieke televisie, 
te breed en te vaag is. Dit proefschrift toont aan dat veel van de 
kritiek verwijst naar een popularisering en personalisering van de TV-
journalistiek – en dat deze ontwikkelingen het probleem niet zijn.  Er 
is dus meer onderzoek nodig naar de aard, de functie en het 
onderwerp van deze kritiek. Het zou nuttig zijn te weten of bestaande 
zorgen zijn gerelateerd aan andere maatschappelijke kwesties, zoals 
een meer algemene ‘verhuftering’ van de samenleving, een verruwing 
van het taalgebruik, of politieke polarisatie.  Toekomstig onderzoek 
kan dan ook laten zien of en hoe zulke trends gerelateerd zijn aan 
journalistieke ontwikkelingen.  
 Sommigen zullen misschien bang zijn dat vormen van 
popularisering en personalisering in de komende jaren steeds vaker 
en heviger zullen voorkomen, waardoor de hoeveelheid politieke 
informatie op televisie tot een kritiek punt zal dalen. Maar de 
resultaten die in dit proefschrift worden gepresenteerd, 
rechtvaardigen zo’n voorspelling geenszins en geven zeker geen reden 
tot pessimisme. 
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