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CHAPTER I 
 

Introduction 

Why are some issues the subject of heated political and public debate, while 

others receive almost no political or media attention? Many scholars have noted 

that there is virtually no limit to the number of potential issues that could be the 

subject of public policy (e.g., Carmines and Stimson 1989; Dearing and Rogers 

1996; Hillgartner and Bosk 1988; Schattschneider 1960). As Jones and 

Baumgartner (2005, 11) note, ‘a pretty good beginning assumption is that the 

desires of citizens to have their problems addressed […] are infinite.’ However, a 

prerequisite for political action and policy change is political attention, and the 

number of issues that can receive attention in a political system is inevitably 

limited. Agenda-setting, or the process by which ‘attention is allocated to some 

problems rather than others’ (Jones and Baumgartner 2005, viii-ix), is therefore a 

crucial aspect of politics. 

One of the most important ways in which new issues present themselves 

to political actors is through the media. Coverage in the media can provide 

policymakers with information on developments in society, and moreover, 

politicians often regard media attention as an indicator of what citizens find 

important. However, we know that media attention on an issue is only sometimes 

translated into political attention (Walgrave and Van Aelst 2006). In other words, 

political actors selectively adopt issues from the media agenda onto the political 

agenda, and they often ignore the issues presented in the media. Similarly, 

politicians and parties attempt to affect the broader debate and push their issues 

on the media agenda, but they are only sometimes successful in influencing the 

issues to which the media devote their attention. This dissertation contributes to 

our understanding of the mutual influence between media and political agendas 

by studying when agenda-setting occurs in one direction or the other and when it 

does not. Specifically, it asks: Under what circumstances do the media influence 

what is on the political agenda, and under what circumstances do parties 

influence the media agenda?  

 

Political agenda-setting 

Prioritizing policy issues on the political agenda is a crucial part of party politics. 

First, to reach their ideological goals, the policy issues parties wish to address 
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Introduction 
 

need to be introduced on the political table to begin with. In the national politics 

of representative democracies, this means that if a party wishes to have its 

policies on an issue realized, it must ensure that the issue is on the legislative 

agenda (Vliegenthart, Walgrave and Zicha 2013). Any agenda, however, has a 

‘limited carrying capacity’ in the sense that only a finite number of topics can be 

included. As there are potentially infinite issues, issues can themselves be 

considered to compete for a spot on the agenda (Hilgartner and Bosk 1988). To 

achieve their policy objectives (Müller and Strøm 1999), parties need to ensure that 

their issues are on the political agenda, as this is the beginning of the political 

decision making process. 

Second, parties also fight over which issues should top the political 

agenda to maximize their electoral support. Certain issues are more electorally 

advantageous than others for specific parties, as these parties are considered the 

most competent at handling that particular problem (Petrocik 1996) or because 

they hold a position that is favored by a large part of the electorate (Riker 1996). 

As a result, parties not only compete for votes by taking different issue positions 

but also by selectively emphasizing issues that are electorally attractive 

(Schattschneider 1960, Budge and Farlie 1983; Riker 1996; Carmines and Stimson 

1986; see also Vavreck 2009). By the same token, parties attempt to draw attention 

away from issues that favor their opponents. Recently, scholars have argued that 

this form of competition, called ‘issue competition’, has grown increasingly 

important in Western European politics (Green-Pedersen 2006; 2007). Socio-

structural voting has declined (Dalton 2002), leaving parties with a more volatile 

electorate which partially bases its electoral decisions on the issues that are on the 

agenda. 

While parties thus seek to determine the political agenda, they do not 

operate in a vacuum. Instead, it generally believed that the media substantially 

impact the political process and outcomes. Indeed, a recent study found that 

many politicians in Belgium and the Netherlands think that the media have too 

much power over politics and often set the political agenda (Van Aelst et al. 

2008). Also in scholarly accounts the media are often accorded considerable 

influence on politics, and by implication on the political agenda. For example, 

over the last half century, politics in Western European democracies have 

reputedly become increasingly mediatized (Mazzoleni and Schulz 1999; Schulz 
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Nederlandstalige Samenvatting 

Waarom staan sommige onderwerpen hoog op de agenda van de politiek, terwijl 

andere vrijwel genegeerd worden? Waarom staan de kranten vol van 

berichtgeving over bepaalde onderwerpen, terwijl journalisten andere 

onderwerpen onbesproken laten? Dit proefschrift onderzoekt hoe onderwerpen 

onder de aandacht komen te staan, door specifiek te kijken hoe politieke en 

media-agenda’s elkaar onderling beïnvloeden. Het kijkt dus enerzijds naar de 

invloed van de onderwerpkeuze in de politiek op wat er in de media besproken 

wordt, en anderzijds naar de invloed van media-aandacht voor onderwerpen op 

politieke aandacht. Uit het bestaande onderzoek naar dit laatste, de invloed van 

de media op de politieke agenda, weten we dat beïnvloeding lang niet altijd 

plaatsvindt, maar dat het afhangt van de omstandigheden. Op eenzelfde manier ligt 

het voor de hand dat politici en partijen niet zomaar kunnen bepalen welke 

onderwerpen in de media besproken worden, maar dat ze slechts onder bepaalde 

omstandigheden invloed hebben op de onderwerpskeuze van de media. De 

centrale vraag van dit proefschrift is dus: wanneer bepalen de media de 

politieke agenda, en wanneer bepalen partijen de media-agenda? 

 

Relevantie 

Het is belangrijk om te weten hoe de politieke agenda en de media-agenda tot 

stand komen om ten minste vier redenen. Ten eerste is politieke aandacht een 

voorwaarde voor beleidsvorming, Met andere woorden, waar de politiek zich 

over buigt, bepaalt voor welke problemen er beleidsoplossingen worden 

geboden. 

Ten tweede is de politieke agenda een belangrijk strijdpunt voor politieke 

partijen onderling, om zowel ideologische als strategische redenen. Vanuit hun 

uiteenlopende ideologieën hebben partijen verschillende beleidsdoelen, en ze 

strijden met elkaar om de onderwerpen op de agenda te krijgen die zij het 

belangrijkst vinden om aan te pakken. Vanuit strategisch oogpunt is het van 

belang voor partijen om goed over te komen op de kiezers, door te zorgen dat 

onderwerpen die de partij in een goed daglicht plaatsen te benadrukken en de 

onderwerpen die de partij kunnen schaden in de ogen van de kiezer van de 
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