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Foreword: Political actors and  
the Media

In terms of love–hate relationships, few may be more intense than that 
between political leaders and the journalists who cover their actions. 
Without the journalists, government leaders would find it harder to get 
their messages (and names) out to the general public. Other policy mak-
ers and advocates would not be able to raise their suspicions, critiques, 
and complaints about the direction of government policies, nor would 
they easily be able to present their alternative vision to the public for 
consideration at the next election. Clearly, politicians and policy profes-
sionals of all types depend on the media for both credit-claiming and for 
generating public concern about policies they feel have gone wrong. At 
the same time as political leaders rely on the media to get their stories 
out, so do journalists rely on people in and around government for the 
substance of their reporting. Journalists compete to be the first to report 
this or that change in policy, new government statistic, police or crime 
report, or even the weather, which typically comes from a government 
source. Most government officials are only too happy to provide the type 
of information needed for this type of routine media coverage of gov-
ernment actions. But journalists also need the disgruntled losers in the 
policy process; they need the stories, the complaints, the alternative pro-
posals that were rejected, in a word, they need the combat and the strug-
gle of politics to lure their readers in.

Like any love-hate relation, that between political actors and the 
media is complex and nuanced. In this book, Peter Van Aelst and 
Stefaan Walgrave bring together a stellar cast of authors who have each 
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delved deeply into the nuances of media-government relations in vari-
ous countries, all based on strong empirical research projects, not just 
informal essays. The editors propose and the authors address the “infor-
mation and arena” framework. This brings out collective focus on how 
the media constitute both an important source of information for those 
involved in the political world as well as an arena of public debate and 
discourse separate from, and not controlled by, particular political elites. 
Therefore, the editors force the authors to address the paradoxes and 
inconsistencies of media-government relations.

There can no democratic government without robust journalism. 
And yet governments robustly dislike the media. Political and govern-
ment leaders are immensely advantaged in their relations with the press, 
and yet they are not fully in control. Journalists rely on their govern-
ment sources for officially sanctioned information as well as leaks, unof-
ficial information, and the “inside scoop” that makes their work possible; 
journalists have both a dependency and a power over their government 
colleagues. Journalists tend to believe that “bad news” is more interest-
ing, newsworthy, or sells papers better than cheery press releases from 
government sources. And yet, given the immense advantages that offi-
cial sources have in the control of information, many times journalists 
are completely dependent on the government for their content, and they 
can be manipulated. We  only need to look at the initial stages of the US 
war in Iraq, where journalists took seriously for months unfounded US 
government assertions of “weapons of mass destruction” under the con-
trol of the Saddam Hussein regime. But, as contributor Amber Boydstun 
pointed out in an earlier study (2013), eventually the government lost 
control of the narrative associated with the Iraq invasion. Journalists 
embedded with military units initially reported on the bravery, techno-
logical prowess, and successes of US forces, just as their Pentagon han-
dlers presumably calculated they would. But, being on the ground for 
weeks or months at a time, and looking for stories, they began to make 
observations that the brass might have preferred to keep unseen: inad-
equate armor plating on thousands of vehicles, equipment failures, and 
so on. The initial narrative spun out of control as the weeks went on.

Philosophers sometimes ponder: If a tree falls in the forest and no one 
is around to hear it, does it make a sound? In the realm of politics, if 
a government official implements a new policy, but no one reports on 
it, did it happen? Yes: the policy will change and government will oper-
ate differently. But, no: Voters and citizens may never find out about the 
policy change and the leader will miss out on the credit, or avoid the 
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blame. Of course, governments make un-newsworthy policy changes on 
a daily basis, often for good reasons. And, of course, journalists are more 
prone to write about failed policies than school buses that get the chil-
dren to their classrooms on time, just like yesterday, even if they use a 
more efficient system to do so. In fact, the vast majority of government 
actions, particularly successful ones, go unreported. Understanding the 
selection effects that cause journalistic attention to focus on a small and 
most likely unrepresentative slice of all government action, bringing it to 
the glare of public scrutiny and demanding accountability, is fundamental 
to our understanding of government itself. This is especially true since 
most citizens know, or can know of government only what they read in 
the papers or hear though other media outlets.

Generally speaking, modern western governments have vast informa-
tional advantages over outside actors, at least with regard to the state of 
public policy.  (Private sector actors may have similar information advan-
tages with regard to their own industry, and this “information asymme-
try” has long been seen as a key driver of their lobbying power.) But, 
as this book makes clear, journalists often report on exactly the type of 
information that political leaders may need the most, and that political 
outsiders also crave: who is supporting, who is opposing, where is public 
opinion, what are the interest groups and specialist actors saying, how 
will this issue play in the next election? Here, political leaders have no 
crystal ball, and they are utterly reliant on the media to expand their own 
information networks. In fact, given that issues may be higher or lower 
on the media agenda, with differential impacts on the political fates of 
those supporting or opposing the policy in question, political leaders 
struggle to control that agenda. But they cannot, at least not without 
the involvement and cooperation of journalists themselves. And given 
that journalists are looking for different things than political leaders, 
often diametrically opposite things, this can be a complex dance, indeed. 
Thinking of the media as an arena of politics, as Van Aelst and Walgrave 
insist in this book, gives some insight into these interdependencies.

If the politicians depend on the media for certain forms of (political) 
information which they can never control unilaterally, they also look to 
the media to understand the level of salience that a given issue may take. 
Here, they are not merely watching, but they play a role in enhancing or 
reducing the salience of any given issue by their own actions. Thus, the 
media represent not just a source of important bits of information, but also 
a key arena in which the political struggle, and policy process, is played 
out. Politics is sometimes done in private, but what we know best is that 
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part that takes place on the front pages and on the nightly news. Political 
actors cannot govern in any western democracy without a powerful media 
presence, and they must learn to operate within the “media arena.”

Thinking of the media as an arena of politics, separate from party con-
ventions, agency meetings, voter interactions, or parliamentary chambers 
helps us understand the skill set needed to rise high in political office. 
Whether it is learned on the job or selected for when career choices 
advances become possible, high level political leaders must be adept 
at the media game. In today’s politics, it is not optional for a national 
leader to master the media arena, no more than to be good in oral 
debate if a minister. Further, these pressures have increased over time, 
changing the list of criteria we look for in our national leaders. Not all 
these changes have necessarily been for the best.

While the media have changed politics and while the interactions 
between political leaders and journalists have been complex mixtures of 
mutual dependencies and advantage, these differ in many systematic ways, 
each explored in the chapters to come. One important distinction is the 
degree of policy focus of the media outlet. These range from highly spe-
cialized reporting outlets targeting given public policies to “respectable” 
mainstream newspapers and news-related television to gossip and enter-
tainment outlets, with other media niches too numerous to mention. 
Different types of outlets have different implications for politics, obvi-
ously. These differences interact with differences across countries in their 
political party systems, cultural expectations and legal structures relating 
to openness in government, and so on. Finally, there is great variation in 
strategies and behaviors by individual policymakers and journalists. With 
so many moving parts, it is no wonder that we have no single theory 
about how political actors use the media, or of how the media use politi-
cal actors. But this book pushes us a long way in the right direction.

Frank R. Baumgartner 
Richard J. Richardson Distinguished Professor of Political Science,  

University of North  
Carolina at Chapel Hill

reFerence

Boydstun, A. E.  (2013).  Making the news: Politics, the media, and agenda 
setting.  Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
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