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The normative question regarding whether the media should have more or less impact
on politics, as viewed by politicians and journalists, is important assuming that norms
about media influences can influence behaviors. The present study is the first that
combines individual and structural factors that explain political actors’ and journal-
ists’ normative views on the media’s influence on politics. Based on a conceptualiza-
tion of political communication cultures, representative micro-level survey data from
more than 600 political actors and journalists within 52 German cities were combined
with macro-level indicators for the political and media competition in each city.
Multilevel analyses show that interactions between the actors’ characteristics and
their competitive working conditions help explain their normative evaluations of the
media’s influence on politics. However, individual characteristics such as actors’ role
conceptions influence normative views more so than media and political competition
do.
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The media’s impact on politics is one of the most prominent topics in political commu-
nication research; however, political actors’ and journalists’ opinions about the power of
the media have been rarely studied (Bennett & Entman, 2001; Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999;
Strömbäck, 2008). Previous research has mainly focused on how the media shape
political actors’ behaviors or the political process, and on how the media’s influence in
politics has changed over time (Esser, 2013; Esser & Matthes, 2013; Strömbäck, 2011b).
Research suggests that political actors anticipate and take media coverage into account
when making political decisions or when developing campaign strategies (Blumler &
Esser, 2018; Maurer & Pfetsch, 2014; Strömbäck, 2008). If political actors increasingly
depend on news media, while the media themselves have increasingly gained autonomy
from politics, it seems crucial to examine the extent to which the power dynamic between
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the media and politics has changed—in positive or negative ways. This leads to the very
normative question of whether more or less media influence on politics is desirable.

From a normative point of view, findings on a stronger media impact on politics
seemed to spark more criticism than positive evaluations (e.g., Mazzoleni & Schulz,
1999). On the one hand, there is no doubt that a flourishing democracy depends on media
that connect political elites and citizens (Habermas, 2006). For example, the adaptation to
a media logic in terms of personalization (Van Aelst, Sheafer, & Stanyer, 2012) is
theorized to attract more citizens. On the other hand, a stronger media impact on politics
has been linked to a decline in political and party logic (Brants & Van Praag, 2006; Van
Aelst, Maddens, Noppe, & Fiers, 2008) and a shift toward a “media logic” (Altheide &
Snow, 1979), which has been noted to dysfunctionally affect political negotiations
(Baugut, 2017; Spörer-Wagner & Marcinkowski, 2010). Moreover, concerns include an
“Americanization of politics” and a “tabloidization of political journalism” (Elmelund-
Praestekaer, Hopmann, & Norgaard, 2011; Esser, 1999; Reinemann, Stanyer, Scherr, &
Legnante, 2012).

Despite these conceptual refinements, one highly relevant research gap has surpris-
ingly not yet been addressed: While scholars have measured and normatively discussed
the media’s impact on politics, very little is known about political actors’ and journalists’
normative beliefs about whether the media should be more or less powerful in politics.
Previous research shows how political actors and journalists perceive actual media
impact (e.g., Maurer, 2011; Strömbäck, 2011a; Van Dalen & Van Aelst, 2014).
However, the question of whether and why political and media actors perceive the impact
of the media as too strong or too weak, that is, from a subjective norm perspective, seems
to be important, as theories of action state that norms—among other factors—may have
an impact on behaviors (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010; Opp, 1979). In other words, political
actors’ and journalists’ normative evaluations of media influences on politics can be
hypothesized to shape future behavior, and therefore, seem useful to explain future power
shifts between politics and the media. Put differently, in order to understand the media’s
role in politics it is necessary to understand the factors that make political actors and
journalists believe that the media should have more or less impact on politics. To date,
studies have only marginally considered attitudes toward the strength of the media’s
impact on politics, with a few exceptions (e.g., Kepplinger, 2009; Van Aelst, Brants,
et al., 2008; Vliegenthart & Skovsgaard, 2017; Walgrave, 2008). In particular, one survey
of German political journalists and members of parliament (MPs) showed that politicians
perceive the media’s impact as too strong (Kepplinger, 2009). However, the causes of
such normative evaluations have not yet been systematically addressed.

How do political actors and journalists normatively evaluate the media’s impact on
politics? And which factors shape their attitudes toward the normative question regarding
whether the media should have more or less influence on politics? Do individual
characteristics such as role conceptions and the actors’ structural working conditions
matter? We chose the local level to answer these questions, as it consists of a large
number of municipalities that can be regarded as the heart chambers of a flourishing
democracy (Napoli, Stonbely, McCollough, & Renninger, 2016; Nielsen, 2015; O’Neill,
1994). Therefore, after introducing the concept of local political communication cultures
to describe political communication ecosystems, we will present the results of a survey of
more than 600 political actors and journalists nested within 52 German municipalities.
Questions covered individual characteristics such as their own professional roles as well
as their presumed and normative evaluations of media influences. In a multilevel model,
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these individual characteristics were combined with information about the local compe-
titive conditions of the cities. Cross-level interactions between individual and structural
characteristics helped us better understand how normative claims about the media’s
influence on politics emerged.

The Concept of Local Political Communication Cultures

Pfetsch’s (2014) concept of political communication cultures considers political commu-
nication as a process of interaction between political actors and media actors in relation to
a common public audience. These interactions between the actors who can be regarded as
parts of a political communication ecosystem (Lilleker, 2014) are informed by their
attitudes and norms, and can be referred to as the “political communication culture.”
Importantly, the understanding of “culture” is psychologically grounded and has been
explored in interviews with political actors and journalists (Baugut, 2017; Baugut, Fawzi,
& Reinemann, 2017). Political communication cultures are assumed to be affected by
structural aspects of both the political and the media systems—for example, by the degree
of media competition (Pfetsch, 2014; Pfetsch & Esser, 2014). Importantly, not only
structural conditions but also the individual characteristics of political actors and journal-
ists (e.g., experience and presumed media influences on citizens) shape political commu-
nication cultures (Baugut, 2017; Baugut et al., 2017).

As recently suggested (Baugut, 2017), the concept of political communication
cultures can be applied to the local level, where the norms and attitudes of local MPs
and local political journalists form a city’s “local political communication culture.”
However, the peculiarities on the local level (compared to the national level) must be
considered. While competition among different media outlets is typical on a national level
in Western democracies (see de Vreese, Esser, & Hopmann, 2017), local media structure
are shaped by a higher media concentration or even by local newspaper monopolies (e.g.,
Schütz, 2012). While political competition at the national level (especially within Anglo-
Saxon democracies) is characterized by party competition and majority rules, conflicts on
the local level are often settled in a consociational and consensus-oriented way
(Holtkamp, 2008; Lijphart, 2012). Finally, as opposed to the national level, individual
characteristics of political actors and journalists seem to matter more on the local level,
where the degree of professionalization is usually lower, and the number of relevant
actors smaller (Baugut et al., 2017). Against the backdrop of these local peculiarities, an
analysis of the structural and individual influences on normative evaluations of the
media’s impact on politics seems worthwhile within the “nucleus of democracy.”

Origins of Normative Evaluations of the Media’s Influence on Politics

Previous research has pointed out that political actors and journalists within and across
countries differ in their perceptions of the actual media influences on politics and that
those perceptions are shaped by both the actors’ structural conditions and individual
characteristics (e.g., Kepplinger, 2009; Lengauer, Donges, & Plasser, 2014; Van Aelst,
Brants, et al., 2008). It is therefore plausible to assume that normative evaluations of the
media’s influence on politics will also vary as a function of structural and individual
characteristics. Importantly, presumed media influences can shape perceived descriptive
norms (see Gunther, Bolt, Borzekowski, Liebhart, & Dillard, 2006), which—for local
politics—can be understood as a subjectively perceived local “media standard”
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concerning the degree to which political actors and journalists think the media should
have an impact on local politics (see Cialdini, Reno, & Kallgren, 1990).1

In turn, normative evaluations of the media’s influence on politics are likely to
depend on professional characteristics such as professional role conceptions or perceived
media influences. These are closely linked to the journalists’ and politicians’ work.
However, non-professional characteristics such as age or gender, which are ideally
unrelated to their work (e.g., Brants, de Vreese, Möller, & Van Praag, 2010; Pfetsch,
2014; Reinmann & Baugut, 2014), might become more relevant given the lower number
of professional full-time politicians and journalists at the local level; they might also help
in explaining normative evaluations of the media’s impact on politics.

Concerning the structural conditions, normative evaluations of the media’s influence
on politics can be assumed to be generally affected by media and political competition, as
both impose idiosyncrasies to capture public attention about political issues. Furthermore,
both actors’ norms concerning the media’s influence on politics might be the result of
how powerful politicians and journalists think the media should be in order to achieve
competitive advantage over other politicians and journalists. In the following, we will
theoretically discuss the impact of individual characteristics and structural conditions of
both political and media actors on their normative evaluations of the media’s influence on
politics.

Based on the concept of political communication cultures (Pfetsch, 2014), we assume
that both individual characteristics (role conceptions, presumed media influences, socio-
demographic characteristics) and structural conditions (e.g., competitive structures) have
impacts on political actors’ and journalists’ norm perceptions. Moreover, what political
actors and journalists might consider rational decision making (see, e.g., Landa, 2016)
likely depends on both individual characteristics and structural working conditions that
shape the actors’ interests and therefore their normative evaluations of media influence on
politics.

This article focuses on (a) structural conditions, (b) individual characteristics, and (c)
interactions across these two analytical levels. As individual characteristics seem to play
an important role on the local level where the professionalization and number of actors
are lower, it is plausible to assume that not only job-related individual factors like role
conceptions and media influence presumptions but also sociodemographic characteristics
shape the actors’ normative evaluations of the media’s influence on politics. Concerning
structural conditions, a focus on the impact of political and media competition is
promising given the variety of different more or less competitive structures in a large
number of cities, making the local level fruitful for political communication research
(Baugut & Reinemann, 2013). It is therefore worth paying attention to cross-level
interactions between structural conditions in terms of competitive structures and indivi-
dual characteristics. Given the multilevel structure of our argumentation and data, we use
letters as signposts to refer to the two different levels (a – b) and their interactions (c),
when introducing our hypotheses.

Influences at a Structural Level (a)

Media competition. Structural influences at the local level are usually imposed by a low
number of local media outlets or even the absence of media competition (Schütz, 2012).
The competitive situation can be assumed to shape the politician-journalist relationship
that is often described as mutually dependent (e.g.,Van Aelst, Shehata, & Van Dalen,
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2010). From a politician’s point of view, their dependence on the media seems to increase
with a lower number of media outlets, which may end in a powerful media monopoly.
Correspondingly, in the case of more and strongly competing media outlets, politicians
can benefit from the selection of favorable journalists by arranging exchanges of exclu-
sive information in return for positive publicity (Baugut, 2017). Vice versa, journalists
seem to be less dependent on politicians under conditions of a lack of media competition.
The assumption that both sides aim to achieve a beneficial power balance, which may be
associated with each side’s normative evaluations of the media’s influence on politics,
leads to the following hypothesis:

a – H1: The greater the level of media competition in a particular location, the greater the
extent to which actors will favor the media having a stronger impact on politics.

Relatedly, one can argue that it is not media competition per se but the actors’
perceptions and evaluations of media competition that matters more, and that ultimately
explains its effects. Previous research showed that the perceived media competition had a
stronger impact on the perceived dependency between politicians and journalists than the
actual media competition (Baugut et al., 2017). Therefore, perceptions of the local media
competition seem worthwhile to be considered as well when assessing normative evalua-
tions of the media’s influence on politics.

Political competition. At the local level, due to different municipal codes, political
systems exhibiting high levels of political conflict and competition among numerous
factions can be distinguished from political systems with a consociational, consensus-
oriented character (Holtkamp, 2008; Lijphart, 2012). Previous research on the local level
has shown that more competitive municipal codes contribute to the perception that
political actors depend more strongly on journalists, as politicians feel the need for
favorable media coverage to achieve a competitive advantage (Baugut et al., 2017). It
can therefore be assumed that stronger political competition makes politicians believe that
the local media should have less impact on politics. Conversely, a more consensus-
oriented political system, in which politicians are less dependent on journalists, arguably
makes especially the journalists believe that the media should have a stronger influence
on politics. We therefore hypothesize the following:

a – H2: The greater the level of political competition in a particular location, the lower
the extent to which actors will favor the media having a stronger impact on
politics.

Influences at the Level of Individual Actors (b)

Role conceptions. Journalists’ roles (e.g., Hanitzsch & Vos, 2017) can be defined as
societal expectations, which journalists see as normatively acceptable (Donsbach, 2008;
Von Den Driesch & Van Der Wurff, 2016). Even though role conceptions are subjective,
members of the profession share similar conceptions, and therefore they reflect the
institutional role of a profession within a society (Hanitzsch, 2007). Vliegenthart and
Skovsgaard (2017) discuss explanations for diverging perceptions of media influences
between politicians and journalists, arguing that role conceptions matter, as “when
assessing whether the media have (too) much influence on politics the normative ideas
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about the role media ought to play in democracy and by extension how much political
influence they ought to have serve as an important benchmark” (p. 88). Indeed, results
from surveys among parliamentary journalists and MPs in five West-European countries
show that those journalists who consider the watchdog role of the media as important
perceive the media as less powerful (one item among several was: “The mass media have
too much political power”; Vliegenthart & Skovsgaard, 2017, p. 92). Possibly, the more
journalists want to play an active role, the less they tend to say that the media’s influence
is too strong (Vliegenthart & Skovsgaard, 2017). In other words, journalists with an
active role conception, defined as “a distinct motivation to change society and to stand up
for the disadvantaged” (Scherr & Baugut, 2016, p. 145), arguably have a higher impetus
to work toward politics that are more transparent and to improve public life, and therefore
they wish for a stronger media influence on politics. However, the wish for stronger
media influences on politics might also depend on the degree to which journalists believe
that they are able to fulfill their active role.

On the one hand, some journalists might (perceive themselves to) fulfill an active
role, and therefore do not want stronger media influence on politics, as (a) they are
satisfied with their current role performance and the corresponding media influence
on politics; (b) they have experienced negative consequences of strong media influ-
ences on politics (such as conflicts with political actors) resulting from their active
role performance; or (c) they have learned (and rejected) the lesson that a stronger
media influence on politics sometimes comes along with questionable reporting
practices.

On the other hand, some journalists might feel unable to perform an active role (e.g.,
due to editorial constraints). Consequently, they might wish for more media influence on
politics in order to reduce the discrepancy between their role conception and the media’s
actual influence on politics. Since journalists often perceive discrepancies between their
active role conception and role performance (Scherr & Baugut, 2016), it seems likely that
they wish for stronger media influence on politics.

In the political domain, political representation has been distinguished as “trustee”
or “delegate” (Barker & Carman, 2012; Bowler, 2017), which translates into the
question as to whether representatives are more like “leaders” or more like “listeners”
(Barker & Carman, 2012). Hence, similar to journalists with an active role, through
devoting themselves to civil interests, active political delegates may wish to follow the
will of the voters. Especially politicians who want to be the mouthpiece of disadvan-
taged citizens might use the media’s power to put their issues on the political agenda
(Gamson & Wolfsfeld, 1993). Thus, strongly responsive politicians are arguably more
interested in a stronger media influence on politics. However, whether or not political
actors believe that the media can be helpful for following the will of the voters seems
to depend on how the political actors assess media coverage in any given city. A
perception of unfavorable media coverage that is more oriented to elites than to
ordinary citizens could possibly lead to the wish for less powerful media. However,
given that economic pressures require that local news media orient themselves to
average citizens’ needs (e.g., Usher, 2018), and given the considerations mentioned
here, it is likely that political actors wish for stronger media influence on politics.
Against that background, we hypothesize the following both for journalists and
political actors:
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b – H1: More active role conceptions are associated with the actors’ normative beliefs
that the media should have a stronger impact on politics.

Presumed media influences. Presumed media influences (PMI) proved to be an
important concept when explaining political attitudes and behaviors of both politicians
and journalists (Cohen, Tsfati, & Sheafer, 2008; Gunther & Storey, 2003; Müller &
Hohlfeld, 2017). Conceptually, Tal-Or, Tsfati, and Gunther (2009) argued that our
attitudes toward social norms would be shaped by perceptions of how the media influence
the public. While research on presumed media influences shows that people do take a
stand if there are moral grounds on which to censor the media’s undesirable influences
(e.g., for pornographic content or pro-smoking advertisements [Gunther, 1995; Gunther
et al., 2006]), less evidence is available for normative evaluations of the media’s
influence on politics.

Concerning politicians, those who presume that the media’s influence on the general
population is too strong might be more willing to control the media and restrict media
influences if these influences are perceived as not desirable for democratic functioning
(Dohle, Blank, & Vowe, 2012; Xu & Gonzenbach, 2008). However, whether influences
are desirable or not depends on a political actor’s interest in a given situation. As the
media are basically interested in political conflicts, as the media logic and the party logic
may collide especially during negotiations (Spörer-Wagner & Marcinkowski, 2010), and
as the literature often describes a rivalry between politics and the media, one can assume
that politicians are rather more interested in less media influence on politics (Kepplinger,
2009). Moreover, Walgrave and Van Aelst (2006) discussed politicians’ “blame avoid-
ance strategy” (see also Walgrave, 2008)—that is, making the media responsible for
political problems, which means that they should be less influential on politics.

Concerning political journalists, those who perceive the media’s influence as too
weak will arguably wish for the media to control politics more strongly. Bernhard and
Dohle (2014) showed that the stronger the media’s political influence on the public was
perceived to be, the more journalists approved of media restrictions, which implicitly de-
evaluates the media’s impact. On the other hand, active journalists who presume the
media to have a strong impact on citizens can be theorized to approve of strong media
influences on politics in order to fulfill their role (Vliegenthart & Skovsgaard, 2017).
Against this background, we hypothesize the following:

b – H2: The actors’ presumed media influences are associated with their normative
beliefs about the media’s impact on politics.

Sociodemographic characteristics. Research on the norms, attitudes, and percep-
tions of political actors and journalists has shown that sociodemographic characteristics
such as age and gender—despite the idea that they should be professionally irrelevant—
exert very little influence on political communication cultures (e.g., Brants et al., 2010;
Pfetsch, 2014). This does not come as a surprise given the high professionalization of
political actors and journalists who work at national parliaments. On the local level,
however, politicians and journalists show a relatively low degree of professionalism, as
local MPs usually work on a voluntary basis, and many join journalism as a sideline
(Baugut, 2017). Therefore, sociodemographic characteristics such as age and gender can
be assumed to have some impact on the evaluation of the media’s influence on politics.
We hypothesize the following:
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b – H3: The actors’ sociodemographic characteristics are associated with their normative
beliefs about the media’s impact on politics.

Influences Across the Individual and Structural Level (c)

Finally, we discuss cross-level interactions between individual characteristics (e.g., pre-
sumed media influence) and the structural conditions under which politicians and journalists
work together (e.g., media competition) will be discussed. For instance, if individual actors
presume that there are strong media influences on citizens, the normative impact of this
perception might depend on their working conditions. These might include the competitive
structures of both the media and the political systems that have been shown to affect several
aspects of the local politics-media relationships (Baugut, 2017; Baugut et al., 2017).
Depending on the working conditions, the perceived media influences on politics can be
normatively considered as too strong, adequate, or too weak (Kepplinger, 2009; Vliegenthart
& Skovsgaard, 2017). Therefore, we hypothesized the following:

c – H1: Individual characteristics and structural conditions together have an impact on the
actors’ normative beliefs about the media’s impact on politics.

Method

Participants and Procedure

To test our hypotheses and to answer our research questions on the subjective dimension
of the relationship between politics and the media, we looked at the political commu-
nication culture on a municipal level. Between March 2014 and July 2014, we conducted
a quantitative paper-and-pencil survey of the relevant political actors and journalists from
a random sample of municipalities in Germany. We randomly selected every other of the
104 independent urban municipalities in Germany (“kreisfreie Städte”; N = 52) and
identified a total of 1,191 relevant actors within the chosen municipalities using the
official city websites and a digital database of all journalists. On the political side, we
aimed at recruiting a total of 280 mayors and department heads, 52 city spokespersons,
and 530 city councilors. On the side of the media, our aim was to survey a total of 328
journalists consisting of managing editors and journalists from regional newspapers who
regularly report on local politics and who can still be considered as the most relevant
sources of local political information (see Newman et al., 2017, pp. 70–71). The ques-
tionnaire was sent to these actors by post and included a stamped addressed return
envelope. Our sample is representative of political actors and newspaper journalists at
the municipal level in Germany. A total of 607 participants (457 political actors; 150
journalists) responded and completed the survey, reflecting an overall American
Association for Public Opinion Research (AAPOR) response rate of 52.6%.2

Data Structure and Analytical Strategy

We theorized both individual and structural influences on political actors and journalists,
which implies a hierarchical data structure. Our sample provides individual information
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about politicians and journalists, stemming from different municipalities in Germany with
different political and media-related structures. Hence, individual answers were nested
within the municipal context: Individual answers might not only differ because of
individual differences across participants, but also as a function of the political and
media context. Multilevel data analysis allows us to control for such nested influence
structures and it was therefore applied.

At an individual level, our multilevel model uses available information about the
participants in order to explain their normative views; at a macro level, the model tries to
explain these individual differences in the normative evaluation of the media’s influence
on politics with contextual information about the municipalities. Importantly, multilevel
models allow us to test for so-called cross-level interactions at the same time. Cross-level
interactions help us to better understand how contextual factors together with individual
attitudes influence normative evaluations of how the media’s influence should be.

As a first step, a null (= empty) model containing no explanatory variables tells us
how much variance in individual answers can be explained within and between munici-
palities. A significant null model indicates that including variables at different analytical
levels is worthwhile. We then included age, gender, and, due to our survey structure, the
perceived actual influence of the local media on municipal politics in our model.3 Table 1
provides a descriptive overview of all constructs measured in the overall sample at the
individual and structural-municipal level, and for journalists and political actors. All
measures will be described in the following paragraphs in more detail for the total
sample.

Measures at the Individual Level

Normative evaluations of the media’s influence on politics. The main outcome of
this study was grounded in answers to the question regarding how strong the
influence of the local media on municipal politics should be. Political actors and
journalists could indicate their answers on a five-point Likert-type scale ranging
from 1 (weaker) to 5 (stronger) with a not specifically marked or named middle
position (M = 2.76, SD = .90; Mdn = 3.00).

The influence of media competition on work. The influence of media competition
on work (ICW) was reflected in answers to the questions for both journalists and
politicians regarding how much they believed media competition influenced their work
on a daily basis. Participants could give their answers on a five-point Likert-type scale
ranging from –2 (negative influence) through 0 (neutral) to 2 (positive influence)
(M = .15, SD = 1.22; Mdn = 0).

Presumed media influences. Presumed media influences (PMIs) on citizens were
captured by journalists’ and political actors’ agreement on a five-point Likert-type scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) to the single item “the local
media strongly influence citizens” (M = 3.75, SD = .82; Mdn = 4.00).

Active role conceptions (ARCs). Active role conceptions (ARCs) of journalists
and political actors were assessed through higher agreement with eight statements
set out to reflect an active versus passive role that was also captured on a five-point
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Items
were introduced with a short statement stressing personal relevance to statements
such as “… to make the political process transparent,” “… to improve the living
conditions in our city,” or “… to stand up for the disadvantaged in the population,”
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Table 1
Descriptive statistics of core measures for journalists and political actors from 52

municipalities in Germany.

Overall (N = 607) Journalists (N = 179)
Political Actors

(N = 428)

M SD Mdn M SD Mdn M SD Mdn

Level 1: Individual
Normative
Evaluations of
Media
Influences on
Politics

2.8 0.9 3.0 3.4 0.8 3.0 2.6 0.9 3.0

Influence of
Media
Competition on
Work

0.2 1.2 0.0 0.8 1.1 1.0 –0.1 1.2 0.0

Presumed
Media
Influences on
Citizens

3.8 0.8 4.0 3.7 0.7 4.0 3.8 0.8 4.0

Active Role
Conception

4.1 0.5 4.1 3.7 0.4 3.8 4.2 0.5 4.3

Perceived
Actual Media
Influences on
Politics

3.8 0.7 4.0 3.8 0.6 4.0 3.7 0.7 4.0

Gender (female) 1.2 0.4 1.0 1.2 0.4 1.0 1.2 0.4 1.0
Age 53.6 10.0 54.0 49.2 7.9 50.0 55.1 10.1 56.0

Level 2: Urban
Municipalities
(N = 52)
Consensual
Municipal
Constitution

2.0 0.8 2.0

Effective
Number of
Factions

4.3 0.8 4.1

Number of
Media

3.0 1.6 3.0

Media
Competition
(HHI)

0.9 0.2 1.0

Note. HHI = Herfindahl-Hirschman Index.
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among others (M = 4.05, SD = .54; Mdn = 4.13; a = .68). The items were
transformed into a mean index.

Measures at the Municipal Level

Macro-level information (i.e., at the level of the municipalities in our sample) provides
important contextual information to the individual-level data. We included two indicators
for the local political system (effective number of factions, consensual municipal con-
stitution) and two for the local media system (number of media outlets, media
competition).

The effective number of factions was obtained from the city’s official websites and
from statistics published by the Federal Statistical Office (M = 4.31, SD = .83;
Mdn = 4.15). A consensual municipal constitution was assessed on a three-point scale
developed by Holtkamp (2008) for the German local level. The measure takes into
account the different municipal codes and distinguishes three ensuing models of local
democracy: a competitive model (35%), a mixed model (35%), and a consensus model
(31% of the investigated cities). The number of media outlets available in each munici-
pality was obtained from the German Newspaper Marketing Association (ZMG) and
reflects the number of local newspapers, TV programs, and radio stations covering local
politics in the municipality (M = 2.98, SD = 1.57; Mdn = 3.00). Higher numbers are
arguably indicative of higher competition in the local media market. To address media
competition more specifically, we also included the Herfindahl-Hirschman Index (HHI),
which is calculated by summing the squares of the individual market shares of all local
newspapers in the city (e.g., Baker, 2006). Market shares for each city were also collected
from the ZMG. The HHI has a maximum value of 1, which represents a newspaper
monopoly (M = .85, SD = .20; Mdn = 1.00).

Results

The descriptives in Table 1 indicate that journalists evaluate the actual influence of the
local media on politics no differently from politicians (t(597) = .964, p = .336). Both
groups also indicate no differences in how they presume the media to influence the local
citizenry (t(602) = .948, p = .344). However, political actors had a more active role
conception than journalists did (t(596) = .11.327, p < .001), and journalists indicated
more strongly than political actors did that the influence of the local media on politics
should be stronger (t(599) = .10.832, p < .001). Moreover, journalists evaluated the
influence of the competitive media situation on their work more positively than political
actors did (t(371) = 7.088, p < .001).

To test our hypotheses and to answer our research questions, we now take a closer
look at our multilevel model, as depicted in Table 2. At first glance, our findings show
that the individual characteristics (a) of politicians and journalists matter more than the
cities’ structural conditions (b) do when it comes to explaining their normative evalua-
tions of the local media’s impact on politics. Our model shows that on the municipal
level, the competitive structures of both the political and the media systems did not have a
significant impact on whether politicians and journalists felt that the local media impact
on politics should be stronger. We therefore reject a – H1 and a – H2. However, we found
that the normative evaluations of the impact of the competitive media situation did matter,
at least for the work of politicians. The more negative they perceived the influence of the
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Table 2
Multilevel model predicting journalists’ and politicians’ claim for larger influence of

local media on politics in 52 German urban municipalities

Larger Local Media’s Influence on Politics

Journalists Politicians

Null Model
Full Contextual

Model Null Model
Full Contextual

Model

B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE)

Intercept 3.44 (.07)*** 3.50 (.08)*** 2.54 (.06)*** 2.55 (.05)***
Level 1:

Individual
Influence of
Media
Competition
on Work
(ICW)

.018 (.07) .108 (.04)*

Presumed
Media
Influences on
Citizens (PMI)

–.077 (.11) –.160 (.08)

Active Role
Conception
(ARC)

.467 (.22)* .175 (.08)*

Perceived
Actual Media
Influence on
Politics

.189 (.17) –.008 (.10)

Gender
(female)

–.227 (.17) –.108 (.12)

Age –.002 (.01) .015 (.005)**
Level 2: Urban

Municipalities
Consensual
Municipal
Constitution

.099 (.10) –.017 (.06)

Effective
Number of
Factions

–.094 (.08) –.045 (.06)

Number of
Media

–.049 (.04) –.041 (.03)

Media
Competition
(HHI)

.035 (.28) –.112 (.23)

(Continued )
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competitive media situation on their work to be, the less media influence on politics the
politicians wished for (B = .108, SE = .04, p = .016). However, we could not observe a
similar effect for journalists (B = .018, SE = .08, p = .831).

On the individual level, a more active journalistic role conception leads to stronger
agreement with the statement that the influence of the local media on politics should be
stronger (B = .467, SE = .22, p = .045). This is also true for politicians: The more

Table 2
(Continued)

Larger Local Media’s Influence on Politics

Journalists Politicians

Null Model
Full Contextual

Model Null Model
Full Contextual

Model

B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE)

Cross-Level
Interactions
ICW x Cons.
Mun. Constit.

–.012 (.07) –.032 (.06)

ICW x N
Factions (eff.)

–.001 (.08) –.040 (.05)

ICW x N
Media

.008 (.04) –.012 (.03)

ICW x HHI .148 (.31) –.012 (.20)
PMI x Cons.
Mun. Constit.

.194 (.14) .015 (.09)

PMI x N
Factions (eff.)

.306 (.14)* –.131 (.06)*

PMI x N
Media

–.002 (.07) .037 (.05)

PMI x HHI –.156 (.50) .354 (.29)
ARC x Cons.
Mun. Constit.

.735 (.26)** .119 (.11)

ARC x N
Factions (eff.)

–.525 (.25)* –.005 (.09)

ARC x N
Media

–.029 (.13) .178 (.07)*

ARC x HHI –1.665 (.97) .890 (.41)*
Random Effects Var. comp. Var. comp. Var. comp. Var. comp.
Individual level .695 .523 .726 .689
Country level .0004 .003 .023 .009
–2 Log likelihood 257.741 262.200 647.215 679.452

Notes. Final estimation of fixed effects with robust standard errors; models based on restricted
maximum likelihood (RML) estimates. HHI = Herfindahl-Hirschman Index for market
concentration.

* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.
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politicians showed that they had an active role conception, the more they claimed that the
local media influence on politics should be stronger (B = .175, SE = .08, p = .041). b – H1
is therefore confirmed.

Concerning presumed media influence on citizens journalists’ PMI on citizens did
not have a significant effect on their normative evaluations of local media influences on
politics (B = –.077, SE = .11, p = .595). Similarly, we found no significant influence of
politicians’ PMIs on citizens on their normative evaluations of the media’s influence on
politics (B = –.160, SE = .08, p = .063). We therefore reject b – H2.

Concerning the impact of sociodemographics, we found that political actors’ age had
a positive effect on their normative evaluations of the media’s influence on politics
(B = .015, SE = .005, p = .003), indicating that older politicians wanted the local
media to have more of an impact on politics. In contrast, gender did not have a significant
effect. b – H3 is therefore partly confirmed.

Finally, we also found some evidence for cross-level interaction effects concerning
both media and political media competition, which partly confirms our last hypothesis, c
– H1. In order to interpret the coefficients of the cross-level interactions in Table 2, we
visualized them; this can be seen in Figure 1. First, political actors’ role conceptions
interact with media competition: The more ARCs there are when surrounded by a large
number of media outlets, the stronger the politicians’ wish was for media influences to be
stronger (B = .178, SE = .07, p = .021). Moreover, the more active the role conception in a
more concentrated media market, the more the political actors wished for the media to be
more powerful (B = .890, SD = .41, p = .035). Second, journalists’ ARCs interact with the
political competition. In a political system characterized by a more consensus-oriented
constitution, journalists with a more active role conception felt that the media should have
a stronger influence on politics (B = .735, SE = .26, p = .008), whereas they wished for
less powerful media when the effective number of factions was higher (B = –.525,
SE = .25, p = .044).

Finally, while for both political actors and journalists we found no direct influence
from PMIs on their normative evaluations of the media’s influence on politics, they
interacted with the local political competition: Again, this interpretation required visual
inspection of the graphs for these model equations. It becomes apparent that higher PMIs
on citizens go hand in hand with the claim that the media’s influence should be weaker
(B = –.131, SE = .06, p = .047), as indicated by political actors with stronger political
competition—in our case, indicated by a high number of factions—slightly enlarging this
effect. Finally, journalists claim that the media’s influence on politics should be greater
(B = .306, SE = .14, p = .037) the more they presume that there are strong media effects
on citizens, but this effect was mainly driven by a high number of factions in the political
system.

Discussion

To explain politicians’ and journalists’ normative evaluations of the media’s influence on
politics, we surveyed more than 600 political actors and journalists in 52 German cities.
In line with the concept of local political communication cultures, attitudes toward the
media’s influence on politics were associated with both the local political and media-
related working structures and individual characteristics. Most importantly, our findings
suggest that the local structural conditions alone are not enough to explain both actor
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groups’ normative evaluations of the media’s influence on politics; instead, competitive
structures interact with the actors’ individual characteristics.

Interactions Between Competitive Structures and Role Conceptions

Our study provides evidence that an active role conception’s influence on normative
evaluations of the media’s impact depends on local competitive structures: In a compe-
titive, fragmented, and hence, somewhat polarized party system, active journalists wish
for less media influence on politics. It might well be that active journalists then experi-
ence political actors’ efforts to instrumentalize the media, which makes them say that
considerable media influence on politics should be reduced. In consensus-oriented poli-
tical systems, however, active journalists wish for more media influence on politics. This
might be due to political actors who are less interested in going public during negotiations
to achieve competitive advantage (Baugut, 2017). In an environment that lacks public
political conflicts, journalists with an active role conception might feel a need to create
conflicts for several reasons. First, mediated conflicts seem to increase journalists’
ratings, as political conflicts attract more audience attention than consociational (i.e.,
consensus-oriented) political processes (Engesser et al., 2014). Second, out of a sense of
civic obligation, especially journalists with an active role conception may be interested in
political conflicts, as diverging interests mirror the principle of a pluralistic society.
Journalists may believe that the achievement of these two goals requires a stronger
media influence on politics than is evident in the ability to create conflicts.

Similarly, active politicians wish for more media influence in competitive media
environments where they have the opportunity to select media to communicate with. In
this case, politicians could find ideologically congruent media. Furthermore, the addi-
tional interaction effect of an active role and a higher media concentration (as indicated
by the HHI) suggests that active politicians would like to see a political power upgrade
for media with a lower market share.

Interactions Between Competitive Structures and Presumed Media Influences

Our study found that PMIs on citizens especially matter in interaction with the effective
number of factions in parliament. In a fragmented party system, journalists with stronger
PMIs are more supportive of an increase in power for the media as compared to a
political system with a lower number of equally strong competitors. Interestingly, this
effect is the opposite for politicians: Political actors with stronger PMIs wish for less
media influence in a fragmented party system. We interpret this finding as an “influence
rivalry” in competitive political environments: Journalists are arguably interested in
strong media influences on both citizens and politics, but not for partisanship.
Partisanship critics are simply less likely in a fragmented party system that allows for
different collaborations between politicians and journalists. However, journalists’ interest
in powerful media and taking sides may include critical media coverage of some political
actors at some point. Consequently, politicians are afraid of competitive disadvantage and
wish for less media influence on politics. These explanations are true for the vast majority
of political actors interested in positive media coverage. However, there may also be
(populist) political actors that benefit from negative news coverage, because negative
media reports can be exploited as proof that the elites are against them (Esser, Stepinska,
& Hopmann, 2016).
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The Impact of Individual Characteristics

In contrast to structural conditions of local political communication ecosystems, indivi-
dual characteristics also matter alone, when it comes to explaining political actors’ and
journalists’ attitudes toward the media’s influence on politics. The relative importance of
individual characteristics can be regarded as a peculiarity of the local level (see Pfetsch,
2014). The study shows that the role conceptions of both journalists and politicians
informed their normative evaluations of the media’s influence on politics. Journalists
who want to play an active role in democracy want to exert more influence on local
politics. A stronger media impact on politics would probably make them feel that they
have achieved an active role. In line with the interpretation provided by Vliegenthart and
Skovsgaard (2017), one can assume that journalists regard their role conception as a
benchmark for their evaluations of the desirable degree of the media’s influence on
politics. Politicians who want to play an active role in society also indicated that media
should be more powerful in politics, maybe to monitor their concerns through the media:
Stronger media influences on politics could especially facilitate the media being the
mouthpiece of disadvantaged citizens and of media setting the political agenda
(Gamson & Wolfsfeld, 1993).

Our interpretation that the impact of competitive structures alone should not be
overestimated on the local level is supported by the finding that the normative assessment
of the media competition influences politicians’ normative evaluations of the media’s
influence on politics: Politicians who perceive a more positive impact on their work due
to a competitive media situation want to have a stronger media influence on politics, as
the competitive situation arguably makes them benefit from arranged exchanges of
exclusive information in return for positive publicity. Another example of the significance
of individual characteristics is the finding that even a non-professional characteristic such
as a politician’s age matters: Older politicians wish for stronger media influences on
politics, as they arguably have more professional experience and have therefore estab-
lished closer relationships to journalists they benefit from in the case of a stronger media
influence on politics. The significance of individual characteristics on the local level may
be partly explained by the fact that, compared to the national level, the degree of the
actors’ professionalization is usually lower, and the number of relevant actors smaller
(Baugut et al., 2017).

All in all, we did not find even one factor that links with journalists claiming that
there should be less media impact on politics. Apparently, when asked about their
institution’s influence on local politics, journalists did not expose the problem of the
media’s influence being too strong, as this could shed a critical light on their profession’s
democratic function.

The number of different factors that shape political actors’ normative evaluations of
the media’s impact shows their strategic and opportunistic view of the media’s power. On
the one hand, politicians expressed concerns about too much media impact on politics
when presuming strong media influences on citizens in a more competitive party system.
Those concerns might trace back to a fear of unfavorable media coverage. On the other
hand, there were also factors that made politicians claim that they wanted stronger media
influences. Especially an active political role conception seems to link with an interest in
the media’s power to push citizen concerns. Put differently, politicians do not fear
increasing media influence on politics as long as they can benefit from the media’s
increasing power. Politicians should therefore not be considered as victims of a stronger
media impact on politics.
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Limitations

Clearly, this study has several limitations. First, we measured normative evaluations of
the media’s influence on politics globally. Given different forms of media impact on
politics, we cannot say exactly in which respect the media should be more or less
powerful in politics. However, large-scale surveys, as in this study, do not always
allow us to capture constructs in a way that the researcher would like. Even though we
had to compromise between measurement accuracy and an economic survey among busy
experts, we believe that our study could nevertheless make relevant contributions to an
under-researched area. Second, we analyzed political communication ecosystems at the
local level in Germany, which might raise the question of generalizability. On the one
hand, the German system has some particularities—for instance, the federal system
assigns high importance to the local level in terms of extensive decision-making powers
(Kuhlmann & Bogumil, 2007). On the other hand, the characteristics of local political
communication, such as a lower level of professionalization, a smaller number of actors,
and politicians’ and journalists’ status as citizens of the same municipality also apply in
other countries (Baugut, 2017; Baugut et al., 2017).

Third, it is important to acknowledge possible non-response and coverage biases.
Although the response rate was quite satisfactory for an elite survey, almost half of our
sample did not participate. As elites commonly do not respond because of time con-
straints (rather than, for instance, due to a lack of interest in the topic), we would expect
no systematic bias in our sample. In addition, there are no peculiar peaks or troughs in
response rates across the 52 participating municipalities. In terms of coverage bias,
identification of the basic population was elementary, but we had to rely on journalist
databases and city websites, as no comprehensive listing exists of all journalists and
political actors. As mayors, department heads, and councilors are all listed on the city
websites, this problem did not arise, but we cannot fully rule out the possibility that we
may have missed some journalists who actually report on local politics.

Conclusion

Political communication ecosystems like cities can be characterized by politicians’ and
journalists’ attitudes toward media influence on politics. Knowing what factors influence
political actors’ and journalists’ normative evaluations of media influence on politics is
important since norms can influence individual behaviors. In the long run, these indivi-
dual behaviors may contribute to (an increasing) media impact on politics. Our findings
highlight that, on the local level, competitive structures of the political and media system
are not enough to explain the actors’ attitudes toward media influence on politics. The
actors’ individual characteristics and their interplay with structural conditions matter as
well and therefore deserve attention. Importantly, our findings show that the impact of
competitive structures on journalists’ normative evaluations of the media impact depends
on their role conceptions. Further research is needed to analyze how, and under which
conditions, these views ultimately affect political actors’ and journalists’ decision
making.
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Notes

1. Presumed media influences seem less relevant to explain injunctive norms (i.e., perceptions
about what others believe one should do; see Gunther et al., 2006). In our case, these would
translate into perceptions of political actors and journalists about how the media believe
they should fulfill their job.

2. The response rates within the different actor groups did not vary substantially: local
government: 50.0%; spokespersons: 54.7%; city councilors: 55.1%; and journalists: 45.7%.

3. Participants were first asked about the perceived actual media influences on local politics
with a single-item measure, and directly afterwards about their normative evaluation about
how they think that the media’s influence on local politics should be. Hence, we also
included the perceptions of actual media influences on local politics in all models.

Supplemental Material

Supplemental data for this article can be accessed at https://doi.org/10.1080/
10584609.2018.1517844.
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