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Mediation of Political Realities: Media
as Crucial Sources of Information
Adam Shehata and Jesper Strömbäck

When we want to learn about the world around us, there are basically three
perceptual sources of information: personal experiences, interpersonal com-
munication and the media (Asp, 1986). We can learn things firsthand, by
communicating with other people, or by taking part of different media.

For the most part, however, the media are the most important source of
information. The reach of our own experiences is very limited, and the same
holds true for most people we talk to. Particularly when it comes to pol-
itics and society, most of what we know – or think we know – we have
learned from the media. Even in cases when we have some experiences on
our own to base our knowledge on, without information from the media
we do not know whether our experiences are representative of how things
are or whether they are atypical (Mutz, 1998). For example, while we might
have experiences of the local hospital, that does not tell us much about the
quality of health care in general, and even less about factors influencing the
health care system or what proposals there are to improve healthcare.

Consequently, it has become a truism that modern politics is largely medi-
ated politics (Bennett & Entman, 2000; Kaid et al., 1991; Nimmo & Combs,
1983). The extent to which the media constitute the most important source
of information about politics and society has also been labeled the first
dimension of mediatization and singled out as a necessary prerequisite for
further processes of mediatization (Strömbäck, 2008, 2011).

There might, however, be several reasons to revisit the notion that
politics has become mediated and the evidence that the media are the
most important source of information about politics and society. First and
conceptually speaking, there is a need to distinguish between mediated
and mediatized politics. Second, the media is a broad and heterogeneous
category – including everything from books to newspapers, radio, television
and increasingly digital media – and the relative importance of different
media might vary across time as well as countries. Hence, there is a need
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to take a closer look at our current knowledge about what kind of media
people rely on for information about politics and society. Third, new media
technologies and social media have caused old boundaries to become blurred
and opened up for virtual interpersonal communication, raising new ques-
tions about what “the media” refers to and the extent to which it is valid to
use “the media” as a shorthand for traditional mass media such as television,
newspapers and radio.

Against this backdrop, the purpose of this chapter is to briefly discuss
the conceptual relationship between mediated and mediatized politics, to
analyze research on the importance of different kinds of media as sources
of information about politics and society, and to analyze the implications
of the findings for the notion that “the media” is the most important
source of information about politics and society and for mediatization
theory.

Mediation and mediatization: Conceptual similarities
and differences

While scholarly interest in processes of mediation and mediatization has
increased during the last decade, oftentimes these concepts are used with-
out clear conceptualizations, and it is also common that mediation and
mediatization are used to denote the same phenomena. Although there are
exceptions, particularly British and US scholars often appear to prefer the
term “mediation” when analyzing how the media influence various spheres
in society (Altheide & Snow, 1988; Couldry, 2008; Davis, 2007; Livingstone,
2009; Nimmo & Combs, 1983; Silverstone, 2007), while scholars from con-
tinental Europe and Scandinavia appear to favor the term “mediatization”
(Asp, 1986; Kepplinger, 2002; Lundby, 2009; Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999;
Hjarvard, 2013; Schillemans, 2012; Strömbäck, 2008). There might however
be some development towards a convergence and an increasing consensus
that “mediation” and “mediatization” refer to different processes (Hjarvard,
2013, p. 19).

From such a perspective and following Mazzoleni (2008a, 2008b), medi-
atization broadly refers to “the extension of the influence of the media
(considered both as a cultural technology and as an organization)” in dif-
ferent spheres in society, whereas mediation refers to the rather neutral
act of transmitting messages through different media (Strömbäck & Esser,
2009; Strömbäck, 2011). In the context of politics, politics is thus medi-
ated whenever political messages are transmitted or whenever people learn
about politics through any kind of media, regardless of whether this pro-
cess yields any influence or transforms the style or content of political
communication. To say that something is mediated is simply to say that
it is communicated through some kind of media – and it matters less con-
ceptually whether the media in question are television, newspapers, radio,
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the Internet or smartphones. Thus, mediated politics stands in contrast to
interpersonal communication or personal experiences.

Beyond this distinction between mediation and mediatization, there are
however reasons to distinguish between mediation at different levels of anal-
ysis. At the micro level, politics is mediated whenever a political message
is communicated or someone learns about politics through some kind of
media. At this level of analysis, politics has to some extent been mediated as
long as there has been some kind of media. Politics can also be more or less
mediated. At the one extreme would be those who never learn about politics
from any kind of media, whereas at the other extreme would be those who
learn about politics only through different media.

The extent to which people learn about politics through different media
has an effect on mediation at the macro level. At the macro level, poli-
tics is mediated when the media has become the most important source
of information about politics and society and the primary channel of
communication between political actors and citizens (Bennett & Entman,
2001; Strömbäck, 2011). Mediated politics at the macro level can thus be
understood as the aggregation of mediation of politics at the micro level.

The development of new media technologies has at the same time caused
the concept of “the media” to become more heterogeneous and blurred.
Most scholars analyzing the mediation and mediatization of politics usually
apply “the media” as shorthand for traditional news media that function
as institutions, i.e., television, newspapers and radio (Cook, 2005; Hjarvard,
2013; Strömbäck & Esser, 2009). The rise of the Internet and other digi-
tal media, which mix content produced by institutional mass media and
different political and advocacy organizations, as well as by ordinary citi-
zens, has however made this practice less valid, while also blurring the line
between mass communication and interpersonal communication and de-
institutionalizing the concept of “the media”. Thus, not only is there a need
to distinguish between mediated politics at the micro and the macro level,
but also to separate mass-mediated politics from other kinds of mediation of
political information and communication.

From the perspective of mediatization theory, the degree to which pol-
itics has become mediated constitutes an important part and necessary
prerequisite for further processes of mediatization (Strömbäck, 2008, 2011;
Mazzoleni, 2008a). What matters from that perspective is primarily the
extent to which individuals rely on content produced and shaped by differ-
ent news media as institutions (Esser, 2013; Hjarvard, 2013; Strömbäck, 2011),
not whether they access the information through these media’s traditional
formats or their digital versions. It is thus less important whether people rely
on the New York Times or nytimes.com for information about politics than
if they rely on traditional news media institutions or on information com-
ing directly, albeit through some kind of media, from, for example, political
parties, governmental authorities or friends.
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Share of people within a society for whom mass media constitute the
most important source of information about politics (macro level)  
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Figure 6.1 Mass-mediated politics at the micro and the macro level

The key question, then, is how important different mass media are as
sources of political information for individuals and the share of people for
whom the mass media constitute the most important source of informa-
tion about politics and society. The more individuals rely on mass media for
information about politics and society, and the larger the share of people
for whom the mass media – in traditional or digital formats – constitute the
most important source of information about politics and society, the more
mass-mediated politics is (see Figure 6.1).

As the degree to which politics is mass-mediated theoretically influences
further processes of mediatization, changes or differences across time or
space in the degree to which politics is mass-mediated may have impor-
tant implications for the mediatization of politics. Considering this and the
changing media environments and patterns of media consumption, there is
a need to take a closer look at the importance of media as sources of political
information.

Media as sources of information

Because the notion that politics is mediated has become almost a truism, the
claim that the media constitute the most important source of information is
seldom critically examined. One additional reason may be that most media
studies build on the idea that media is crucial for democracy, and research
thus focuses not on whether but how and in what ways the media matter.
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Thus, the mediation of political information serves as a taken-for-granted
assumption from which to push the research agenda forward. Another rea-
son may be that there is no straightforward way of empirically assessing the
importance of the media as an information source in societies where citizens
are more or less embedded in a media environment from the day they are
born. Furthermore, there are no agreed-upon benchmarks for distinguishing
between information sources and evaluating their relative “importance” – an
issue that becomes even more pressing as various forms of media use, inter-
personal communication and political behavior mix and mingle as a result
of media convergence.

Hence, investigating the importance of the media as a source of informa-
tion about politics and society is not a simple task. In the research review
that follows we will thus discuss three ways of analyzing the importance
of traditional mass media compared to other sources of information about
politics and current affairs: (1) asking people about their reliance on medi-
ated communications for information about politics and current affairs;
(2) analyzing the relationship between media coverage and awareness of
political and current events; and (3) analyzing different sources of citizens’
sociotropic perceptions of reality.

Asking about citizens’ reliance on mediated communications

The most straightforward approach to investigating the importance of tradi-
tional mass media as a source of information about politics and society – i.e.,
the mediation of politics – is to ask people explicitly about their main sources
of political information (Althaus, 2007; Eurobarometer, 2012; Gidengil,
2008; Norris & Curtice, 2007; Pew, 2011). The literature contains various
survey-based assessments of citizens’ reliance on the media for information
about politics and current affairs. Using respondents’ self-reports of media
reliance and use typically suggests a prominent role for mediated communi-
cation compared to personal experience and interpersonal communication
as primary information sources.

For example, the Pew Research Center in the United States has for many
years asked the following open-ended survey question: “How have you
been getting most of your news about national and international issues?
From television, from newspapers, from radio, from magazines, or from
the Internet?” (Pew, 2008, 2011, 2013). Respondents are allowed to name
two sources. As noted by Althaus and Tewksbury (2007), this approach has
at least two advantages. First, it provides an estimate of respondents’ self-
reported relative importance of various media sources. Second, the question
allows respondents to name other information sources than traditional news
media, such as interpersonal discussions.

Evidence from both the United States and the 27 European member states,
presented in Figure 6.2, suggests that television remains the dominant source
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Figure 6.2 Most important source of news (%)
Note: Data from the United States come from Pew Research Center (2013), who asked respondents’
the following question in 2013: “How do you get most of your news about national and interna-
tional issues?” Data from the European Union countries come from Eurobarometer (2012), who
asked respondents’ the following question in 2012: “Where do you get most of your news on
national political matters?”

of political information – at least as assessed by citizens themselves. The
European data is based on a Eurobarometer survey conducted in the 27 mem-
ber states in 2012, where respondents were asked a question similar to the
Pew question: “Where do you get most of your news on national politi-
cal matters?” Apart from the fact that television comes out on top of the
list in both surveys, some other observations from these studies are worth
pointing out.

First, while the 2013 US data shows that television is the most impor-
tant source of news about national and international issues, it is increasingly
challenged by the Internet. While 69% named television as the most impor-
tant source of information, the Internet was placed second (50%), followed
by newspapers (28%), radio (23%) and magazines (4%). Television tends to
dominate as a source of information for most Europeans (84%) as well – it
is perceived as the main source of information in all countries except for
Luxemburg – but newspapers (47%) and radio (37%) are considered more
important than the Internet (31%).

Second, the relative importance of different sources of information varies
between European Union member states. Newspapers are, for instance, more
prominent in some countries than others, which may reflect historical, polit-
ical and media system differences (Elvestad & Blekesaune, 2008; Hallin &
Mancini, 2004; Shehata & Strömbäck, 2011). Simply put, some countries are
more television-centric while other countries are more newspaper-centric.
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Third, the number of respondents who named a source other than these
media was extremely low in both surveys (2%), which would indicate a neg-
ligible role for non-mediated forms of communication. It remains unclear
from these data whether this is the case, though. Responses to open-ended
questions like these may be highly sensitive to probing, i.e., whether inter-
viewers explicitly mention specific news sources as examples when posing
the questions (Schuman & Presser, 1996). Furthermore, respondents may be
cued to think about media more than other types of information sources
when asked about their ways of getting “news”. Therefore, it is not clear to
what extent these measures provide valid estimates of the relative impor-
tance of media sources on the one hand, and personal experience and
interpersonal communication on the other.

A slightly modified question was therefore posed to a representative sam-
ple of Swedish citizens during the 2006 national parliamentary election
campaign (Strömbäck, 2009). Asked about their main source of informa-
tion about the election campaign, respondents were provided with a list
of not only traditional and new media, but interpersonal communication
and personal contacts with politicians and parties as well. Still, very few
respondents considered these unmediated sources as the most important.
Television was placed as the number one source by 54% of the sample, fol-
lowed by newspapers (25%), Internet (8%) and radio (6%), while personal
contacts with parties and politicians (4%) and interpersonal communication
with friends and family members (3%) were the least important sources of
campaign-related information.

Similar findings – based on similar survey items – indicating a prominent
function of traditional media as sources of information during election cam-
paigns have been documented in other countries as well, such as Britain
and Canada (Gidengil, 2008; Norris & Curtice, 2007; Scammell & Semetko,
2008). Data from the 2005 British general election showed, for example,
that traditional media such as television, newspapers and radio were by far
the most commonly used sources of information (Norris & Curtice, 2007).
Approximately 50% of the respondents reported that they got information
about the election campaign from these media. Almost the same share, 46%,
said they had discussed the election with friends or family members. By com-
parison, only 15% reported being contacted by a party or candidate, and
even fewer (2%) attended a public meeting about the election.

It is important to note, however, that getting political information primar-
ily from television does not necessarily equal exposure to regular newscasts
or special elections programs moderated by journalists, but also to more
infotainment-oriented talk shows as well as political ads or party election
broadcasts. Similarly, getting information primarily from the “Internet” says
little about what websites citizens use, whether political party websites
and blogs, social media or the online version of traditional news media.
In essence, this suggests that it is misleading to think of getting information
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from the Internet as opposed to getting information from traditional news
media. We will return to this question below.

While asking people about their primary source of political information
is straightforward, this strategy comes with methodological problems. Most
importantly, this approach rests on the assumption that respondents are able
to reliably estimate their dependence on different types of media and inter-
personal communication, and weigh their importance in relation to one
another. An alternative way of assessing the role of the media as an infor-
mation source is to analyze the relationship between media coverage and
respondents’ awareness of political and current events information.

The relationship between media coverage and awareness
of political and current events

As an alternative approach to asking citizens about their sources of infor-
mation about politics, several studies analyze the importance of the media
by analyzing the influence of media coverage on citizens’ awareness of cur-
rent events and issues. Theoretically and following the OMA framework,
variations in political knowledge among citizens are typically considered a
function of learning opportunities, motivations and abilities (Delli Carpini &
Keeter, 1996; Luskin, 1990; Prior, 2007; Strömbäck et al., 2012). While moti-
vations and abilities are individual-level factors expressing differences in
personal interest and cognitive resources, the opportunities to learn are
determined by the availability of political information in any given con-
text (Aalberg et al., 2010; Esser et al., 2012). By using variations in the
supply of media coverage of various topics, and thereby the opportunities
for citizens to acquire this information, several studies have analyzed the
influence of information provided by the media on citizens’ awareness of
current political issues and events (Curran et al., 2009; Delli Carpini et al.,
1994; Jerit et al., 2006). The major lesson from this research is that citizens
acquire a good deal of information about national and international politi-
cal issues when this information is widely available in those media they have
access to.

Several of the studies within this research area are particularly relevant in
light of our interest in the media as a source of political information. While
substantial scholarly attention has been devoted to the relationship between
media use and political knowledge in general, the specific focus on aware-
ness of current affairs news – what Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996) refer to
as “surveillance facts” – is better suited for assessing the news media’s role as
an information source than more common measures of political knowledge.
Compared to measures tapping knowledge of historical facts, institutions,
rules of the game, party ideology and issue positions, acquiring surveillance
knowledge “depends upon recent exposure to information in the media
rather than learning that occurred years ago” (Jerit et al., 2006, p. 269).
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In a study of “passive learning”, Zukin and Snyder (1984) compared citi-
zens’ awareness of candidates running for office in New Jersey and New York
elections, based on geographical variations in the amount of media coverage
devoted to the election campaigns. Despite equal interest in the election, res-
idents living in media-rich markets with extensive coverage were 40% more
likely to know about the candidates than citizens residing in media mar-
kets with substantially less election coverage (see also Delli Carpini et al.,
1994).

While these results ascribe to the media a prominent role as informa-
tion sources in election campaigns, the media markets of the late 1970s
and early 1980s were very different from today’s unconstrained high-choice
media environments (Prior, 2007). Despite this, a number of recent stud-
ies have supported the idea that variations in information opportunities
provided by major news media explain differences in awareness of current
events and issues, beyond what is accounted for by individual-level char-
acteristics. A number of cross-national comparative studies, using extensive
media content analyses and survey data, have linked differences in the sup-
ply of hard and soft news to variations in citizens’ awareness of domestic and
international issues (Aalberg & Curran, 2011; Curran et al., 2009; Iyengar
et al., 2010; Iyengar et al., 2009). People living in media systems providing
extensive hard news, and thereby greater opportunities for the average citi-
zens to encounter political and current affairs information, were also more
knowledgeable about those issues that were covered by the media. The avail-
ability of such information in the media was also related to smaller gaps in
knowledge based on personal motivation and resources.

Evidence of the important role of media as disseminators of current events
information in today’s high-choice media environments does not only come
from cross-national comparative research. A growing number of both cross-
sectional and longitudinal studies conducted in the United States as well
as Europe show that the supply of political information in major news
media increases knowledge and awareness of these issues among the elec-
torate (Barabas & Jerit, 2009; Elenbaas et al., 2012, 2013; Jerit et al., 2006;
Nadeau et al., 2008). For instance, Barabas and Jerit (2009) used a large
number of surveys conducted in the United States to analyze how policy-
specific knowledge on a range of issues – such as gun control, health care
and social security – was influenced by media coverage of these topics.
Among other things, they found not only that increases in the amount of
coverage devoted to an issue were related to higher levels of policy-specific
knowledge, but also that the breadth and prominence of these news stories
increased the opportunities to acquire this information. Using a very simi-
lar research design but in a European context, Elenbaas et al. (2012, 2013)
showed “that a wider distribution of political information in the media
strongly increases the odds that citizens acquire that information” (Elenbaas
et al., 2012, p. 15).
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These studies clearly suggest that media matter and that politics is medi-
ated: awareness and knowledge of political current affairs varies according
to the availability and prominence of this information in major news media
outlets. What is less clear, however, is whether this information mainly
spreads to citizens directly from media exposure, or through various indi-
rect communication flows. To be sure, there are studies indicating that some
of the variation in current events knowledge can be attributed to citizens’
personal media exposure diets, and that both passive and motivated learn-
ing occur from the media (Elenbaas et al., 2013; Shehata, 2013; Soroka
et al., 2012), but several obstacles inhibit firm conclusions regarding the rel-
ative importance of various sources of information at the individual level.
To begin with, despite the fact that many studies have investigated the rela-
tionship between news media use and political knowledge, there are – apart
from the research discussed above – few that focus on awareness of cur-
rent news events or surveillance knowledge. In addition, survey measures of
individual-level news consumption are plagued with methodological prob-
lems such as overreporting, which limits their use as reliable indicators of
actual news exposure (Price & Zaller, 1993; Prior, 2009). Finally, analyzing
the relationship between individual-level news exposure and knowledge of
current events becomes problematic in situations of information saturation,
i.e., when the information is widely available across media outlets and in
public deliberation – which tends to be the case with major breaking news
that dominate the agenda (Druckman, 2005; Elenbaas et al., 2012; Zukin &
Snyder, 1984). In those cases it becomes almost impossible to distinguish
the influence of media coverage from other sources of information such
as interpersonal communication. This can be perceived as an example of
amalgamation, which Schulz (2004) suggested is one effect of mediatization.

While the research discussed above undoubtedly suggests that the media
play a significant role as providers of political and current affairs infor-
mation, these studies say little about the relative importance of mediated
communication compared to interpersonal discussions and personal expe-
rience. This question has, however, been at the heart of research on the
formation of sociotropic perceptions.

Mediated communication in the formation of sociotropic
perceptions

The relative influence of media coverage, interpersonal communication and
personal experience on citizens’ sociotropic perceptions has been a key
issue in research on voting and agenda-setting. The sources of citizens’
perceptions of collective experience became a critical question as research on
economic voting consistently showed that judgments of national economic
(sociotropic) trends were more important than personal pocketbook issues
for explaining electoral behavior (Kinder, 1981; Lewis-Beck & Stegmaier,
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2007). Similarly, the sources of sociotropic perceptions have been at the cen-
ter of research on agenda-setting theory, according to which the traditional
news media are hypothesized to exert a strong influence on what issues the
public consider important national problems (McCombs, 2004).

Both these research traditions ascribe to the media a central role in
forming citizens’ sociotropic perceptions, i.e., perceptions of societal or
national-level conditions. Media influence is not considered unconditional,
however. Rather, most of this research builds on some version of media sys-
tem dependency (MSD) theory (Ball-Rokeach, 1985). MSD is founded on the
idea that power relations originate from control over resources that other
actors need in order to fulfill their goals. The more exclusive these resources
are, and the more other actors require these resources, the more asymmetric
the power relation. According to MSD, media power is based on controlling
access to information that media consumers require in order to achieve their
particular goals, whatever these goals are:

The process of media effects is initiated by media control over
scarce and prized information sources – gathering, processing, and
dissemination – that must be accessed in order for the larger social system,
as well as members of the media audiences, to achieve a range of goals
[ . . . ] The more exclusive the media system’s control over these resources,
and the more essential it is to have access to these resources to achieve
goals, the more likely it is that there will be media effects.

(Ball-Rokeach & Jung, 2009, p. 533)

Exclusivity is crucial in this regard. Citizens who have access to other sources
of information on a given topic are consequently less dependent on the
media when forming perceptions and opinions. Research on the formation
of sociotropic perceptions has primarily addressed the competing or com-
plementary influences of personal experience and interpersonal communi-
cation as alternative sources of information. While some of this research has
treated personal experience and interpersonal communication as competing
factors, others emphasize the interactive and reciprocal relations between
different sources of information as citizens form perceptions of collective
experience. The basic question, though, concerns the conditions under
which citizens use information from the mass media, personal experience
and interpersonal communication when making inferences about collective
experience.

Agenda-setting research focusing on the contingencies of media influence
on sociotropic perceptions has – based on MSD – analyzed the role of issue
obtrusiveness, i.e., citizens’ direct personal experience of various topics, as a
moderating factor (Demers et al., 1989; Watt et al., 1993). Several of these
studies support the basic premise of MSD theory: the agenda-setting influ-
ence of the mass media is stronger for issues that people have little direct



104 Dimensions of Mediatization

experience with. Limited personal experience means less information from
non-mediated sources, and media dependency becomes stronger. Soroka
(2002) found, for instance, that agenda-setting effects on public opinion
were stronger for unobtrusive issues such as environmental problems and
government debt and deficits than for the obtrusive inflation issue. While
unobtrusiveness seems to enhance the role of mediated communication,
the findings are somewhat mixed for obtrusive issues. Some studies sug-
gest that personal experiences constrain the agenda-setting impact of the
media, while others find that media coverage influences citizens’ sociotropic
perceptions of obtrusive issues as well (Demers et al., 1989; Goss & Aday,
2003; Hügel et al., 1989; Iyengar & Kinder, 1987; Watt et al., 1993).

Even though there is mixed evidence regarding whether issue
obtrusiveness reduces the media’s agenda-setting influence, there is less dis-
agreement that both personal experience and interpersonal communication
exert independent effects on perceived issue importance at the societal level
(Iyengar & Kinder, 1987; Wanta & Hu, 1990). People experiencing unem-
ployment are, for example, more likely to consider this an important issue,
just as talking to friends and family about crime influences sociotropic
perceptions.

The most convincing account of how media coverage, personal experience
and discussions influence sociotropic perceptions emphasizes the mutual
and interactive – rather than competing – effects of these factors. Such a
perspective may explain (1) some of the inconsistent findings regarding
the role of personal experience as a moderator of agenda-setting effects,
as well as (2) the relatively weak findings for agenda-setting effects at the
individual level (Erbring et al., 1980; Roessler, 2008). Whenever citizens can
rely on personal experience or interpersonal discussion networks, mediated
communication may be an integral factor in the formation of sociotropic
perceptions, but rarely in an unfiltered way. Alternative information sources
can both reduce or enhance media influence on perceptions of collective
experience. Conversely, the impact of personal experience on perceptions of
collective experience may be dependent on mediated communications.

In one of the most extensive analyses of the influence of personal expe-
riences and mediated communication on sociotropic perceptions, Mutz
(1998) found that the mass media have a dual role in politicizing personal
experience. Focusing on unemployment, she found that the mass media
were the primary influence on perceptions of national trends while personal
experience was the main source of personal-level judgments (see also Goss &
Aday, 2003). In the absence of mediated information, however, sociotropic
perceptions depended more on personal experiences:

[i]ndividual-level variations in perceptions of unemployment conditions
are, in fact, meaningful; they primarily demonstrate differences in the
amount and type of information available to people. Those with much
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information from mass media sources will have perceptions of unem-
ployment consistent with media presentations, while those relying on
more parochial sources will have perceptions that reflect their immediate
environments.

(Mutz, 1992, p. 502)

With respect to the interaction between mediated communication and
personal experience, Mutz (1994) also found that heavy media cover-
age of unemployment increasingly colored national-level unemployment
perceptions. Thus, extensive media coverage helps citizens to connect the
personal with the political by “exposing people to the similar experiences of
others” (Mutz, 1994, p. 692).

The importance of the media as a source of information about politics
and society (sociotropic perceptions) at the individual level depends, there-
fore, on other factors. Research on the contingent conditions of media
influence suggests that mediated information flows are more likely to be
adopted if these messages are consonant with citizens’ perceptions of their
personal experiences as well as the content of their interpersonal discus-
sions (Chong & Druckman, 2007; Demers et al., 1989; Mutz, 1998). Several
agenda-setting studies have also supported the “issue sensitivity” hypoth-
esis, indicating that sociotropic perceptions are shaped by an interactive
influence of media coverage and audience characteristics (Erbring et al.,
1980; Iyengar & Kinder, 1987; Roessler, 1999). Based on their experimen-
tal studies of media effects, Iyengar and Kinder concluded, for instance, that
“when problems flare up and capture the attention of the media, agenda-
setting effects show up most immediately among those directly affected by
the problem” (1987, pp. 52–53). Similarly, another individual-level agenda-
setting analysis found weak direct effects of media coverage on perceived
issue importance, concluding that “[p]ieces of information are retrieved
from many other sources and permanently modified by discussions with
other people or individual processing of the respondent” (Roessler, 1999,
p. 691). In a similar vein, several agenda-setting studies suggest that individ-
ual variations in citizens’ need for orientation with respect to certain issues
influence the tendency to seek out information from the media (McCombs,
2004).

In sum, while it remains difficult to assess the relative importance of
various sources of information on sociotropic perceptions, research sug-
gests that mediated communication, personal experience and interpersonal
discussions are best conceived of as interactive factors in the formation
of sociotropic perceptions. Based on the discussion above, it thus seems
reasonable to conclude that (1) personal experiences and interpersonal dis-
cussions do shape perceptions of collective experience, and even more so
in the absence of media coverage; (2) mediated information flows can both
weaken and strengthen the relationship between personal experiences and
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sociotropic perceptions; (3) media coverage has the strongest influence on
sociotropic perceptions of unobtrusive issues; and (4) the impact of mediated
communication on sociotropic perceptions is dependent on whether media
messages are in line or at odds with personal experiences and interpersonal
discussions.

The mediation of politics in high-choice media environments

Learning about politics and society is obviously a function of various contex-
tual and individual-level factors. As noted previously, the OMA framework
provides a general overview of how information opportunities as well as per-
sonal motivations and abilities influence learning about politics and society
(Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996; Luskin, 1990). While mediated communica-
tion is likely to be crucial as a source of political information, the specific
importance of various media is thus dependent not only on differences in
interests, preferences and resources among citizens, but also on the larger
social, technological and cultural transformations that have occurred dur-
ing the last few decades (Bennett & Iyengar, 2008; Prior, 2007; Stroud,
2011).

In particular, the profound media environmental changes – with a
multiplication of output across platforms, channels and outlets – have
substantially altered the opportunities for citizens to encounter political
information as part of their everyday lives. Not only has the number of
media sources from which people can learn grown, but so has the complexity
and variation in how citizens can acquire such information through a com-
bination of mediated offline and online sources. As argued by Bennett and
Manheim (2006, p. 22), information consumption has shifted away from
mass to individualized experience, which becomes evident as one compares
“the appointment-based society that gathered around network broadcast
news with the emergence of the podcast society increasingly driven by per-
sonalized, on-demand news aggregators” (see also Chaffee & Metzger, 2001).
While the societal and individual-level consequences of these media envi-
ronmental changes in terms of media use, political involvement and opinion
formation have yet to be thoroughly analyzed as the process unfolds, the
implications for the mediation of politics may become substantial.

Using MSD theory (Ball-Rokeach & Jung, 2009) as a point of departure, the
transformation from low-choice to high-choice media environments most
obviously seems to liberate individuals from their dependency on traditional
news media for information about politics and society. If dependency is
based on controlling others’ access to scarce resources, the proliferation of
alternative sources of political information undermines the unique role of
traditional mass media as possessors and disseminators of exclusive infor-
mation. What is theoretically possible, however, may not necessarily equal
actual changes and practices.
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To be sure, the trend of shrinking audiences for news media on traditional
platforms seems to be consistent across Western democracies (Blekesaune
et al., 2012; Prior, 2007; Strömbäck et al., 2012). However, this does not
mean that citizens are necessarily becoming less dependent on media per se,
or that they actively seek information about politics from the full range
of alternative sources now available to them. While a recent study found
that citizens who rely on multiple online news sources were less inclined to
base their sociotropic perceptions on cues from the traditional news media
(Shehata & Strömbäck, 2013), evidence strongly suggests that citizens who
get their news about politics from the Internet mainly turn to the web-
sites of the traditional media. Among Europeans who use the Internet as a
source of information about national politics, almost 70% said they got their
news from information websites such as newspapers and news magazines,
followed by social network sites (27%), government websites (24%), blogs
(11%) and video hosting websites (8%) (Eurobarometer, 2012). Based on a
similar pattern in the United States, Mutz and Young (2011, pp. 1027–1029)
concluded that “even in the realm of new media, traditional media sources
dominate. And, while an increasing number of people get their news online,
few online newspaper sites look much different from their paper-and-ink
predecessors and most present the same news to their online and offline
readers.”

Thus, it would be a mistake to equate the rising importance of the Internet
as a source of information about politics and society with a declining impor-
tance of traditional news media. As long as people when using the Internet
as a source of information mainly turn to the digital versions of traditional
mass media, the Internet does not substitute traditional mass media, and
politics does not become less mediated.

The most important consequence of digital media in the realm of informa-
tion flows and mediation is thus probably not the substitution of traditional
mass media. What is likely to become more important is rather (1) the
increasing mixing and mingling of information coming from traditional
mass media and advocacy organizations, businesses and other non-media
organizations, as well as through traditional or virtual interpersonal com-
munication; (2) the increasing fragmentation and individualization of media
and information consumption patterns; and (3) the continuous formation
of multiple-step flows of information, where information originating with
traditional mass media flow – and in the process mix and mingle with
other information – through social networks of communication online
and offline before reaching the individual consumers of information. There
will be less inadvertent exposure to traditional news media in their tradi-
tional formats and more to different types of mediated multiple-step flows
of information in the future than in the past, but this does not in itself
make traditional news media as an institution less important or politics less
mediated.
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Discussion and conclusions

It has long been a truism that modern politics largely is mediated politics,
i.e., politics mainly communicated through different mass media with the
mass media being the most important source of information about politics
and society. The (mass) mediation of politics is also an important prereq-
uisite for the mediatization of politics, so changes in this respect would
potentially have significant implications for the mediatization of politics.

The mediation of politics is however not a question of either/or. It is rather
a matter of degree, and to fully understand the extent to which politics is
mediated, there is reason to distinguish between mediation at the micro
and the macro level. At the micro level, the key question is how important
mass media are as a source of information about politics and society for
individuals, while at the macro level the key question is the share of people
within a society for whom the mass media are the most important source of
information about politics and society. The more individuals rely on mass
media for information about politics and society, and the larger the share of
people for whom mass media – in traditional or digital formats – constitute
the most important source of information about politics and society, the
more mediated politics is (see Figure 6.1).

Despite the taken-for-granted assumption that modern politics is largely
mediated politics, our review shows that it is not easy to determine the
extent to which individuals rely on mass media for information about pol-
itics and society, and hence the degree to which politics at the micro and
the macro levels is mediated. While all evidence suggests that mass media
are extremely important as a source of information about politics and soci-
ety, and that politics is indeed mediated, there is no obvious approach
in examining exactly how important the media are as a source of political
information. Different approaches yield somewhat different, albeit not con-
tradictory results, and the degree of media dependency might vary across
not only individuals within or between countries, but also depending on
the nature of different issues and the availability of alternative sources of
information.

Thus, if one conclusion is that politics is still highly mediated, another
conclusion is that it is difficult to determine the degree to which politics
at the micro or the macro level is mediated. One implication is hence that
there is a need for further research on the relative importance of different
sources of information about politics and society, and that the mediation of
politics should not just be treated as a truism.

Still, if it is difficult to assess the extent to which people rely on mass
media for information about politics and society today, it will become even
more difficult in the future as media environments continue to change,
different media continue to converge, different sources of information con-
tinue to mix and mingle, and different multiple-step flows of information



Adam Shehata and Jesper Strömbäck 109

through various social networks continue to develop and blur the distinction
between types of information as well as the origins of information.

Considering the focus in contemporary research and public discourse on
the increasing importance of the Internet, it is however important not to
focus too much on the technical platforms through which information
flows. What matters most from the perspective of the mediation and medi-
atization of politics is not primarily the technical platforms through which
people get information about and experience politics and society. What mat-
ters most is how important the mass media as an institution is as a source of
information about politics and society. More important than how many use
the Internet to learn about politics and society is thus how people use the
Internet and the extent to which they turn to mass media in their traditional
or digital versions to find information about politics and society.

Thus, the rising importance of the Internet does not necessarily herald the
demise of mediated politics, nor of the mediatization of politics. It might
rather herald the re-mediation of politics. This might have implications for
the mediatization of politics in the future, but as long as the mass media –
in their traditional or digital formats – continue to be the most impor-
tant source of information about politics and society, while being largely
autonomous from political institutions, politics will continue to be both
mediated and mediatized.
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