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Marketplace of Ideas
and Marketplace of Money

A Study of Commercialism
and the Swedish Election News Coverage in 1998 and 2002

JESPER STRÖMBÄCK

Abstract

The purpose of this study is to investigate whether commercialization can explain the
extent to which the Swedish news media during the 1998 and 2002 national elections
framed politics as a game, followed an interpretive journalistic style and allowed politi-
cians to speak for themselves. Six hypotheses were derived from the claim by Patterson
(2000) that commercialism is the driving force behind the framing of politics as a game
and, by implication, the increasing use of an interpretive journalistic style and shrinking
sound- or inkbites.

Taken together, the results show only mixed support for the hypotheses. The results
thus indicate that perceiving commercialism as the crucial independent variable is too
simplified. Moreover, it must certainly not be a universal truth that commercialism is
driving the changes of election news coverage, or that there is always a contradiction
between the media functioning in the marketplace of ideas and the marketplace of money.
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Introduction
Democracy as a political system for self-government requires a media system that pro-
vides the information people need to be free and self-governing, forums for public dis-
cussions and that functions as a watchdog against abuse of power. Through this, the
media system and its constituent parts can contribute to an enlighted understanding
among the citizens in a democracy.

This is no less true during the heated months and weeks preceding an election, when
political parties and candidates campaign and people make up their minds regarding
which party or candidates to vote for. The media, however, is not only in the business
of providing information, but also in the business of making money. Media companies
are, with a few exceptions, essentially commercial companies. Thus, the media is part
of the marketplace of money as well as the marketplace of ideas.
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Three Consequences of Commercialism
The fact that media companies are, in general, commercial companies might have fun-
damental consequences for the news coverage in general as well as for the news cov-
erage of elections (Hamilton, 2004; Allern, 2001; Picard, 2005). Moreover, these con-
sequences might, according to several observers, have detrimal effects on the media as
part of the marketplace of ideas (Åsard & Bennett, 1997; McManus, 1994; Croteau &
Hoynes, 2001).

One such consequence, of particular importance regarding election news coverage,
is the tendency to frame politics as a strategic game, rather than as issues. As noted by
Patterson (2000, p. 253-254, 255-256):

Of the many effects of commercialism on news content, none is more
consequential than the media´s tendency to report politics not as an issue but as
a game in which individual politicians vie for power. [...] The news media´s
tendency to frame politics in gamelike terms serves to depolitizice issues, pre-
senting them more as political tokens in the struggle for power than as objects
of serious debate.

What is important to note here is that Patterson is stating the relationship between com-
mercialism and the framing of politics in universal terms.

Another effect of commercialism, to some extent independent and to some extent part
of the tendency to frame politics as a strategic game, is that the journalistic style has
become more interpretive and less descriptive: ”Today, facts and interpretation are
freely intermixed in election reporting. Interpretation provides the theme, and the facts
illustrate it. The theme is primary; the facts are secondary. Since the themes are usually
constructed from the game schema, it pervades election news” (Patterson, 1993, p. 67).

A third effect of commercialism is the shrinking soundbite (Patterson, 1993, 2000),
or ”inkbite”, which measures the number of words candidates are allowed to speak for
themselves in newspaper articles. Regarding soundbites on television network news in
the U.S., research has shown that on average it had shrunk to less than ten seconds in
the late 1980s and 90s, down from over 40 seconds in 1968 (Hallin, 1992; Lowry &
Shidler, 1998). As for inkbites, the trend is not as clear, but as shown by Just and
collegues, in the 1992 U.S. presidential election, ”newspapers [were] even less likely
to let candidates speak for themselves than television news” (Just et al. 1999, p. 29).

These three tendencies in contemporary political journalism and election news cov-
erage have been found in several other postmodern democracies apart from the United
States. (Franklin, 1997; Norris et al., 1999; Strömbäck, 2004; Waldahl & Narud, 2004;
van der Eijk, 2000; Petersson et al. 2006). However, the research results are difficult
to compare, due to different operationalizations and definitions of crucial concepts.

What is more important in this context, however, is that it is yet unclear as to whether
or not these tendencies should actually be viewed as effects of commercialism. If
Patterson is correct when stating in universal terms that commercialism is the driving
force behind the tendency to frame politics as a game, then this particular framing
should be more common the more commercially oriented a particular media outlet is and
more common the more commercially oriented a particular media system is. Further-
more, if the interpretive journalistic style and the shrinking sound- or inkbites are indeed
linked to the framing of politics as a game, then the interpretive journalistic style should
be more common and the sound- or inkbites shorter the more commercially oriented a
particular media outlet or media system is.
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Stated differently, the degree of commercialism would be the crucial independent vari-
able not only in the United States, the prototype of a country with a ”liberal model” of
media and political systems, but also in a country such as Sweden, the prototype of a
”democratic corporatist model” of media and political systems (Hallin & Mancini, 2004).

Setting the Stage: Background and Hypotheses
Against this background, the purpose of this article is to study whether or not commer-
cialism can explain the extent to which the Swedish news media during the 1998 and
2002 national elections framed politics as a game rather than as issues, followed an
interpretive rather than a descriptive journalistic style, and, finally, how many sentences
politicians were allowed to speak for themselves.

Admittedly, studying only two elections is not sufficient to reach any final answers
with regards to the effects of commercialism. This particular study should therefore be
perceived only as a first step in a series of studies following future Swedish elections.

Since the late 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s, the Swedish media landscape
has been radically transformed (Petersson et al, 2005; Hadenius & Weibull, 2003).
Historically, the Swedish broadcast media have been financed and produced through the
public service companies Sveriges Television and Sveriges Radio. No private and com-
mercial channels were allowed to broadcast. In 1987, however, the monopoly started to
break down as a Swedish cable channel, TV3, started to broadcast to a Swedish audi-
ence but from London, thus circumventing the Swedish legislation in this area. In 1991,
the first terrestrial and commercial television channel, TV4, was allowed to broadcast
in Sweden. The monopoly was broken (Hadenius, 1998; Djerf-Pierre & Weibull, 2001),
and in 1993, private radio was allowed to broadcast at a local level.

Whereas Sweden had two television channels and four radio channels in the mid
1980s, all of which were public service channels, Sweden now has more than thirty
terrestial, cable- and digital television channels, the majority of which are private and
commercial (Jönsson & Strömbäck, 2007). Regarding TV4, however, it is important to
note that even though it is a privately owned and commercially driven media company,
TV4 is obliged by the conditions of its license to, among other things, broadcast news
that provide ”the information citizens need to be informed and form opinions in mat-
ters of societal relevance” (Translated by author).

Thus, with regards to the broadcast media, during the last twenty years Sweden has
witnessed increased competition for audiences, investors, advertisers and also sources
(cf. McManus, 1994). The same is true for the newspapers, partly because of the com-
petition with the broadcast media, and partly because of falling advertising revenues and
an economic recession during the 1990s. Another major change is that Swedish news-
papers, which have always been owned by private enterprises or foundations, have be-
come increasingly independent of the political system and the political parties since the
1960s. The party-press model, which used to be very strong in Sweden, has more or less
disappeared when it comes to the news coverage (Asp, 2003; Petersson et al. 2005).

Thus, political parallelism has weakened (Hallin & Mancini, 2004; Hadenius &
Weibull, 2003). Commercial incentives have become more important whereas political
incentives have become more or less irrelevant for the owners and editors of Swedish
newspapers. Several Swedish scholars and observers have also noted that the Swedish
media system has become more commercialized, and that it is an on-going process
(Hultén, 1999; Hvitfelt, 1996; Petersson et al. 2005).
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Even though the Swedish media landscape has generally become more commercial-
ized than previously, there are still differences between different media outlets. One
obvious difference is that two of the three major television channels (SVT1 and SVT2)
are still run as public service channels, and in 2004, 50% of the Swedish population still
watched the news on one of the two public service channels at least five days a week,
whereas the corresponding share for the commercial channel TV4 was 32% (Holmberg
& Weibull, 2005, p. 28). Sweden, however, is a rather newspaper-centric society when
it comes to consumption of news: in 2003, 72% read their morning newspaper at least
five days a week, and the newspaper sales per 1000 adult population was 541,1 in 2000
(Hallin & Mancini, 2004, p. 23. Approximately 70% of all households subscribe to a
newspaper (Andersson, 2005, p. 305).

At the national level, there are four major national newspapers which have some
power to set the national political agenda and the agenda for other media (Nord &
Strömbäck, 2003). Dagens Nyheter and Svenska Dagbladet are broadsheet papers, in
style if no longer in form, whereas the other two, Expressen and Aftonbladet, as catego-
rized by Sparks (2000, p. 14-15) can be described as either ”serious-popular” or ”news
stand” tabloids. Dagens Nyheter and Svenska Dagbladet are mainly subscription based,
whereas Expressen and Aftonbladet are sold at news stands. There are also differences
in the means that their operations are financed. Whereas the broadsheets obtain about
two thirds of their income from advertisers, the populars only receive about 25% of their
income from advertisers. Thus, the tabloids depend on their day-to-day sales to their
audiences for their revenues (Gustafsson, 2005).

This means that the broadsheets are more dependent on the market for advertisers
than the tabloids, whereas the tabloids are more dependent on the market for audiences.
This makes the tabloids more commercialized in the sense that they must, on a daily
basis, adjust to what is perceived as popular, or even dramatized, reporting, in order to
sell as many copies as possible. The situation is different for the broadsheets, because
they rely more on advertizing for their income, because they are subscription based, and
because their readers generally speaking are more politically interested and more edu-
cated than the readers of the tabloids (Nord, 2003; Andersson, 2005). Therefore, the first
three hypotheses are:

H1: The framing of politics as a game will be more common in Aftonbladet and
Expressen than in Dagens Nyheter and Svenska Dagbladet.

H2: The interpretive journalistic style will be more common in Aftonbladet and
Expressen than in Dagens Nyheter and Svenska Dagbladet.

H3: The number of sentences politicians are allowed to speak for themselves
will be lower in Aftonbladet and Expressen than in Dagens Nyheter and Svenska
Dagbladet.

With regards to the television news, the news in commercial TV4 called TV4 Nyheterna
can be categorized as more commercial than that in the public service channels SVT1
and SVT2, called Rapport and Aktuellt. Thus, the next three hypotheses are:

H4: The framing of politics as a game will be more common in TV4 Nyheterna
than in Rapport and Aktuellt.

H5: The interpretive journalistic style will be more common in TV4 Nyheterna
than in Rapport and Aktuellt.
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H6: The number of sentences politicians are allowed to speak for themselves
will be lower in TV4 Nyheterna than in Rapport and Aktuellt.

It is also of interest as to whether any changes can be observed between the election
news coverage in 1988 and 2002, although this is obviously too brief a time period to
allow any firm conclusions to be drawn with regards to changes over time. Neverthe-
less, this study asks the following research question: Which differences can be observed
between 1998 and 2002 with regards to the framing of politics as a game, the usage of
an interpretive journalistic style and the number of sentences politicians are allowed to
speak for themselves?

Methodology in Studying Election News Coverage
This study is based on a quantitative content analysis of the four main national news-
papers – Dagens Nyheter, Svenska Dagbladet, Expressen, Aftonbladet – and the three
main television news shows in Sweden – Rapport, Aktuellt and TV4 Nyheterna. In the
case of the television news, the main daily news show for each channel was chosen for
the study. In the case of the newspapers, supplements, editorials and content not deemed
to be news journalism were excluded.

Subject to these restrictions, the content analysis included all news stories during the
last three weeks before Election day in 1998 (August 31-September 20) and 2002 (Au-
gust 26-September 15) making references to national politicians or national political insti-
tutions. The unit of analysis is the individual news article or news story, and the total
number of news articles and news stories covered by the content analysis is 2176 (table
1).

Table 1. Number of News Articles/Stories in the Content Analysis

Dagens Svenska TV4
Aftonbladet Expressen Nyheter Dagbladet Nyheterna Rapport Aktuellt

 (T) (T) (BS) (BS)   (C)  (PS)  (PS) N

1998 179 174 201 189 72 107 101 1 022

2002 170 161 325 214 73 103 108 1 154

Note: T=tabloid, BS=broadsheet, C=commercial news, PS=public service news.

The variables of interest in this study deal with the framing of politics, the dominant jour-
nalistic style and the number of sentences politicians are allowed to speak for themselves.
With reference to the frames, there were five available alternatives, and the coding focused
on the dominant frame in the individual news stories. The five frames were: issue frame,
game frame, scandal frame, trivia, and other. This article, however, will focus on the use
of issue frames, game frames and scandal frames, and treat articles with other frames as
”missing”. Thus, the issue frame, the game frame and the scandal frame remains.

News stories were coded as issue framed if they focused on political issues, social
conditions requiring political action, or political discussions where the substance consisted
of issues and issue-related questions. News stories were coded as game framed if the game
of the campaigns provided the main plot of the story, if the articles focused on polls and
treated politicians or parties as strategic actors mainly interested in winning and avoiding
losing, if there was a centrality of performance, style and perceptions of the politicians or
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the parties, and if there was a focus on campaign and/or power struggling strategies or
tactics (Strömbäck, 2004; Capella & Jamieson, 1997; Patterson, 1993; Jamieson, 1992).
Finally, news stories were coded as scandal framed if they focused on alleged scandals
involving politicians or political institutions, or if they framed what politicians had said
as if it were a scandal, i.e, if the articles focused on gaffes (Sabato, 1993).

The journalistic style was coded as either descriptive or interpretive. Following
Patterson (1993, 2000), journalistic style was coded as descriptive, when the news sto-
ries focused on the facts of an event or social condition, and on who said what to whom
and when. Journalistic style was coded as interpretive when news stories followed a
theme clearly chosen by the journalists, when the facts were merely used as illustrations
to the theme, when journalists were openly interpreting the words and actions of political
actors, or events, their causes and/or effects, and when they made attributions that were
not supported in the texts. The coding focused on the dominant style in each unit of
analysis. In cases where it was not possible to determine the dominant style, those news
stories are treated as ‘missing’.

Regarding the length for which politicians were allowed to speak for themselves, this
study counted the actual number of sentences politicians were quoted as saying, both in
newspaper stories and in broadcast news stories. Thus, instead of measuring soundbites
in television news, this study used the same measure – number of sentences – in the
study of both newspaper and broadcast news. It was somewhat more difficult to meas-
ure in broadcast news, since people tend not to speak in whole sentences, and sometimes
leave words hanging in the air or change subject without actually completing the sen-
tence they had started. In such cases, the end of a sentence was marked by a pause or a
significant change of subject.

Swedish Election News Coverage in 1998 and 2002
Can commercialism explain the extent to which the Swedish news media during the 1998
and 2002 national elections framed politics as a game rather than as issues, followed an
interpretive rather than a descriptive journalistic style, and how many sentences politicians
were allowed to speak for themselves? The first part of this question is addressed by hy-
pothesis 1 – according to which the framing of politics as a game is expected to be more
common in the tabloids Aftonbladet and Expressen than in the broadsheets Dagens
Nyheter and Svenska Dagbladet – and in hypothesis 4 – according to which this particu-
lar framing is expected to be more common in the commercial TV4 Nyheterna than in the
public service news shows Rapport and Aktuellt. Both these hypotheses are addressed in
table 2 below.

Table 2. The Framing of Politics as a Game in the Election Coverage 1998 and 2002 (%)

Dagens Svenska TV4
Aftonbladet Expressen Nyheter Dagbladet Nyheterna Rapport Aktuellt

 (T) (T) (BS) (BS)   (C)  (PS)  (PS) Mean

Game framed
1998 48 52 30 46 44 35 30 41

Game framed
2002 38 55 27 39 49 22 29 37

N 1998/2002 168/162 158/148 193/313 185/207 64/71 100/98 95/103

Note: T=tabloid, BS=broadsheet, C=commercial news, PS=public service news. Percentage has been rounded off.
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The results indicate that the framing of politics as a game was indeed more common in
commercial TV4 Nyheterna than in the public service news shows in both 1998 and
2002. However, it is also interesting to note the differences between the public service
news shows. In 1998, Rapport framed politics as a game more often than Aktuellt,
whereas the opposite was true in 2002.

The first hypothesis, focusing on differences in the framing of politics between tab-
loids and broadsheets, is supported in 1988 but not in 2002. In the latter case, the fram-
ing of politics was almost as common in the broadsheet Svenska Dagbladet as in the
tabloid Aftonbladet. The differences between those two newspapers were small even in
1998. Thus, comparing the four newspapers, and treating the degree to which they frame
politics as a game as an indicator of the degree of commercialized journalism, it appears
as if Expressen is the most commercialized newspaper, whereas Dagens Nyheter is the
least commercialized newspaper, with Aftonbladet and Svenska Dagbladet falling
between those endpoints. In any case, the results only give partial support to Hypothe-
sis 1.

Addressing the question with regards to differences between 1998 and 2002, the
mean indicates that at a general level, the framing of politics as a game was actually less
common in 2002 than in 1998. Thus, if this particular framing is treated as an indica-
tor of the degree of commercialism, this suggests that Swedish election news journal-
ism was actually less commercialized in 2002 than in 1998. The alternative interpreta-
tion would of course be that it is misleading to perceive the degree to which different
media frame politics as a game as an indicator of commercialism, or that other factors
are more important than the degree of commercialism.

The next set of hypotheses are focused on whether the news stories are predominantly
descriptive or interpretive. According to Hypotheses 2 and 5, an interpretive journalistic
style is expected to be more common in Aftonbladet, Expressen and TV4 Nyheterna than
in Dagens Nyheter, Svenska Dagbladet, Aktuellt and Rapport. The results are displayed
in table 3.

Table 3. Predominant Journalistic Style in Different Media in the Election Coverage
1998 and 2002 (%)

Dagens Svenska TV4
Aftonbladet Expressen Nyheter Dagbladet Nyheterna Rapport Aktuellt

 (T) (T) (BS) (BS)   (C)  (PS)  (PS) Mean

Descriptive 1998 67 70 62 66 55 52 63 61

Descriptive 2002 65 48 66 56 56 59 48 57

Interpretive 1998 33 30 38 34 45 48 37 39

Interpretive 2002 35 52 34 44 44 41 52 43

N 1998/2002 168/162 158/148 193/313 185/207 64/71 100/98 95/103

Note: T=tabloid, BS=broadsheet, C=commercial news, PS=public service news. Percentage has been rounded off.

Addressing the research question first, the mean show that the interpretive journalistic
style at a general level was more common in 2002 than in 1998. However, there are
important differences between different media and between the two election campaigns.

Contrary to expectations, the interpretive journalistic style was not more common in
commercial TV4 Nyheterna than in the public service news shows Rapport and Aktuellt.
Instead, restricting ourselves to the broadcast news shows, the interpretive journalistic
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style was most common in Rapport in 1998 and in Aktuellt in 2002, even though the
difference in 1998 is very small and insignificant. Thus, Hypothesis 5 is not supported.

The same is true regarding Hypothesis 2, stating that the interpretive journalistic style
would be more common in Aftonbladet and Expressen than in Svenska Dagbladet and
Dagens Nyheter. The results show that even though there are differences in how com-
mon the interpretive journalistic style is, these differences cannot be explained by
whether the newspapers are tabloids or broadsheets. In 1998, the interpretive journal-
istic style was almost as common in all papers, whereas in 2002, it was more common
in Expressen – a tabloid – and Svenska Dagbladet – a broadsheet – than in Aftonbladet
and Dagens Nyheter.

The last set of hypotheses are focused on the number of sentences politicians are
allowed to speak for themselves. In 1998, politicians were quoted as saying 7742 sen-
tences, compared with a total of 8295 in 2002. However, there are differences between
the newspapers and the broadcast news shows as well as between different media out-
lets, as is shown in table 4.

Table 4. Number of Sentences Politicians were Quoted in the Election News Coverage
1998 and 2002

Dagens Svenska TV4
Aftonbladet Expressen Nyheter Dagbladet Nyheterna Rapport Aktuellt

 (T) (T) (BS) (BS)   (C)  (PS)  (PS) N

1998 1 845 1 884 900 1 093 534 753 733 7 742

2002 2 133 1 213 1 700 1 547 467 551 684 8 295

The results show that politicians were quoted as saying more sentences in 2002 than in
1998 in Aftonbladet, Dagens Nyheter and Svenska Dagbladet, while the number de-
creased in Expressen and the broadcast news shows. The number of sentences was lower
in commercial TV4 Nyheterna than in the public service news shows.

Regarding the newspapers, the differences in the number of sentences and between
1998 and 2002 depends to a considerable extent on the use of ”issue boxes”, where
politicians from all parties are allowed to spell out their policy positions on questions
or issues decided by the news departments. These issue boxes were first used by the
tabloids, but are now also used by the broadsheets. In 1998, Aftonbladet published 11
issue boxes, Expressen 8, Dagens Nyheter 1 and Svenska Dagbladet 2. The correspond-
ing numbers in 2002 were 13, 3, 8 and 7.

Excluding these issue boxes would yield a somewhat different result than that pre-
sented in the table above. If the issue boxes are excluded, the number of sentences poli-
ticians were allowed to speak for themselves in Aftonbladet drops to 766 in 1998 and
940 in 2002, in Expressen to 1142 in 1998 and 962 in 2002, in Dagens Nyheter to 866
in 1998 and 1508 in 2002, and finally, in Svenska Dagbladet to 976 and 1166 in 1998
and 2002 respectively.

Regarding Hypothesis 3 – stating that the number of sentences politicians are allowed
to speak for themselves will be lower in Aftonbladet and Expressen than in Dagens
Nyheter and Svenska Dagbladet – the evidence is mixed. Including the issue boxes, in
1998 the opposite was actually the case, whereas in 2002, the number of sentences was
higher in Dagens Nyheter and Svenska Dagbladet than in Expressen, but Aftonbladet
was, at the same time, the newspaper that was most likely to allow politicians to speak
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for themselves. Excluding the issue boxes, the hypothesis is supported in 2002 but not
in 1998, when the number of sentences politicians were allowed to speak for themselves
was higher in Expressen than in any other medium. However, as it makes no sense to
exclude the issue boxes, it is more appropriate to focus on the results which include
these.

To sum up, this research shows only limited support for the hypotheses derived from
the thesis that commercialism is the driving force behind the framing of politics as a
game, the tendency to adopt an interpretive journalistic style, and to limit the number
of sentences politicians are allowed to speak for themselves. Two hypotheses are sup-
ported, three are not supported, whereas the evidence is mixed with regards to one hy-
pothesis.

Discussion: Commercialism and the Swedish Election News Coverage
The purpose of this article has been to study whether the degree of commercialism can
explain the extent to which the Swedish news media during the 1998 and 2002 national
elections framed politics as a game rather than as issues, followed an interpretive rather
than a descriptive journalistic style, and, finally, how many sentences politicians were
allowed to speak for themselves. Six hypotheses were derived from the claim by
Patterson (2000) that commercialism is the driving force behind the framing of politics
as a game and, by implication, the increasing use of an interpretive journalistic style and
shrinking sound- or inkbites.

Before discussing the results, it is important to recognize that this study has an ob-
vious weakness in that the empirical data is limited to only two elections. Thus, more
research is required before any definitive conclusions can be drawn with regards to the
effects of commercialism on election news coverage more generally. Therefore, this
study should be perceived as a first attempt to study the effects of commercialism on
election news coverage in Sweden. My intention is also to continue studying this topic
after future Swedish elections.

With this caveat in mind, the results indicate that the Swedish news media functions
both as a marketplace of ideas and a marketplace of money. Two hypotheses were sup-
ported, predicting that the framing of politics as a game would be more common in TV4
Nyheterna than in Aktuellt and Rapport, and that the number of sentences politicians are
allowed to speak for themselves would be lower in TV4 Nyheterna than in Aktuellt and
Rapport. Three hypotheses were not supported, predicting that the interpretive journal-
istic style would be more common in Aftonbladet, Expressen and TV4 Nyheterna than
in Dagens Nyheter, Aktuellt and Rapport, and that the number of sentences politicians
are allowed to speak for themselves would be lower in the tabloids than in the broad-
sheets. With regards to the hypothesis predicting that the framing of politics as a game
would be more common in the broadsheets than in the tabloids, it was supported in 1998
but not in 2002. Moreover, the differences between the two tabloids on the one hand and
the two broadsheets on the other, appear to be at least as important as the differences
between the tabloids and the broadsheets. Thus, the type of newspaper cannot explain
these results.

How can these results be explained? One conclusion might be that structural factors
such as ownership (private vs public service), type of media (newspapers vs TV) or type
of newspaper (taboid vs broadsheet) cannot explain the choice of frames, of journalis-
tic style or how much space politicians are allowed to speak for themselves. This is not
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to say that structural factors are unimportant, but it does indicate that there are a number
of other important factors at work which at times might be of equal or greater impor-
tance than structural factors. For example, the closeness of the electoral race and the
likelihood of a change in government is likely to have an impact upon the degree to
which the media frame politics as a strategic game. The closer an electoral race, and the
more likely a change of government, the more the news media can be expected to frame
politics as a strategic game. If, on the other hand, the agenda is set by major real-world
events, such as catastrophies or an economic recession, then the news media are likely
to focus more on the issues.

However, it is not only the political system and the electoral context that matters. The
editorial policies of and journalistic norms and values within different news departments
can also be expected to influence the electoral news coverage. Considering the small
number of top political journalists within most Swedish media, it is even likely that
individual differences can have a significant impact upon the news coverage of election
campaigns. The choice of the targeted audiences and their particular expectations of the
media can also shape the election news coverage, at least to some degree.

Stated differently, structural factors matter, but the same is true with regards to con-
textual factors as well as semi-structural and individual factors. Structural factors might
set the stage and have major indirect effects upon the election news coverage, but these
are filtered and reshaped by other forces at a lower level of abstraction. This can be
exemplified by the use of issue boxes. Printing these is, economically speaking, a sound
decision, since it is cheap, but it also gives politicians more space to speak for them-
selves and citizens the opportunity to compare the policy positions of the parties. In this
case, there is not even a contradiction between what is economically rational and in
informing the public in a manner that benefits enlighted understanding. This also illus-
trates that there need not be any contradiction between the news media simultanously
functioning as a marketplace of ideas and a marketplace of money.

Thus, perceiving commercialism as the crucial independent variable is too simplified.
Moreover, it must certainly not be a universal truth that commercialism is driving the
changes regarding framing, journalistic style and the extent to which politicians are
allowed to speak for themselves, or that there always is a contradiction between the
media functioning in the marketplace of ideas and the marketplace of money.

To state that the framing of politics as a strategic game is common in contemporary
political news journalism is one thing; to state in universal terms that is has become ever
more common or that it is an effect of commercialism is another. The same is true with
regards to the choice of journalistic style or how much politicians are allowed to speak
for themselves. This research indicates that Swedish election news journalism is simi-
lar to U.S. election news journalism in the sense that the tendencies to frame politics as
a game, to adopt an interpretive journalistic style and to limit the space politicians are
allowed to speak for themselves are prevalent in both countries, but not that these ten-
dencies are equally strong in both countries or that they should be perceived as an ef-
fect of commercialism in Sweden (see also Strömbäck & Dimitrova, 2006).

Thus, as scholars or readers of the research literature, we should always be careful
not to overstate the generalizability of different research results. We should also strive
for more comparative research. As noted by Blumler and Gurevitch (1975), compara-
tive research is an essential antidote to naive universalism and unwitting parochialism,
and that is an antidote we need in order to further our scientific understanding and to
serve our communities with valid and reliable knowledge.



61

References
Allern, Sigurd (2001) Nyhetsverdier. Om markedsorientering of journalistikk i ti norske aviser.

Kristiansand: IJ-forlaget.
Andersson, Ulrika (2005) ‘Mot nya läsvanor?’, in Holmberg, Sören & Weibull, Lennart (eds) Lyckan

kommer, lyckan går. Göteborg: SOM-institutet
Asp, Kent (2003) Medieval 2002. Partiskheten och valutgången. En studie av valrörelsens medialisering.

Göteborg: JMG/Göteborgs universitet.
Blumler, Jay G. & Gurevitch, Michael (1995) The Crisis of Public Communication. London: Routledge.
Cappella, Joseph N. & Jamieson, Kathleen Hall (1997) Spiral of Cynicism. The Press and the Public Good.

New York: Oxford University Press.
Croteau, David & Hoynes, William (2001) The Business of Media. Corporate Media and the Public Inter-

est. Thousand Oaks: Pine Forge Press.
Djerf-Pierre, Monika & Weibull, Lennart (2001) Spegla, granska, tolka. Aktualitetsjournalistik i svensk ra-

dio och TV under 1900-talet. Stockholm: Prisma.
Eijk, Cees van der (2000) ‘The Netherlands: Media and Politics between Segmented Pluralism and Market

Forces’, in Gunther, Richard & Mughan, Anthony (eds) Democracy and the Media. A Comparative
Perspective. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Franklin, Bob (1997) Newszak & News Media. London: Arnold.
Gustafsson, Karl Erik (2005) Reklamens makt över medierna. Stockholm: SNS Förlag.
Hadenius, Stig (1998) Kampen om monopolet. Sveriges radio och TV under 1900-talet. Stockholm: Prisma.
Hadenius, Stig & Weibull, Lennart (2003) Massmedier. 8:e upplagan. Stockholm: Albert Bonniers Förlag.
Hamilton, James T. (2004) All the News That’s Fit to Sell. How the Market Transforms Information Into

News. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Hallin, Daniel C. (1992) ‘Sound Bite News: Television Coverage of Elections, 1968-1988’, in Journal of

Communication vol. 42, no. 2.Hallin, Daniel C. & Mancini, Paolo (2004) Comparing Media Systems.
Three Models of Media and Politics. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Holmberg, Sören & Weibull, Lennart (2005) ‘Lyckan kommer, lyckan går’, in Holmberg, Sören & Weibull,
Lennart (eds) Lyckan kommer, lyckan går. Göteborg: SOM-institutet.

Hultén, Lars J. (1999) Orden och pengarna. Om kamp och kapitulation inom journalistiken. Stockholm:
Natur och Kultur.

Hvitfelt, Håkan (1996) ‘Skurkar, kapplöpningar och sensationer – om marknadsstyrd journalistik och
politisk populism’, in Carlsson, Ulla (ed) Medierna i samhället – Igår idag imorgon. Göteborg:
Nordicom.

Jamieson, Kathleen Hall (1992) Dirty Politics. Deception, Distraction, and Democracy. New York: Oxford
University Press.

Just, Marion; Crigler, Ann; Buhr, Tami (1999) ‘Voice, Substance, and Cynicism in Presidential Campaign
Media’, in Political Communication vol. 16, no. 1.

Jönsson, Anna Maria & Strömbäck, Jesper (2007) TV-journalistik i konkurrensens tid. Nyhets- och
samhällsjournalistik i svensk TV 1990-2004. Stockholm: Ekerlids förlag.

Lowry, Dennis T. & Shidler, Jon A. (1999) ‘The Sound Bites, the Biters, and the Bitten: A Two-Campaign
Test of the Anti-Incumbent Bias Hypothesis in Network TV News’, in Journalism & Mass Communi-
cation Quarterly vol. 75, no. 4.

McManus, John H. (1994) Market-Driven Journalism. Let the Citizen Beware? Thousand Oaks: Sage.
Nord, Lars (2003) Dagstidningarna och demokratin. Stockholm: Tidningsutgivarna.
Nord, Lars & Strömbäck, Jesper (2003) Valfeber och nyhetsfrossa. Politisk kommunikation i valrörelsen

2002. Stockholm: Sellin & Partner.
Norris, Pippa; Curtice, John; Sanders, David; Scammell, Margaret; Semetko, Holli A. (1999) On Message.

Communicating the Campaign. London: Sage.
Patterson, Thomas E. (1993) Out of Order. New York: Vintage.
Patterson, Thomas E. (2000) ‘The United States: News in a Free-Market Society’, in Gunther, Richard &

Mughan, Anthony (eds) Democracy and the Media. A Comparative Perspective. New York: Cam-
bridge University Press.

Petersson, Olof, Djerf-Pierre, Monika, Strömbäck, Jesper & Weibull, Lennart (2005) Mediernas integritet.
Stockholm: SNS Förlag.

Petersson, Olof, Djerf-Pierre, Monika, Holmberg, Sören, Strömbäck, Jesper & Weibull, Lennart (2006)
Mediernas valmakt. Stockholm: SNS Förlag.

Picard, Robert G. (2005) ‘Money, Media, and the Public Interest’, in Overholser, Geneva & Jamieson,
Kathleen Hall (eds) The Press. New York: Oxford University Press.



62

Sabato, Larry J. (1993) Feeding Frenzy. How Attack Journalism Has Transformed American Politics. New
York: Free Press.

Sparks, Colin (2000) ‘Introduction: The Panic over Tabloid News’, in Sparks, Colin & Tulloch, John (eds)
Tabloid Tales. Global Debates over Media Standards. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield.

Strömbäck, Jesper (2004) Den medialiserade demokratin. Om journalistikens ideal, verklighet och makt.
Stockholm: SNS Förlag.

Strömbäck, Jesper & Dimitrova, Daniela V. (2006) ‘Political and Media Systems Matter. A Comparison of
Election News Coverage in Sweden and the United States’, in The Harvard International Journal of
Press/Politics vol. 11, no. 4.

Waldahl, Ragnar & Narud, Hanne Marthe (2004) ‘Den “korte” valgkampen. Mediestoffet i fire uker før
valget’, in Aardal, Bernt, Krogstad, Anne & Narud, Hanne Marthe (eds) I valgkampens hete.
Strategisk kommunikasjon og politisk usikkerhet. Olso: Universitetsforlaget.

Åsard, Erik & W. Lance Bennett (1997) Democracy and the Marketplace of Ideas. Communication and
Government in Sweden and the United States. New York: Cambridge University Press.


