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Media tone and content are known to affect the behavior, perceptions, and messaging 

strategies of political elites – in no small part, due to the perceived persuasive and agenda-

setting power of the media. In this entry, we survey the extant research on media effects on 

political elites in democracies, focusing on its effects on elected representatives and party 

elites. We distinguish between the effects of traditional and new media on elite perceptions and 

behavior. Our entry proceeds in three parts. First, we discuss the “dual function” of the media 

for political elites – as an informational resource and as a political arena for electoral 

contestation. Second, we investigate how political elites may change their legislative behavior 

or campaign strategies in response to media content or framing. Third, we examine the 

opportunities created by new media platforms, and particularly social media, for citizen-elite 

and elite-elite interactions.  
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Media effects on political elites are manifold - irrespective of whether they follow from content 

on traditional media channels or on new media platforms. This entry explores the diverse ways 

in which media influences the behavior, perception, and messaging strategies of political elites 

in democracies. Among political elites, we limit our attention to elected political 

representatives and party elites, setting aside other (mainly non-elected) political actors, such 

as bureaucrats or judges.  

 

The entry is divided into two parts which investigate the impact of traditional media and new 

media on political elites separately, so as to provide a comprehensive and comparative analysis 

of their effects on elite behavior. In this context, traditional media refers to one-way 

communication in which the information flows from a sender to the recipient (e.g., newspapers, 

broadcast and cable television, radio). New media employs goes beyond the broadcasting logic 

of traditional media and employs information technology to allow for interaction between users 

and the content (e.g., blogs, personal websites, and particularly social media). Together, 

traditional and new media shape how political elites learn about and communicate with both 

citizens or other elites in contemporary societies. As such, understanding their combined 

effects on elected political representatives is fundamental to the study of representative 

democracy today. 

 

How Political Elites Use the Traditional Media 

 

The traditional mass media serves a ‘dual function’ for members of the political elite (Van 

Aelst and Walgrave 2016). First of all, it provides elites with information on key societal 

problems, on voters' opinions regarding these problems, and on the preferences and behavior 

of other political actors. Like ordinary citizens, elected representatives must engage with and 

respond to a deluge of information regarding current events and public opinion, and mass media 

content provides these elites with an important informational shortcut. Second, the traditional 

media also provides political elites with an arena in which they can seek prominence, broadcast 

their preferred messages and potentially cultivate a favorable public image. As a consequence, 

politicians can and do tailor their speech and their actions, whether in parliament and on the 

campaign trail, in an effort to attract the highest level of favorable media coverage possible. 

 

The traditional media serves these functions for political elites, in part, because politicians 

perceive a relationship between media attention to, and framing of, an issue, and public 
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opinion. One reason is that politicians may view media coverage as a good reflection of public 

opinion and priorities, which – for intrinsic or electoral reasons – require representation. 

However, recent studies suggest that politicians also view the media as a key independent actor 

in itself, shaping voters' issue opinions and priorities through its content. For example, 

Walgrave (2008) finds overwhelming agreement among Flemish legislators that the media 

“determine the issues that are politically important”, and are a more important influence on the 

political agenda than, for instance, parties and interest groups. Then, politicians may consume 

and react to mass media coverage not just because of its informational content, but because of 

its potential insights into current and future public opinion. Moreover, if able to attract 

favorable media coverage, they can also hope to influence future public opinion in their favor.                           

 

Direct Media Effects of Traditional Media on Political Elites 

 

Favorable media attention is evidently electorally valuable for politicians, but also a scarce and 

limited resource. Consequently, politicians – particularly those from different parties – are 

drawn into competition with each other, as well as with other actors and events, for increased 

media access and prominence. This has implications for politicians' legislative behavior and 

for their campaign strategies.  

 

One way in which politicians leverage traditional media content for electoral gains is by taking 

up issues, and the framing of those issues, that are prominent in the media agenda. Politicians' 

tendency to do so, in parliament and during campaigns, is documented in the large literature 

on the political agenda-setting power of the media (e.g., see Walgrave and Van Aelst 2006). 

By taking up the media agenda, politicians can better anticipate and respond to voters' issue 

priorities – as the media reflects as well as shapes those priorities (Feliú Ribeiro et al. 2021). 

Moreover, they can increase their media exposure further, as the media is more likely to report 

on issues already prominent on their agenda (Meyer, Haselmayer and Wagner 2017). 

 

However, it emerges that politicians are not naive users of the media, but adopt issues from the 

media agenda selectively. For example, parties are far more likely to react to media coverage 

of ‘owned’ issues, where they are advantaged with voters. Likewise, opposition parties – whose 

electoral interests are more frequently aligned with the (typically critical) media coverage of 

governing party actions – are more likely to adopt items from the media agenda than are 

governing parties (Vliegenthart and Walgrave 2011). 
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The competition for increased media attention also impacts politicians’ campaign strategies - 

for instance, by encouraging greater negative campaigning by parties. Negative campaign 

messages are likely to be more newsworthy, and appeal to individuals’ innate ‘negativity bias’ 

(Soroka 2014). In line with this, Haselmayer, Meyer and Wagner (2019) find that negative 

press releases by politicians attract more media attention than positive ones.  

 

Indirect Media Effects of Traditional Media on Political Elites 

 

In addition, traditional media content impacts the political behavior of elites indirectly - via its 

(actual or expected) impact on voter behavior, and so the electoral incentives faced by 

politicians. The literature has considered three distinct channels through which media content 

can influence public opinion and electoral behavior.  First, the media is an important source of 

information in democracies, for citizens too (Neuner et al. 2019). As such, it may influence 

voter opinion by providing new information regarding candidate actions (e.g. relating to 

legislative votes or corruption) or adverse events (e.g. natural disasters). Second, especially on 

issues where opinions are less crystallized, media tone and framing can shift voters' policy 

preferences (Barnes and Hicks 2018). Third, media attention may shift voter priorities (King 

et al. 2017).  

  

In all cases, these shifts generate incentives for politicians to adapt their policy positions or 

voting decisions, in order to attract or retain voters who have thus been informed, persuaded or 

primed. Accordingly, Arceneaux et al. (2016) find that, following the introduction of Fox News 

in the United States, legislators from both major parties became more likely to vote for 

conservative policies – and especially if they represented districts with more Republican voters. 

Moreover, insofar as the media transmits new information to voters accurately and impartially, 

improved access to traditional media outlets can improve politicians' responsiveness to their 

voters - by strengthening voters’ ability to monitor political elites and to hold them accountable. 

Consistent with this mechanism, in a rare study of media effects on political elites in the Global 

South, Besley and Burgess (2002) find that Indian state governments were more responsive to 

voters following natural disasters in areas with higher newspaper circulation. 

 

Political Elites as Content Creators on New Media  
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The political elite’s engagement with new media exhibits both similarities and distinct 

advantages compared to their use of traditional media. While new media serves as a valuable 

source of real-time information, akin to traditional media (Van Aelst and Walgrave 2016), it 

transcends passive news consumption. Rather, political elites can actively embrace new media 

as content creators, leveraging its capabilities to bypass traditional media gatekeepers. These 

newfound opportunities allow political elites to craft and disseminate content without the 

distortions of journalists or editors, and empower them in various ways. 

  

Firstly, new media is a valuable tool for political elites to engage in information dissemination 

and agenda-setting. Through these platforms, political elites can strategically highlight specific 

issues, influencing public discourse and the salience of important topics in public debates. 

Using social media, politicians can draw attention to their policy priorities, influencing the 

popular narrative and fostering public support. As such, the introduction of new media has 

empowered political elites as it provides them with a new tool to align the public agenda  with 

their objectives (Gilardi et al. 2022). 

  

Secondly, new media provides political elites with a transformative platform to shape their 

public image and manage their reputation. Through skillful use of new media, politicians can 

curate their online personas, emphasizing their strengths, expertise, and policy positions. As 

such, they can use new media for personalization of politics and political branding. This 

proactive approach enables them to counteract negative media portrayals and directly engage 

with the public, presenting an authentic and favorable image. Leveraging these platforms, 

politicians can exercise greater control over their narrative, ensuring their voices are heard and 

their messages resonate with their intended audience (Metz, Kruikemeier and Lecheler 2020). 

 

Interactive Nature of New Media  

 

With the advent of new media, information dissemination and consumption has been 

revolutionized profoundly. In contrast to traditional media, new media extends beyond one-

way communication and facilitates a direct and participatory exchange between its users 

(Tucker et al. 2017). This interactive nature of new media also affects political elites in various 

ways.  
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First, political elites can engage in interactive conversations and respond to inquiries from 

citizens, creating a two-way dialogue. This increased opportunity for citizen-elite interactions 

has the potential to enhance accountability, foster public engagement, and ultimately contribute 

to greater political efficacy (Boulianne, Oser and Hoffmann 2023). Citizens can directly 

interact with political elites, oftentimes visible in a publicly accessible form. This direct 

engagement not only provides citizens with a sense of empowerment but also enables political 

elites to gain valuable insights into the needs and perspectives of the public (Barberá et al. 

2019). By embracing this interactive nature of social media, political elites can build trust, 

strengthen their connections with constituents, and create a more inclusive and responsive 

political environment. Beyond interacting with citizens, new media enables political elites to 

mobilize citizens in grassroots movements with minimal resources. By creating event pages, 

online petitions, and call-to-action campaigns, political elites can rally citizens behind a 

common cause (Tucker et al. 2017). 

 

Secondly, new media is a powerful tool for communication among elites, regardless of their 

background in politics, economics, media, or civil society. This dynamic and interactive 

approach fosters accessibility and transparency, allowing political elites to share information 

or policy proposals, and to respond to inquiries from their peers and fellow elites. Leveraging 

new media as a communication tool among political elites can enhance networking 

opportunities, and promote collaboration between elites, thereby contributing to a better 

connected and informed political landscape (Jungherr 2016). Nevertheless, it is essential to 

acknowledge that interactions between elites on new media platforms may occasionally take a 

negative turn, involving incivility and political attacks on opponents, which can adversely 

affect democracy at large. By embracing the opportunities presented by new media while 

remaining civil, new media offers political elites a platform for constructive and fruitful 

engagement within the democratic process (Tucker et al. 2017). 

 

Conclusion 

 

All in all, existing research finds that the content and availability of both traditional media 

outlets and new media platforms has important implications for the behavior of political elites, 

and mediates the relationship between political elites and voters. That said, there are important 

open questions and directions for future research. For instance, we know that politicians in the 

United States (Broockman and Skovron 2018) and in Europe (Pilet et al. 2023) consistently 
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overestimate the conservativeness of their constituents, but the role of the media in shaping 

these misperceptions is not well understood. More research is also warranted on the long-term 

political consequences and potential risks associated with new media, such as those deriving 

from the power of algorithms in politics. Finally, research on the effect of traditional and new 

media outlets on political elites outside North America and Western Europe is still scarce, and 

urgently needed. 
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