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Abstract 

This chapter presents and discusses political communication as the field has developed in the 

Western hemisphere. The potential of this scholarship to inform public relations is discussed 

alongside the notion “political public relations.” Arguably, there has also been many studies 

of public relations and power which could be subsumed under the political communication 

umbrella. Still, the main argument of the essay is that political communication contributes 

with a much needed understanding of the communicative dimensions of politics. Political 

communication and political theory offer important ontological insights about for instance 

conflicts of interests.  

 

  

 

 

 

* This chapter contains material that was previously published in an edited volume 

published in Norwegian (Ihlen, Skogerbø, & Allern, 2015b). 
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The link between communication and politics goes far back in time in my regions (Chen & 

Culbertson, 2009; St. John III, Lamme, & L'Etang, 2014). Some historians even argue that 

public relations was born in the political sphere (L'Etang, 2004; Lamme & Russell, 2009). In 

the U.S. setting, for instance, the so-called Boston Tea Party in 1773 is mentioned as a 

quintessential example of a publicity stunt with a political purpose, namely to protest the 

British taxation of the American colonies (Cutlip, 1995). Similar early examples can be found 

of how governments have been preoccupied with media handling. In 1841, German 

authorities established a department with the purpose of curtailing negative media coverage 

(Bentele & Wehmeier, 2009; Nessmann, 2000/2003). In other words, there is a long tradition 

for the relationship between public relations and political communication in practice. This 

chapter will discuss the relationship between the academic disciplines focusing on theory 

development in Europe and the U.S. and as such Western-style democracy. Besides 

presenting political communication as a field, the guiding question concerns how public 

relations can benefit from the former discipline.  

The chapter starts with a brief overview of the field of political communication, 

which is followed by an overview of what is called “political public relations.” After these 

two exposes, the chapter moves on to a discussion of how issues of power and conflicts have 

been handled in the literature A main argument that will be made is that the two fields can 

benefit from each other.  

Definitions of political communication 

Harold Lasswell (1936) argued that politics could be defined by asking the question 

who gets what, when and how? Other definitions present politics as “the authoritative 

allocation of values [in society]” (Bennett & Entman, 2001, p. 2) or ”the constrained use of 

power” (Goodin, 2009, p. 3).”Constrained” here means that there is counter veiling powers 

that can work for other interests. In addition, power is curtailed by legal and social structure.  
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Political communication, for its part, has also been defined in a number of different 

ways, including (italics added):  

• Public discussion about the allocation of public resources (revenues), official 

authority (who is given the power to make legal, legislative and executive decisions), 

and official sanctions (what the state rewards or punishes) (Denton & Woodward, 

1990, p. 14). 

• The exchange of symbols and messages between political actors and institutions, the 

general public, and news media that are the products of or have consequences for the 

political system. … The outcomes of these processes involve the stabilization or 

alteration of power (McLeod, Kosicki, & McLeod, 2002, p. 217). 

• Purposeful communication about politics (original italics) (McNair, 2011, p. 4). 

• Political communication can be described as a continuous relationship between 

political institutions and actors, media institutions and actors, and people as citizens, 

voters and media consumers (Strömbäck, Ørsten, & Aalberg, 2008, p. 11).  

These definitions emphasize different aspects of political communication, but for the 

purpose of this chapter the following aspects are underlined (Ihlen, Skogerbø, & Allern, 

2015a): 

Forms: The classical form of political communication is the political speech to n 

assembled audience. In modern times, political communicators reach their largest audience 

through different printed or electronic media. Political communication is to a large degree 

mediated. Here then, it could be argued that political communication includes a range of 

different types of symbol use, be it graphic design or clothing.   

Actors: While much political communication research has focused on parties, 

politicians and journalists during election campaigns, it is possible to argue that everyone that 

attempts to influence the political decision making process one way or the other, also engages 
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in political communication (Semetko & Scammell, 2012a). Thus, the list could include 

political parties, authorities, journalists, public interest organizations, unions, corporations, as 

well as individual citizens. Thus, political communication research will focus on how these 

actors negotiate concerning political prioritizations and values (Norris, 2000). 

In sum, political communication can be defined as all symbol use and attempts to 

influence the governance of society through cooperation or conflict, privileging certain 

values and interests over others.  

Political communication as a field 

As a field of practice, political communication has roots going back to early attempts 

to organize society and reach decisions on and of public interest (Chesebro, 1976; Meadow, 

1980). Several good introductions exist, including Brian McNairs book (2011), now in its 5th 

edition as well as the edited volume The Political Communication Reader (Negrine & 

Stanyer, 2007). While journals like Political Communication and International Journal of 

Press/Politics will provide more research oriented perspectives, alongside the number of 

handbooks of the field (Esser & Pfetsch, 2004; Johnson, 2012; Kaid, 2004; Maier, 

Strömbäck, & Kaid, 2011; Reinemann, 2014; Semetko & Scammell, 2012b).  

Internationally, the field was established in the late 1950ies and the field has been 

described in different ways. Some have argued that it grew into two relatively distinct 

branches in Western Europe and the U.S. (Blumler, Dayan, & Wolton, 1990). Scholars from 

the former region have included a more holistic perspective and maintained an explicit 

political engagement.  

Another perspective would maintain that rather than using geographical regions as the 

defining difference, it would be better to point to how different democracy models and 

research methods have been supported in different camps, something that is illustrated by the 

handbooks of the field (e.g., Semetko & Scammell, 2012b). 
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As a practice, political communication has developed in three phases in the Western 

world since the Second World War (Blumler & Kavanagh, 1999): During the first period, the 

political institutions were relatively strong and public opinion was relatively stable. Voting 

patterns largely mirrored class identity. The radio and party controlled newspapers 

dominated. In the second phase, voters started to wander between political parties, the latter 

became more professionalized and adapted to news values and media formats. In the third 

stage, after the introduction of the Internet, five trends have dominated: increased 

professionalization, increased competition, anti-elite populism, centrifugal diversification and 

changes in how people get their political information (Blumler & Kavanagh, 1999). 

The medialization perspective has been crucial in much European research. 

Researchers of political communication have pointed to the increased influence of news 

media on politics. The agenda setting function has been discussed for quite some time 

(Aalberg & Curran, 2012; M. E. McCombs, Holbert, Kiousis, & Wanta, 2011). A question 

that has not nearly gotten as much attention is the strategies used by sources in this regard 

(M. McCombs, 2014; Schlesinger, 1990). The last decades, however, the discussion has 

increasingly focused on processes of mediatization, understood as deep seated social change 

whereby other actors adapt to the media’s formats and logics (Esser & Strömbäck, 2014; 

Hjarvard, 2013; Lundby, 2014). Media institutions and political institutions have increasingly 

become dependent on each other. The media needs political actors and institutions as sources, 

while the political actors need the media to get attention and visibility. Institutions adapt to 

the media and their working routines by, for instance, expanding the public relations function 

and getting more professional in terms of media relations. The power of the media becomes 

evident when they influence work processes of other institutions as well as their room for 

maneuvering. It is the power of the media to the detriment of other institutions that have been 

discussed extensively in the literature asking the question whether politics have been 
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mediatized, often answering in the affirmative. 

Still, there are many examples of how political actors throughout history has used the 

media to influence opinion and political decision makers. Several studies have also shown 

how institutions and organizations can exploit the working routines and needs of the media 

(Ihlen & Pallas, 2014; Thorbjørnsrud, Figenschou, & Ihlen, 2014). Political sources 

strengthen their positions through increased professionalization and by using media 

technology to circumvent the traditional gatekeepers in the media. Political actors utilize the 

ability to produce own content, provide “correction” or release negative information ahead of 

the media (Bruns, 2008; Skovsgaard & Van Dalen, 2013). In other words, while few would 

argue that certain media formats and logics have increased in importance, there is less 

agreement to what extent this has happened.   

Research on political communication takes place within media studies, political 

science, sociology, history, rhetoric, psychology, anthropology, marketing and cultural 

studies (Ihlen, Skogerbø, et al., 2015a). In other words, political communication is and has 

always been a cross disciplinary field (Semetko & Scammell, 2012a; Swanson & Nimmo, 

1990). This also means that there have been several arguments put forward concerning what 

should be the main questions for political communication research. Most scholars would 

probably agree to the broad argument that a key question is how political communication 

contributes to power and influence the relationship between political actors and institutions. 

As pointed about above, some will, for instance, argue that politics have been mediatized 

(Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999), others would argue that the question concerns how the media 

contributes to informing voters (Holbert, 2005). Yet others are inspired by marketing and 

maintain that the field is converging around a perspective where the citizen is seen as 

consumer and producer of content (Semetko & Scammell, 2012a). Building on the latter 

perspective politicians needs to build a brand and put marketing techniques to use. 
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Pioneers such as Harold Lasswell (1936) and Murray Edelman (1964) incorporated 

perspectives from sociology, anthropology, psychology, linguistics, journalism studies, 

strategic communication and economics (Bennett & Iyengar, 2008). It can be argued that the 

field of political communication was something that was constituted between several 

academic disciplines, rather within one of them. This also implies that there are many and 

quite different traditions that belong under the umbrella of political communication. This can 

be viewed as both a strength and a weakness (Bennett & Iyengar, 2008; Ihlen, Skogerbø, et 

al., 2015a). Importantly, it can be argued that the rich phenomenon that political 

communication represents do not need a single theory or a single method to provide 

understanding. In this chapter support is given to the statement from Swanson and Nimmo:   

If it makes sense to regard political communication as a distinct field of study rather 

than as a context in which we may pursue studies of more general subjects such as 

persuasion, information processing, political behavior, and media effects, then the 

domain of political communication must be seen as posing some fundamental 

questions about communications and politics that are not otherwise accessible so 

easily, or so directly, or at all (Swanson & Nimmo, 1990, p. 11). 

This, it is argued, is exactly what political communication as a research field should 

be doing: asking questions about how communication plays a role in political processes, 

historically, institutionally and individually, with a perspective on shifting technological, 

economic, social and political conditions. Here then, there is a clear link to public relations. 

“Political public relations” 

The first people that used the term “public relations” where also concerned with 

opinion formation and how propaganda had been used during the First World War (Bernays, 

1923/1934, 1928/2005). Several scholars have argued that public relations as a field has not 

been able to rid itself of this heritage and has a troublesome relationship to persuasion 
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(Moloney, 2006; Weaver, Motion, & Roper, 2006). According to these scholars, public 

relations is a form of weak propaganda. It is certainly the case that public relations agencies 

still play a role in wars and conflicts on the world stage (e.g., McGreal, 2015, April 25). 

Many public relations scholars will, however, argue that this is a form of rouge public 

relations based on manipulation and that such practices cannot be condoned.  

The first book to explicitly use the term “political public relations” was published in 

1956. In the introduction, it is pointed out that governments rely on the public opinion and 

that those working with public relations should help politicians to get closer to the people and 

the people to get closer to the politicians (Kelley, 1956).  

Still, despite the close relationship between politics and public relations, few scholars 

have talk about “political public relations” (Martinelli, 2011; Strömbäck & Kiousis, 2011). 

When Brian McNair uses the term, he is first and foremost referring to publicity (McNair, 

2011). Other narrow definitions, include for instance the claim that the main purpose of 

political public relations is to use the media to promote certain frames that will support 

specific political policies (Froehlich & Rüdiger, 2006). Looking beyond such rather limited 

and mediacentric understandings, Strömbäck and Kiousis (2011) presents the following 

definition: 

Political public relations is the management process by which an organization or 

individual actor for political purposes, through purposeful communication and action, 

seeks to influence and establish, build, and maintain beneficial relationships and 

reputations with its key publics to help support its mission and achieve its goals 

(Strömbäck & Kiousis, 2011, p. 8). 

The authors argue that political communication and public relations are concentrated 

around relations that are formed through communication, that both fields are preoccupied 

with relationships and reputation and that the media plays an important role. The edited 
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volume focuses on a range of different actors and interestingly enough, they remove the 

normative focus on mutually beneficial relationship that many public relations scholars focus 

on and state explicitly that this is an empirical question. 

The volume discusses media relations, campaigns, issues management, political 

marketing, framing, crisis communication, relationship management, public diplomacy and 

use of digital media, to mention a few topics. On the whole, the authors transfer theories from 

other areas to the political and demonstrate their relevance here. The public relations 

literature, has, for instance, prescriptive advice that might be of use for political actors 

concerning how communication need to be a strategic management function. The situational 

theory (Kim & Grunig, 2013) and the contingency theory (Pang, Jin, & Cameron, 2010) are 

both explored as specific contributions to political public relations. It has been argued that the 

most important contribution of these theories is to emphasize the need to conduct 

environmental analysis (Strömbäck & Kiousis, 2011). 

Communication and power 

While few scholars have used the term political public relations, there are several that 

have been preoccupied with studies of public relations and power which arguably also could 

be called political communication or political public relations. In the UK and U.S., the term 

‘spin’ has been used to describe how political actors try to influence media by aggressive 

reframing of political issues (de Vreese & Elenbaas, 2009; Esser, Reinemann, & Fan, 2000). 

The influence of public relations has also been discussed in relation to the notion of a public 

sphere as envisioned by Jürgen Habermas (1989). Habermas professed to be very skeptical 

about public relations arguing that it undermines a critical public sphere by cultivating a 

consensus not is not based on rationality or good arguments. Instead, he argued, public 

relations seeks to portray private interests and public interest.  

[Public relations] mobilizes for the firm or branch or for an entire system a quasi-
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political credit, a respect of the kind one displays toward public authority. The 

resulting consensus, of course, does not seriously have much in common with the 

final unanimity wrought by a time-consuming process of mutual enlightenment, for 

the “general interest” on the basis of which alone a rational agreement between 

publicly competing opinions could freely be reached has disappeared precisely to the 

extent that the [public relations practitioner’s] self-presentations of privileged private 

interests have adopted it for themselves … For the criteria of rationality are 

completely lacking in a consensus created by sophisticated opinion-molding services 

under the aegis of a sham public interest (Habermas, 1989, pp. 193–195). 

This rather scathing analysis of the role of public relations is in stark contrast to for 

instance what some public relations scholars envision. Maureen Taylor, for instance, argues 

that “Public relations’ role in society is to create (and re-create) the conditions that enact 

civil society [original italics]” (Taylor, 2010, p. 7). Other scholars have argued along similar 

lines, seeing a positive role for public relations as helping to create decisions in common 

(Heath, Waymer, & Palenchar, 2013). In, other words, some scholars think public relations 

can improve democracy by helping interests to be articulated and seeking outcomes that 

benefits the whole of society. Such views are in stark contrast to the literature that condemns 

the practice more or less wholesale (i.e., Stauber & Rampton, 1995). 

Several studies have pointed to how public relations often works in support of 

privileged interests (Berger, 2005; Heath, Motion, & Leitch, 2010). It is argued that public 

opinion is often a result of how public relations practitioners have been pushing the “right” 

buttons based on marketing research and extensive knowledge of target groups. If this 

practice always works to help those with most resources win, this threatens the very idea of 

democracy (Mayhew, 1997). Then again, public relations is not an exclusive domain of the 

rich and powerful any more (Davis, 2002; Moloney & McKie, 2015). Still, a minimum of 
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resources is still required. Organizations need to have some knowledge about political 

processes, some symbolic capital to be taken seriously and some social capital that can help 

them gain access to the “right” circles (Ihlen, 2007, 2009). 

In addition to such perspectives, researchers have also worked with theories of 

framing and illustrated how political actors seeks to advance certain political perspectives, 

solutions and interpretations with the help of frames (Froehlich & Rüdiger, 2006; Ihlen & 

Nitz, 2008). In combination with agenda setting, framing is mentioned as a communication 

process that has huge influence on political debate and policy formulation (Berger, Hertog, & 

Park, 2002). This is for instance illustrated by the propaganda for free enterprise and neo-

liberal regimes that public relations practitioners have engaged in on behalf of privileged 

interests (Crable & Vibbert, 1995; Ewen, 1996; Miller & Dinan, 2008).  

In sum, there is much scholarship that straddles the divide between political 

communication and public relations if the subject matter is communication, power and 

politics.   

Research challenges 

Political communication and public relations are both fields that have contributed to 

our understanding of the communicative aspects of the political sphere and power relations in 

society. Several research challenges still remain, however. It is for instance problematic to 

get behind the scenes to study strategic behavior. Qualitative interviews and analyzes of 

media statements and quotes, reports and other texts will only get you so far. If ethnographic 

studies are added, however, some progress could be made (Ihlen, Figenschou, & Larsen, 

2015). Still, the problem of researching strategies is very real. Similarly, it is difficult to talk 

about causality and prove that persuasion has taken place as a result of particular 

communication strategies. The “soloution” is, as ever, to research alternative explanations 

and include other possible explanation factors, and not draw too strong conclusions.  
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A challenge for much applied research on public relations is the premise that the 

organization seeks to appease as many people as possible and avoid attacking, provoking or 

confronting stakeholder groups. Organizations will obviously choose certain target groups 

and be prepared against criticism from other parties. In the political realm, however, public 

criticism and attack on other groups are much more common than in business or 

organizational life. Thus, theories on relationship building and dialogue are useful in one 

sense but there is also need for theories concerning other communication forms and 

situations. Here, theories of political communication and also political theory assist. 

In her work Chantal Mouffe (Mouffe, 2005) has highlighted how conflict is not 

something to be shunned, but embraced as a constitutive element of society and the political. 

The agonistic pluralism she advocates has consensus regarding some values of the liberal 

democratic framework, for instance, liberty for all. At the same time, however, there will be 

dissent about how these values should be interpreted and promoted. Recognizing the 

legitimacy of those holding opposite views is thus central, but also the ability to forward 

dissent (Davidson, 2016; Mouffe, 2005; Ramsey, 2015). 

Conclusion 

Political communication concerns symbol use and attempts to influence the 

governance of society. Given the nature of politics, certain interests and values are privileged 

over others. While public relations theory often emphasis how consensus can and should be 

reached, political communication and some parts of the public relations community instead 

emphasize how conflict has value.  
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