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Media, the Political econoMy and 
Governance: does Media’s 

influence on Political decisions 
lead to ‘Good’ Governance?

by Chloe Dawson 
Senior Sophister 

In this essay, Chloe Dawson provides an in-depth analysis of the 
media’s role within the political economy. Dawson begins by dis-
cussing the hypodermic needle theory and agenda-setting theory 
as models for understanding the effects of media. Dawson then 
uses empirical studies involving US relief spending, the Israe-
OL�3DOHVWLQH�FRQÀLFW��DQG�WKH�8.�03�H[SHQVHV�VFDQGDO�WR�GHPRQ-
strate the effects of media priming and framing. Throughout this 
HVVD\��HYLGHQFH�LV�SURYLGHG�WR�VXSSRUWV�'DZVRQ¶V�¿QDO�FRQFOXVLRQ�
that the media plays a crucial role within the political economy in 
promoting good governance

Introduction

From the inception of the newspaper in the 1700s to the invention of the In-
ternet, media has rapidly evolved into an instrumental feature of modern life. 
:KLOH�D�ZLGH�DUUD\�RI�OLWHUDWXUH�VXUURXQGLQJ�WKH�VLJQL¿FDQFH�RI�PHGLD�LQ�WKH�
political economy exists, Snyder & Strömberg (2008) describe how the “Em-
pirical evidence of the effects of media coverage is scarce.” This scarcity can 
be attributed to empirical challenges, most notably the endogeneity of media 
coverage to many outcome variables, and the requirement of exogenous varia-
tion to evaluate the impact of media (Snyder and Strömberg, 2008). However, 
despite this scarcity, the empirical and theoretical literature that does exist 
XQHTXLYRFDOO\�FRQFOXGHV�WKDW�PHGLD�KDV�D�VLJQL¿FDQW�HIIHFW�RQ�WKH�SROLWLFDO�
economy, as media frequently shapes the agenda of public discourse.

µ*RRG�JRYHUQDQFH�LV�GH¿QHG�H[SOLFLWO\�E\�WKH�8QLWHG�1DWLRQV��ZKR declared 
that it must be accountable, effective, transparent and responsive, and must 
‘Assure that corruption is minimised.’ (Sheng, 2009). The central focus of
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Hypodermic Needle Theory

7KH�K\SRGHUPLF�QHHGOH�WKHRU\��D�VWURQJ�HIIHFWV�PRGHO��ZDV�WKH�¿UVW�PRGHO�WR�
conceptualise media effects - the theory argued that the effects of media were 
immediate and direct (Lim & Kim, 2007). This theory centred around the 
concept that mass media overpowered its audience who were ill-informed and 
HDVLO\�LQÀXHQFHG�E\�PHGLD��7KHUHIRUH��D�GLUHFW�DQG�XQLIRUP�HIIHFW�RI�PHGLD�
on citizens existed, as citizens were identical and responded to content in 
LGHQWLFDO�PDQQHUV��7KLV�WKHRU\�FOHDUO\�HPSKDVLVHG�WKH�VLJQL¿FDQFH�RI�PHGLD�LQ�
SROLWLFDO�GHFLVLRQV��7KH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�SXEOLF�RSLQLRQ�PHDQW�SROLWLFLDQV�RIWHQ�
GLUHFWHG�SROLFLHV�WRZDUGV�IDYRXUDEOH�RSLQLRQ��ZKLFK�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�WKLV�WKHRU\�
ZDV�LQ�WXUQ�LQÀXHQFHG�E\�PHGLD��+RZHYHU��WKLV�WKHRU\�LV�ZLGHO\�UHMHFWHG�WR-
day; media effects are no longer assumed uniform, as people discuss opinions 
DQG�KDYH�VRPH�DJHQF\�LQ�GHFLGLQJ�ZKDW�WR�EHOLHYH�

Agenda-Setting Theory

The strong effects framework fundamentally re-emerged from the 1970s. 
Modern strong effects frameworks account for individual differences and 
FRQWH[WXDO�IDFWRUV�LQÀXHQFLQJ�WKH�LPSDFW�RI�PHGLD�H[SRVXUH��ZKLFK�PDNHV�WKH�
framework more accurate than the original hypodermic theory. The ‘agen-
GD�VHWWLQJ¶�WKHRU\�LV�SURPLQHQW�LQ�WKH�WKHRUHWLFDO�OLWHUDWXUH��0F&RPEV��������
H[SODLQHG�WKLV�WKHRU\�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�SXEOLF�DJHQGD��GXH�WR�FRQVWUDLQWV��RIWHQ�
time-related), media directs attention to a few select topics regarded as ‘news-
ZRUWK\¶��DQG�RYHU�WLPH��WKHVH�WRSLFV�EHFRPH�D�SULRULW\�LQ�SXEOLF�RSLQLRQ��
Media, therefore, determines which topics are deemed most important for any 
given day. While media does not necessarily tell viewers what to think, it does 
WHOO�WKHP�ZKDW�WR�WKLQN�DERXW��0HGLD�HVVHQWLDOO\�ZHLJKWV�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DQG�KHOSV�
GLUHFW�SXEOLF�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�SDUWLFXODU�LVVXHV��ZKLFK�LQ�WXUQ�FDQ�VHW�WKH�WRQH�IRU�
SROLF\�DFWLRQ�DQG�LQÀXHQFH�JRYHUQDQFH��:ROIH�	�-RQHV���������7KLV�WKHRU\�
IXQGDPHQWDOO\�UHOLHV�RQ�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�SROLF\PDNHUV�SODFH�JUHDW�VLJQL¿FDQFH�
RQ�SXEOLF�RSLQLRQ�DV�SROLF\PDNHUV�UHJDUG�PHGLD�FRYHUDJH�DV�DQ�LQGLFDWLRQ�RI�
SXEOLF�RSLQLRQ�DQG�ZLOO�WKHUHIRUH�GLUHFW�SROLF\�WRZDUGV�PHGLD�FRYHUHG�LVVXHV��
Based on this theory, policymakers should direct more attention to events 
H[WHQVLYHO\�FRYHUHG�E\�PHGLD�DQG�KHQFH�PRUH�NQRZQ�WR�WKH�SXEOLF��+RZHY-
HU��FRQFOXVLRQV�UHJDUGLQJ�PHGLD¶V�LQÀXHQFH�RQ�JRYHUQDQFH�UHPDLQ�VRPHZKDW�
DPELJXRXV�XWLOLVLQJ�WKLV�WKHRUHWLFDO�IUDPHZRUN��7KH�$JHQGD�6HWWLQJ�WKHRU\�
LV�HPSLULFDOO\�VXSSRUWHG�E\�(LVHQVHH�DQG�6WU|PEHUJ��������DQG�'XUDQWH�DQG�
Zhuravskaya (2016).

$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�WKHRU\�RI�DJHQGD�VHWWLQJ��GLVDVWHUV�FRYHUHG�LQ�PHGLD��DQG�
KHQFH�PRUH�SURPLQHQW�WR�WKH�SXEOLF��VKRXOG�UHFHLYH�PRUH�DWWHQWLRQ�IURP�WKH�
JRYHUQPHQW�WKDQ�WKRVH�ZLWK�OHVV�FRYHUDJH��(LVHQVHH�DQG�6WU|PEHUJ��������
SURYLGHG�HPSLULFDO�HYLGHQFH�WR�MXVWLI\�WKH�WKHRUHWLFDO�OLWHUDWXUH�IRU�DJHQGD�VHW-
WLQJ�E\�DQDO\VLQJ�8�6��UHOLHI�IRU�QDWXUDO�GLVDVWHUV��7KH�HQGRJHQHLW\�RI�QHZV�
FRYHUDJH�SRVHG�DQ�REVWDFOH�IRU�(LVHQVHH�DQG�6WU|PEHUJ��������DV�QHZV�FRYHU-
DJH�DQG�UHOLHI�FRXOG�EH�FRUUHODWHG��7R�RYHUFRPH�WKLV�FKDOOHQJH��(LVHQVHH�DQG
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and Strömberg (2007) as news coverage and relief could be correlated. To 
overcome this challenge, Eisensee and Strömberg (2007) utilised two instru-
ments for the availability of newsworthy material. Firstly, the dates of the 
2O\PSLF�*DPHV���D�VLJQL¿FDQW�PHGLD�HYHQW�XQFRUUHODWHG�ZLWK�SROLWLFV���DQG�
secondly average daily news pressure (the median number of minutes the top 
three stories in a day received in a broadcast, averaged over forty days fol-
lowing a disaster). The negative correlation between news pressure and relief 
provision depicted how a disaster was less likely to receive U.S. relief when 
there were many other important events in the media. This demonstrates the 
importance of media agenda-setting in political decisions - the amount of news 
coverage a disaster received was fundamental in U.S. policymakers’ decision 
WR�JUDQW�UHOLHI��7KLV�DOVR�LOOXVWUDWHV�WKH�VLJQL¿FDQFH�SROLF\PDNHUV�SODFH�RQ�
public opinion, as political decisions are based upon the extent to which voters 
are aware of a disaster. 

'XUDQWH�DQG�=KXUDYVND\D¶V��������DQDO\VLV�RI�WKH�,VUDHOL�3DOHVWLQLDQ�FRQÀLFW�
also demonstrates the importance of media agenda-setting in political deci-
sions, As Israel sought to minimise negative publicity due to concern about 
global opinion, Israel could utilise media agenda-setting to their advantage. At 
times when there were many important events, U.S. media should place less 
weight on Israeli attacks in Palestine and hence negative publicity for Israel 
should be minimised. Durante and Zhuravskaya (2016) supported this predic-
tion with empirical evidence. Durante and Zhuravskaya (2016) overcame em-
pirical challenges related to the endogeneity of media by utilising instruments 
for ‘news pressure’ achieved through the creation of a list of pre-determined 
large events, both political and sports, expected to dominate U.S. media. These 
pre-determined events were uncorrelated with Israeli attacks and strongly 
related to U.S. news pressure. With exogenous variation in news pressure 
caused by these events, the far-reaching impact of media and agenda-setting 
on political decisions could be illustrated. Durante and Zhuravskaya’s (2016) 
¿QG�WKDW�QHZV�SUHVVXUH�KDG�D�VLJQL¿FDQW�HIIHFW�RQ�ERWK�WKH�WLPLQJ�DQG�VHYHULW\�
of Israeli attacks. Israel seemingly strategically timed attacks - particularly 
those with many casualties - when U.S. media was distracted in order to limit 
news coverage of these attacks and in turn, minimise negative public opinion. 
This illustrates the importance of media on all political decisions, even those 
related to military action. However, one must question the external validity of 
WKLV�VWXG\��DV�LW�XOWLPDWHO\�GHSLFWV�D�YHU\�XQLTXH�FRQÀLFW�

The previously discussed studies lead to questions regarding good governance 
which must be addressed. Should U.S. disaster relief not be awarded solely 
based on severity? Results of Eisensee and Strömberg’s (2007) study are open 
to interpretation. On one hand, the U.N (Sheng, 2009) emphasised the impor-
tance of, “Producing results that meet the needs of society,” in good gover-
nance - media allows U.S. policymakers to provide relief to disasters most 
important to the U.S. public. However, one must consider the international 
responsibilities of government. Shouldn’t the US government grant relief to 
disasters most in need of aid, rather than those deemed most important by
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media? The subjectivity of these questions leads one to conclude that these 
studies support the role of media in ensuring good domestic governance but 
cannot advocate for the media’s role in producing good international gover-
nance. Moreover, Durante and Zhuravskaya’s (2016) suggest that media may 
actually reduce accountability as Israel can escape negative publicity by stra-
tegically timing attacks. On the whole, this analysis is incorrect. The absence 
of media would undoubtedly result in more frequent attacks, as all negative 
publicity would be eradicated and hence, without media accountability would 
EH�UHGXFHG��7KHUHIRUH��ZH�FDQ�VWLOO�FRQ¿GHQWO\�FRQFOXGH�IURP�'XUDQWH�DQG�
Zhuravskaya’s (2016) study that media does lead to good governance as over-
all it enhances accountability which is a key feature of good governance.

Media Priming

The concept of ‘media priming’ is crucial in explaining media’s impact on 
political decisions. Rokos-Ewolsen and Carepentier (2002) explain how media 
priming is the impact that the content of media exerts on actions and judge-
ments related to the content discussed. Priming is particularly relevant when 
assessing media’s impact on the public judgement of politicians. Priming and 
DJHQGD�VHWWLQJ�DUH�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�LQWHUWZLQHG�DQG�6FKHXIHOH�DQG�7HZNVEXU\�
(2007) described how ‘By making some issues more salient (agenda setting), 
media can shape considerations people take into account when making judg-
ments about political candidates (priming).’ Therefore, issues that are exten-
sively covered by media are weighted more heavily by citizens and utilised 
as a standard to evaluate or make judgements on politicians. Media priming, 
WRJHWKHU�ZLWK�DJHQGD�VHWWLQJ��LPSDFWV�YRWHUV¶�MXGJHPHQWV�ZKLFK�LQÀXHQFHV�
election outcomes - which in turn impacts politicians’ behaviour and hence, 
LQÀXHQFHV�JRYHUQDQFH�

The UK MP’s expenses scandal demonstrates the impact of media priming in 
political behaviour. Media priming means that issues covered extensively by 
PHGLD�ZLOO�VWURQJO\�LQÀXHQFH�YRWLQJ�GHFLVLRQV��,Q�WKH�FDVH�RI�ZLGHVSUHDG�FRU-
ruption, extensive media coverage of an MPs misappropriation should result 
in punishment by voters in elections, and if politicians anticipate loss at the 
QH[W�HOHFWLRQ��WKH\�PD\�FKRRVH�WR�UHWLUH�RU�UHVLJQ��/DUFLQHVH�DQG�6LUFDU��������
exploited the following features of the expenses scandal to conduct their 
analysis: MPs operate under identical rules, there are explicit measures of cor-
ruption as the Legg Report published monetary measures of each MPs misap-
propriation, and the crisis’ unexpected nature (details were leaked by a ‘mole’, 
consequently MPs did not anticipate that their actions would be circulated in 
PHGLD���(PSLULFDO�FKDOOHQJHV�UHODWHG�WR�GLI¿FXOWLHV�PHDVXULQJ�PHGLD�FRYHUDJH�
ZHUH�DSSDUHQW�LQ�WKLV�VWXG\��/DUFLQHVH�DQG�6LUFDU��������XWLOLVHG�WZR�YDULDEOHV�
to measure media surveillance of each MP involvement. Firstly the number of 
newspaper articles an MP’s name appeared beside the word ‘expenses’ in three 
months following the scandal, and secondly monetary measures of misap-
propriation determined by Legg Report. The importance of media priming in 
political decisions regarding politicians’ behaviour was clear; a positive 
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correlation between news coverage of the scandal and the probability an MP 
left parliament and a positive correlation between news coverage and the de-
cision of an MP to retire was found. Both of these correlations can be attribut-
ed to extensive news coverage leading to anticipation of election defeat by 
candidates.

Would MPs have misappropriated funds had they known their actions would 
be circulated in media? Most likely not. Media can therefore deter corruption 
by increasing accountability, and, given the positive correlation between me-
dia coverage and retirement, we witness how media can help remove corrupt 
politicians from power. According to the U.N. (Sheng, 2009), ‘Accountability 
is a key requirement of good governance,’ and, corruption must be minimised 
for good governance. Also, the necessity of media in providing transparency 
of the government is demonstrated here. The U.N. (Sheng, 2009) states that 
information must be ‘freely available”. In the case of the MP expenses scan-
dal, without media, voters would have been unaware of MP’s involvement 
in the scandal and transparency of the government would have been severely 
reduced. 

Media Framing

The concept of media framing is instrumental in explaining media’s impact on 
policy. Media framing refers to the ability of media to choose words or images 
WR�LQÀXHQFH�KRZ�WKH�SXEOLF�LQWHUSUHW�FRQWHQW��7HZNVEXU\�	�6FKHXIHOH���������
7HZNVEXU\�	�6FKHXIHOH��������H[SODLQ�KRZ�PHGLD�IUDPLQJ�FDQ�H[HUW�D�VLJQL¿-
FDQW�LQÀXHQFH�RQ�DQ�DXGLHQFH¶V�EHOLHIV��EHKDYLRXU�DQG�DWWLWXGH��0HGLD�IUDPLQJ�
can alter the way citizens interpret political decisions, which shifts political 
opinion which in turn impacts policy decisions. Media framing can also be 
advantageous to politicians, particularly when media outlets are dependent on 
¿QDQFLDO�DLG��DQG�WKH�SURVSHFW�RI�XWLOLVLQJ�PHGLD�IUDPLQJ�IRU�SROLWLFDO�DGYDQ-
WDJH�FDQ�LQÀXHQFH�SROLWLFDO�GHFLVLRQV�

Strömberg (2004) depicted the effect of framing on political decisions, notably 
the allocation of public spending, and demonstrated how media framing can 
result in better governance. The introduction of radio offered an ideal setting 
to study media and public spending. Exogenous geographical variation in 
media was exploited, as radio access was uneven across the United States, and 
the introduction of radio coincided with the launch of the New Deal. As radio 
implementation was at the discretion of the governor of a county, and hence 
radio relied on governors for funding, radio helped governors by reporting 
successful work to enhance their popularity. The prospect of framing offered 
incentives to governors to implement better policies for their electorate.

To overcome issues of endogeneity of radio access, Strömberg (2004) utilised 
WZR�LQVWUXPHQWDO�YDULDEOHV�IRU�WKH�VKDUH�RI�KRXVHKROGV�ZLWK�UDGLRV��¿UVWO\��
ground conductivity (the ability of radio waves to travel through the ground) 
and secondly, woodland (the share of a county’s land that was woodland,
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as physical obstacles altered the ability of transmissions to travel through air). 
Both of these instruments were correlated with access to radios, but exogenous 
to relief spending (Strömberg, 2004). Strömberg (2004) supports the theoreti-
cal literature with empirical evidence demonstrating the importance of media 
framing in political decisions; a positive correlation between radio ownership 
and relief spending for a county existed. This depicts how politicians who had 
the opportunity to utilise media framing to their advantage, i.e., those with 
greater radio access in their county, worked harder and implemented better 
SROLFLHV��7KHUHIRUH��DV�PHGLD�FDQ�LQFHQWLYLVH�RI¿FLDOV�WR�ZRUN�KDUGHU�DQG�SUR-
duce better policies, leading to better outcomes for citizens, this study depicts 
how media results in better governance. Without media accountability, the 
responsiveness and effectiveness of the government would be reduced.

Opposing Evidence 

However, to form a measured conclusion, we must address the rare situations 
in which media does not lead to good governance. Yanagizawa-Droft (2012) 
depicted the dangerous potential of media through a study of the Rwandan 
JHQRFLGH��ZKHUH�PHGLD��VSHFL¿FDOO\�WKH�57/0�UDGLR��ZDV�XWLOLVHG�DV�D�SURSD-
ganda medium. When available for propaganda purposes, media can impact 
SROLWLFDO�GHFLVLRQV�UHODWHG�WR�PLQRULWLHV��LQ�WKLV�FDVH��VWDWH�DWWDFNV�DV�57/0�
UDGLR�HQFRXUDJHG�YLROHQFH�DJDLQVW�WKH�7XWVL�PLQRULW\���7KH�VLJQL¿FDQW�LPSDFW�
of media on political decisions regarding violence and minority attacks was 
evident. However, one must critique this study as it did not account for factors 
VXFK�DV�KLVWRULFDO�HWKQLF�DQLPRVLW\�RU�FLYLO�ZDU��ZKLFK�PD\�KDYH�LQÀXHQFHG�
¿QGLQJV��5HJDUGOHVV��FROOHFWLYH�YLROHQFH�ZDV�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�LQFUHDVLQJ�LQ�UDGLR�
FRYHUDJH��DQG�WHQ�SHU�FHQW�RI�WKH�NLOOLQJV�FDQ�EH�DWWULEXWHG�WR�57/0�EURDG-
casts (Yanagizawa-Droft’s, 2012). Clearly, media unequivocally did not lead 
to good governance in this case. As the U.N (Sheng, 2009) explained good 
governance requires, “Full protection of human rights, particularly those of 
minorities.” The impact of media on political decisions can, therefore, giv-
en the correct setting, be catastrophic. However, while such cases are key to 
DVVHVVLQJ�PHGLD¶V�LQÀXHQFH�RQ�SROLF\��LW�PXVW�EH�QRWHG�WKDW�WKLV�FDVH�LV�ODUJHO\�
unique to this situation, and similar scenarios are at best uncommon. 

Conclusion

7KH�VLJQL¿FDQW�LPSDFW�RI�PHGLD�RQ�SROLWLFDO�GHFLVLRQV�KDV�EHHQ�GHPRQVWUDWHG�
throughout this paper, and a clear analysis of the mechanisms through which 
PHGLD�LPSDFWV�SROLWLFDO�GHFLVLRQV�KDV�EHHQ�VKRZQ��0HGLD�DIIHFWV�SROLWLFDO�
decisions of all types - those related to politicians’ retirement and resigna-
tion, strategic military attacks, public spending, international relief and even 
state-sponsored mass murder. The relationship between media and good gov-
ernance is perhaps more subjective; however, this paper has demonstrated that 
on the whole, media does lead to good governance and is a necessary element 
of society. It has been illustrated how media reduces corruption, removes 
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FRUUXSW�RI¿FLDOV��LQFUHDVHV�DFFRXQWDELOLW\�DQG�WUDQVSDUHQF\��DQG�UHVXOWV�LQ�SRO-
LFLHV�WKDW�HQKDQFH�WKH�ZHOIDUH�RI�FLWL]HQV��,Q�FRQFOXVLRQ��PHGLD�KHOSV�SURPRWH�
JRRG�JRYHUQDQFH�DQG�LV��WKHUHIRUH��D�FUXFLDO�SDUW�RI�WKH�SROLWLFDO�HFRQRP\�
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