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Abstract 

Knowledge matters in politics and a wide range of factors influence politicians’ use of research. One element that 
has been identified as relevant is the media. However, this has mainly been a theoretical conclusion, in want of 
empirical underpinning. In this thesis the topic is examined intensively through a quasi-experimental comparison 
and a mechanism tracing. The cases in focus are the Swedish earned income tax credit and surplus goal, and the 
concrete hypotheses concern whether the intensity and cohesion of the media coverage of research influence 
politicians' references to knowledge in debates. 

The results of the comparison suggest that there is a correlation between the intensity of the media coverage and 
the use of references in debates, whereas it is harder to say anything about the cohesion. Furthermore, a series of 
mechanisms explaining the relationship in detail are proposed. Among these is one indicating that vote maximi-
sation encourages alignment of knowledge use with the media coverage, and another illuminating the practice of 
cherry-picking research results that are mentioned in the press. The conclusions thus not only tell us something 
about how the media influences knowledge use, but also advance the debate on symbolic knowledge use among 
politicians. 
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1 Introduction 

The wind is taken out of my sails. Politicians are completely immune – they have 
their opinion and it doesn’t matter what the research shows. There is no bloody 
point in studying this, because the politicians don’t care anyway. 

Christina Cliffordson (Sydsvenskan, 2015) 

This quote by a disheartened Professor of Pedagogy illustrates two things: a tense relation-

ship between science and politics, and (since the quote is found in a newspaper) the import-

ance of the media in that relationship. Most scholars would probably agree that science and 

other types of knowledge will only get politics so far. One will eventually reach the point 

where adding more knowledge will not make decision-making any easier. Something else, 

like ideology, will have to take over. A policy process that is completely dominated by ex-

perts is undemocratic by definition and few would want such a system. Yet – and the profes-

sor above would subscribe to this – politicians are expected to be well informed (Innes, 1990, 

p. 1). 

Considering the clashing ideals, it should come as no surprise that the extent to which know-

ledge informs the policymaking process varies (Boswell, 2009, p. 5). The question about 

which factors most affect the impact of knowledge on politics has been subject to much re-

search. The complexity of the issue at hand (Dunlop, 2014), the advances in research 

(Landry, Amara, & Lamari, 2001, p. 334) and the degree of conflict among politicians 

(Lundin & Öberg, 2014) are a few of the suggestions. 

Another relevant but less studied factor is the influence of the media. It is easy to recall ex-

amples of when newspapers or anchor-persons have used research to enrich their reporting. 

Furthermore, the media is an important channel for communication between science and 

politics, and several researchers highlight that it should be featured in models of science-

policy interaction (Edwards 1999, pp. 164, 169; Ernst & Wenzel 2014, pp. 122-123). Yet many 

aspects of the relationship are unknown. While theoretical justifications have been presented, 

empirical analyses are rather scarce. Boswell (2009, pp. 23, 101) reasons about the inter-

linkages between research, media and politics, without substantiating it with empirical evi-

dence. When such evidence is presented, it sometimes clashes with the theoretical expecta-

tions: while some claim that public attention can reduce deliberation (a related concept) 

among politicians (Naurin, 2010, p. 35), others have shown that the media can actually rein-

force it (Lundin & Öberg, 2014). 
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In short, while clearly important to the relationship between science and politics, the under-

standing of the role of the media is incomplete. It is necessary to develop our knowledge of 

this, especially since free media and informed decision are two different and potentially con-

flicting ideals that both seem important to today’s democracies. For these reasons, this thesis 

will be devoted to the issue of how the media affects the knowledge use of politicians. 

1.1 Outline of the thesis 

Each chapter focuses on one of the central components of the thesis. In chapter 2 we continue 

the examination of why the media is a relevant variable and how it is predicted to affect 

knowledge use in politics. This knowledge is then used in chapter 3 to devise hypotheses 

with causal statements, as well as provisional mechanisms attached to these. In short, these 

seek to connect the two independent variables (the intensity and cohesion of the media cov-

erage of research findings) with knowledge use in political debates. Subsequently, the basic 

building blocks of a design consisting of two separate but related methods are introduced. 

However, to facilitate for readers, some specific methodological considerations are presented 

in conjunction with the results. 

The analyses are found in chapters 5 and 6. The first of these involves a quasi-experimental 

comparison which aims at exploring the superficial relationship between the variables. In the 

ensuing chapter, the analysis continues with a mechanism tracing devised to explore causal-

ity in-depth and to test the foreseen explanations and uncover the unforeseen ones. Finally, 

in chapter 7, results are summarised and conclusions are drawn. 
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2 Theory 

In formulating the theory of this thesis, there are three questions that need further conside-

ration: First, what is meant by knowledge use? Second, which factors affect knowledge use? 

Third, what is known about the role of the media? 

2.1 Types of knowledge use 

The first step towards understanding knowledge use is to establish a definition of know-

ledge. One type of commonly referred to knowledge is science, but following in the footsteps 

of Lundin & Öberg (2014, p. 26) I will approach the field by defining it more broadly than 

that. Henceforth, the terms science, research, expert knowledge and knowledge are used 

synonymously and defined as “systematically gathered information presented in research or 

evaluation reports”. This means that reports from many government agencies are included. 

It also means disregarding forms of knowledge that might be equally valuable in practice but 

rarely acknowledged, e.g. knowledge amassed through personal experiences. This choice is 

justified in view of the difficult demarcation problems that are then avoided.  

The use of said knowledge is multifaceted. For instance, politicians can use scientific results 

to help decide whether to initiate a policy programme, but also to garner support for pre-

existing preferences. Carol Weiss (1979) developed an early classification of knowledge use 

in policymaking. Its seven models are often summed up into three or four categories 

(Dunlop, 2014, pp. 210-211): First, there is the hard-core instrumental use. Decision makers are 

then “building and terminating policy programmes on the basis of what the evidence says” 

(ibid, p. 210). Second, conceptual use is when knowledge is used indirectly as one of several 

types of input in order to "enlighten" the policymaking process. Third, science can be used 

politically or symbolically to "deliver pre-existing preferences" rather than function as input in 

policymaking. The final type of knowledge use is self-explanatory: non-use. 

Weiss (1979, p. 427) notes that instrumental use (of social science, at least) is uncommon and 

Boswell (2009, p. 102) asserts that knowledge is more likely to be used for underpinning le-

gitimacy than for serving as a basis for decision-making. In short, there are reasons to believe 

that symbolic and conceptual use are dominating. 

2.2 A framework of the science-policy interface 

A little over ten years ago, Landry, Lamari & Amara (2003, p. 194) remarked that the factors 

that explained knowledge use (in a statistically significant manner) had not yet been system-
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atised. This claim seems to hold true to this day. Nonetheless, it is possible to understand the 

field better by dividing it into four domains: 

Of major importance is the problem itself. With complex issues, the need for knowledge 

grows (Dunlop, 2014, pp. 209-212, 221). According to a large literature review conducted by 

Spruijt et al. (2014, p. 22), problem complexity is the factor affecting the advising role of ex-

perts that is highlighted by most groups of scholars. Related to the issue of complexity is that 

of legitimate modes of justification: knowledge use should increase if technocratic modes of 

justification are considered acceptable for the issue in question (Boswell, 2009, pp. 101-102). 

Moving on to the research and the researchers, the science push model of knowledge use states 

that the scientific progress determines the degree of knowledge use (Landry, Amara, & 

Lamari, 2001, p. 334). Underscoring the importance of this factor is the fact that the related 

issue of the organisation of the researchers also matters: epistemic communities, in other 

words highly structured organisations of scientists, increase the impact of scientific results 

(Dunlop, 2014, p. 213). In a paper on use of social science knowledge in Canada, Landry, 

Lamari and Amara (2001, p. 346) find that researchers’ efforts to disseminate results and 

adapt them for the users are important determinants for knowledge use in several political 

fields. However, not even wide dissemination is a guarantee that the knowledge will be 

used. One reason for this is that scholarly journals, where results are often published, are not 

read by policymakers (Landry, Amara, & Lamari, 2001, p. 335). 

Another explanation of research use relates to the “two-communities metaphor”. Sceptics 

argue that low levels of knowledge utilisation is the result of varying cultures between the 

spheres of science and policy (Landry, Amara, & Lamari, 2001, p. 335). 

Focusing on the policymakers, the so called demand push model states that it is the needs of 

the policymakers that determine the degree of research use: knowledge use increases if sci-

entists focus on the needs of the users (Landry, Amara, & Lamari, 2001, pp. 334-335). 

Another important explanatory variable is the degree of conflict within politics. One study 

that has focused particularly on this aspect is Lundin & Öberg (2014). They find that political 

conflict reduces deliberation among politicians. Ingold & Gschwend (2014, p. 1010) develop 

this further and note that conflictive contexts favour strategic knowledge use and increases 

the total level of use. Bridging the gap to the next section, Boswell (2009, p. 102) hypothesises 

that knowledge use will be influenced by the “perceived possibilities for political mobili-

sation”, a perspective that is missed in many other studies. 
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Some conclusions that are important for the continued work can be drawn. First, the frame-

work outlined above suggests that one isolated factor will never explain knowledge use on 

its own. Second, some factors, like the certainty of the research, seem particularly important. 

Finally, the role of the public – a concept that encompasses the media – deserves further 

development. This will become even clearer in the next section. 

2.3 Media – the newcomer 

When referring to the media, what I really intend to say is the mass media, defined by 

Wimmer & Dominick (2011, p. 2) as “any form of communication that simultaneously 

reaches a large number of people, including but not limited to radio, TV, newspapers, maga-

zines, billboards, films, recordings, books, and the Internet.” This broad definition will be 

narrowed in conjunction with the discussion on material. 

2.3.1 The calls for including media in the framework 

A fundamental reason for why media deserves a place in the model on knowledge use is the 

strong effect that it has on politics in general. During the last few decades, the mediatisation 

of politics has rapidly intensified, meaning that the media increasingly permeates and affects 

it (Strömbäck, 2014, pp. 229, 232, 241). Esser & Strömbäck (2014, pp. 3-4) even claim that “no 

political actor or institution can afford not to take the media into consideration”, making it 

safe to assume that is the case regarding knowledge use. 

Narrowing the focus somewhat, Edwards (1999, pp. 163-164, 169) asserts that the public 

(which includes the media) should be included in all models of science-policy interaction. 

This is so partly because researchers use the media in furthering their agendas. Ernst & 

Wenzel (2014, pp. 119, 122-123), writing about environmental psychology, reach a similar 

conclusion. They highlight that dissemination (by any media) is required for connecting re-

search with the policy. Recalling that scholarly papers are rarely read by politicians, it can be 

argued that newspapers etc. are of particular importance for this dissemination. Finally, 

Landry, Lamari & Amara (2001, p. 343) find that linkage mechanisms are important determi-

nants of knowledge use and that these include publication of articles in newspapers and par-

ticipation in radio or television programmes. 

In short, there are strong theoretical justifications for giving the media a place in the model 

on science-policy interaction. 
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2.3.2 The role of the media 

Media deserves a place in the model, but what might its role look like? This is the central 

question of the thesis and answering it requires considerable groundwork to be laid. 

Effects on audiences 

The connection between media and politics can be studied indirectly by looking at the cir-

cumstances under which media representations have effects on their audiences. Conceding 

that it is very difficult to predict such effects, McQuail (2010, pp. 424-425) still lists a few 

conditions that lead to stronger effects on the audience, including “consistency and consen-

sus of message” (ibid. p. 454). This is echoed by Roll-Hansen who finds that media “attention 

and exposure” to various claims can affect people’s trust in the claims (Roll-Hansen, 1994, p. 

336). 

Focusing on research, it should be pointed out that the media is the primary source for sci-

ence information of the public, at least in the US (Cacciatore, Binder, Scheufele, & Shaw, 

2012, p. 40). If a research finding receives much attention in the media this can affect the atti-

tudinal judgement of the public (Scheufele, 2014, p. 13589). Regardless of whether that act-

ually is true or not, politicians (at least in Sweden) strongly believe that the media affects 

public opinion (Strömbäck, 2014, p. 238). 

Impact on knowledge use 

As reported above, the degree of unity among scientists can affect the political impact of 

their results. Could this be the case for the media, too? Boykoff & Boykoff (2004, p. 134) note 

that the biased reporting on climate change has created "political space for the US govern-

ment to shirk responsibility". Grundmann (2007) studies this comparatively by looking at the 

discrepancy between the political responses to climate change in the US and Germany. He 

bases his study on a theory by Newell (2000, p. 94), who claims that the media shapes public 

opinion, creating a situation “where it is conducive for governments to act, or hard for them 

not to act”. Grundmann (2007, p. 427) then finds that the balance of media coverage of re-

search in the respective countries is roughly correlated with policies and political climate in 

both countries. In short, the balance of the media coverage might shape public opinion, sub-

sequently impacting policies and political discourses. 

Many studies, including the above, focus on climate change. This subject matter ought to be 

rather special due to the high degree of unity and certification among scientists (through the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change). Christina Boswell has, however, written a 

book on expert knowledge in immigration policy. She notes that mass media is an important 
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source of information on public opinion for politicians and that it guides which issues are 

selected for political mobilisation (Boswell, 2009, pp. 22, 99). This also means that the media 

coverage of research can shape how knowledge is used in political debates (ibid. pp. 101). In 

short, knowledge use by politicians should depend on whether the media uses knowledge, 

as well as on “how far such reporting will resonate with public opinion” (ibid. p. 23). While 

interesting, these are theoretical remarks that need to be tested. 

Finally, in a quantitative study Lundin & Öberg (2014) reach the contentious conclusion that 

more intense public attention increases knowledge use among local politicians. The theoreti-

cal argument behind this is that in a landscape where rationality is the norm, politicians do 

not want to be caught with irrational argumentation. Since this risk increases with the level 

of attention, knowledge use becomes a function of media attention (Lundin & Öberg, 2012). 

Summary of the role of the media 

The above can be summed up in four points. First, several scholars highlight the importance 

of public opinion for politicians and claim that this influences knowledge use. Second, there 

is a link between public opinion and the media, making the media an important beacon for 

politicians who want to remain in line with public opinion. In extension, the media can affect 

which science is used by policymakers. Third, media attention can incite politicians to pre-

sent rational arguments. Fourth, consistency and consensus of message influence the impact 

of the media, and there are indications that there is a correlation between the media coverage 

of science and policies on the one hand, and political climate on the other. These points will 

now be used as building blocks for new hypotheses. 
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3 Hypotheses 

Prior research confirms the expectations from the introduction. The media can help under-

stand the relationship between the research and knowledge use, but there is a need for more 

in-depth studies. While correlations and theoretical arguments have been presented, detailed 

empirical and mechanismic evidence as well as causal explanations are rather scarce. This is 

particularly clear when it comes to the connection to public opinion, as well as the fact that 

the media has often been seen as a unidimensional variable. A central motivation behind this 

study should therefore be to develop the variable and uncover the detailed and mechanismic 

workings of the relationship. Furthermore, environmental and climate change have been in 

focus, making it difficult to say if the results apply more generally. This study should there-

fore test if the proposed relationships hold in other contexts. 

Before formulating hypotheses that should help in reaching the goals above, it should be 

pointed out that the importance of public opinion for politicians has important implications: 

First, it makes it logical to focus on the references to knowledge in debates, since these are 

highly visible to the public. Second, it shows that politicians are partly driven by a motiva-

tion to maximise votes, defined simply as a behaviour where politicians seek to please voters, 

e.g. by acting in accordance with what they perceive potential voters’ wishes to be.1 

The literature suggests that politicians, owing to their will to maximise votes and the result-

ing fear of being caught with irrational argumentation, feel an increased need for rationality 

when public attention is high. Hypothetically, in view of the importance of public opinion to 

politicians and its apparent ties to the media, rational arguments could also become impor-

tant to politicians when the media devotes attention to research findings: If there is no media cov-

erage of the research about a certain policy, politicians will think that the public is shaped by 

this disinterest and therefore place low demands on rationality. Politicians’ references to 

knowledge will then be sparse. If, however, the media coverage of research is intense, the 

public is presumed to be influenced by this and demand more knowledge use. As a conse-

quence, vote maximising politicians will increase references. 

H1: The intensity of the media coverage of knowledge positively affects the intensity of politicians’ 

references to knowledge in debates. 

                                                      
1 While a series of studies find that political parties do not seek to maximise their vote shares, the basic 
method applied by most of these studies revolve around party positioning (Adams & Merill Ill, 2000, 
pp. 729-732). Within a freer setting than the relatively inert parties, candidates have been found to be 
more vote-maximising (ibid.). In conclusion, in a relatively free setting (such as a parliamentary 
debate), vote-maximisation should be fruitful as an ideal type. 
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Theory states that the media can be used as a proxy for public opinion, and since politicians 

seek to maximise votes by remaining in line with the latter, they should also remain in line 

with the media. In the context of knowledge use, that means adapting the use of references to the 

content of the media coverage of science: If the coverage of a particular policy is highly cohesive 

(i.e. most media make references to research pointing in the same direction), the politicians 

will estimate that public opinion on that matter is aligned with this. Politicians will then 

align their knowledge use accordingly. If the coverage is not cohesive, politicians will esti-

mate that public opinion is scattered. They will then feel free to use whichever knowledge 

suits them, which increases diversity (used here as the antonym of cohesion). 

H2: The cohesion of the media coverage of knowledge positively affects the cohesion of politicians’ 

references to knowledge in debates. 

These hypotheses are broken down into more detailed mechanismic steps in the introduction 

to chapter 6. In short, what will be tested is if the media coverage of research relating to a 

specific topic (1) affects the amount of knowledge used and (2) creates a corridor for 

knowledge use. The causal claims encapsulated in the hypotheses should not be seen as nec-

essary and sufficient explanations, but as testable developments of the discourse. They do 

pose methodological challenges. For instance they require separating closely related factors 

from each other: the media coverage of research from the general media coverage, and inten-

sity from cohesion. In the next chapter a design that must cope with these challenges is pre-

sented. 
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4 Design 

Due to the complex nature of the relationship between science and policy, the impact of the 

independent variables – intensity and cohesion of the media coverage – could be potentially 

weak. When that is the case, extensive designs are often advised (Gerring, 2007, pp. 53-55; 

Gerring, 2012, p. 89). Large-N designs are also recommended when variables have to be iso-

lated, as is the case here due to the complexity of the science-policy interface. 

An extensive design would, however, require data on many knowledge-use related variables 

that are not easily quantifiable. Furthermore, the fact that the effects are probably not 

homogenous across knowledge users and that the useful variation is rare speaks for a more 

intensive study (Gerring, 2007, pp. 37-63). There is also a clear risk that the relationship 

between media and politics is not one-way, or that the media might be affected by other 

things affecting knowledge use, such as the science itself.2 Fundamental explanations with 

clearly separable variables are usually preferable, but the theoretical relevance of the media 

justifies a deviation from this rule of thumb. To make the most out of this tricky situation, the 

study needs to go more in-depth than what is possible with a large-N design. Furthermore, 

an intensive design is clearly preferable when it comes to unravelling mechanisms (an im-

portant aim of the study). 

Under those circumstances, the hypotheses call for an intensive study of the hypotheses – 

albeit one that opens up for further development of the theory. 

4.1 Varieties of intensive studies 

There are several ways of conducting an intensive study of the hypotheses. One is to attempt 

a quasi-experimental analysis with purposeful case-selection (Gerring, 2007, pp. 131-144; 

Gerring, 2012, p. 87). This would make it possible to reap some of the benefits of the ex-

tensive study, while studying the media and the political debates in detail. The result would 

then give a first indication as to the value of the hypotheses. 

The most classic quasi-experimental design is probably the method of difference (Gerring, 

2007, pp. 131-139). The idea would be to find cases that differ in the intensity and cohesion of 

the media coverage of research, but that are similar in all other relevant aspects. After analys-

ing both the media and politics, the results would be compared to see if there is a correlation. 

                                                      
2 Basically, the independence and separation of the variables are hard to ascertain (Gerring, 2012, pp. 
212-214). 
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As evidence of Gerring‘s (2007, p. 29) point that small-N designs can require analysis with 

many units, comparison using the proposed variables will have to be based on a qualitative 

assessment with quantitative hallmarks (intensity and cohesion are matters of frequency). 

While such an analysis is more time-consuming than studies based on perception of the me-

dia coverage (cf. Lundin & Öberg, 2014) or the simple counting of words, it should be more 

reliable and valid. 

But a quasi-experimental design is not without its problems. Confounders are a permanent 

nuisance. Some (such as the media coverage in general as opposed to the coverage of research) 

even make a pure quasi-experimental approach to the hypotheses unfeasible. Furthermore, 

using two causal factors (intensity and cohesion) makes it hard to ascertain which of them 

has actually caused the effect. An often proposed solution to such problems is to focus on 

mechanisms (Bengtsson & Hertting, 2014). Mechanisms would, as already noted, also be an 

important addition to the literature on knowledge use. 

Mechanisms can explain how variations in the media coverage lead to variations in 

knowledge use. While there are at least 24 different definitions of mechanisms in the litera-

ture (Falleti & Lynch, 2009, p. 1146), Bengtsson & Hertting (2014, pp. 710-714) lay out a help-

ful typology where one of the most promising conceptualisations is represented by 

Hedström & Swedberg (1998, pp. 11-12, 21-23). They build a “macro-micro-macro” model in 

which macro-level events are integrated into actors, where they form perceptions, beliefs or 

opportunities (situational mechanism). These perceptions etc. then combine within the indi-

vidual and cause specific actions (action-formation mechanism), which accumulate in macro-

level collective action (transformational mechanism). 

Hedström & Swedberg’s take on mechanisms is certainly applicable to the present study, 

since I seek to connect macro-level media coverage with references to knowledge in debates. 

However, a problem Bengtsson & Hertting (2014, p. 713) see with this and others types of 

mechanisms is that their generalisability is restricted. The solution to this is to assume that 

actors are “thinly rational” and to speak of mechanisms in terms of ideal-types (Bengtsson & 

Hertting, 2014, pp. 713-714). 

Few believe that people are perfectly rational. But when interpreting rationality in its “thin” 

sense, it simply implies that actors act in consistency with their own goals. In this study, vote 

maximisation has already been put forward as a central mechanism, and so the expectation 

is that participants in debates act in accordance with this goal. But since vote maximisation is 

an ideal-type (i.e. not an empirical description of reality, see e.g. Esaiasson, Gilljam, 
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Oscarsson, & Wängnerud, 2007, pp. 158-163) actors are only expected to vote maximise to a 

certain extent. This is how mechanisms should be conceived: not as descriptions of reality, but 

as analytical “tools” that can help understand why people act in a specific way when they 

are subjected to a certain condition.3 

By studying mechanisms, steps are taken from simple statements about correlations towards 

causal explanation. Furthermore, the problems with independence, separation and con-

founders mentioned above are alleviated through a detailed mechanism tracing. That does 

not mean that mechanismic analysis makes the quasi-experimental comparison superfluous: 

the dependency is mutual since the former needs a correlation4 and solid data to work on. 

Even Bengtsson (1999, p. 17), a firm critic of quasi-experimental designs, concedes that they 

can be worthwhile in practice if the social mechanisms are formulated, identified and exam-

ined. This speaks for a combination of a quasi-experimental design and mechanism tracing – 

an approach recommended by several writers (Bengtsson & Hertting, 2014, p. 711). 

In short, the first part of the study will be a comparison aiming to find out if there is a correla-

tion between the variables in the hypotheses. This will then be built on and expanded 

through a mechanismic analysis. The latter will also allow for theory development, which can 

give rise to new mechanisms or sub-mechanisms that should be examined in future studies 

(Esaiasson, Gilljam, Oscarsson, & Wängnerud, 2007, pp. 148-151). Whether the hypotheses 

are supported or not ultimately hinges on the two parts speaking for the same conclusion. 

Ideally, the combination will ensure that the four causal criteria of counterfactual difference, 

isolation, time order and mechanisms are all fulfilled (Teorell & Svensson, 2007, p. 64). 

4.2 Cases under scrutiny 

The design places multiple demands on the case selection: While the comparison requires 

cases that are similar except on the independent variable (thus controlling for alternative 

explanations), the mechanism tracing is best served by cases that illuminate the mechanisms 

from different perspectives (Bengtsson, 1999, pp. 14-16). Fortunately, if cases are chosen for 

their variation in the media coverage of research, it opens up for both counterfactual com-

parison and interesting mechanism tracing. 

An implication of the design is that potential confounders must be identified and cases cho-

sen so that these are held constant (Gerring, 2007, p. 131). There are a considerable number of 
                                                      
3 A stylised example of such a mechanism would be “hunger”, which explains why you eat the food 
that you see on your plate. 
4 …and a theory with a causal statement (Teorell & Svensson, 2007, p. 261). 
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potential confounders within the science-policy framework. In a statistical analysis, and had 

the data been possible to procure, it would have been possible to control for all of these. 

However, here the focus must be the most important confounders. Referring back to the 

theory, the first of these important confounders is the certainty of the research. The second one 

is the media coverage in general (as opposed to the coverage of research findings). This means 

that while the cases must vary in terms of intensity and cohesion of the media coverage of 

research (relating to a particular policy), the general media coverage and the certainty of the 

research should stay the same. 

Gerring (2007, p. 145) points out that the cases chosen must be representative of a larger 

population to be generalisable. The ideal population here is policy areas but conceding that 

such broad generalisation would be exceedingly difficult, Swedish economic policy is the pri-

mary population. This choice is in line with the aims of the thesis since, recalling the chapter 

on the theory, it expands knowledge outside of the political fields where knowledge use has 

traditionally been studied. Swedish economic policy, being host to a multitude of cases (i.e. 

policies), is also expected to offer cases where the media has used research in different ways. 

Within this population, two cases are selected to allow for comparison. The first one is the 

Swedish earned income tax credit (EITC), i.e. jobbskatteavdraget. The second case is the sur-

plus goal, i.e. överskottsmålet. It is fundamental to the most similar design to “dichotomise” 

the variables (Gerring, 2007, pp. 132-133). The expectation is that the cases are so different in 

their independent variables that dichotomisation is feasible: a pilot study showed that the 

media coverage of research about the tax credit could be expected to be intense but not co-

hesive, and for the surplus goal cohesive but not intense. 

The studied time period is the two terms of office spanning between September 17th 2006 and 

September 14th 2014. This period is a natural choice when looking at the EITC, but the sur-

plus goal has been in place for longer which means that there should be fewer debates and 

references about it. Using another time period for the surplus goal would have improved 

comparability in some regards, but with the risk of comparing two time periods with dif-

ferent standards regarding knowledge use.  

Put briefly, the Swedish tax credit and the surplus goal are two cases which should enable a 

quasi-experimental comparison and guide the mechanism tracing. Chiefly in order to make 

sure that the certainty of the research does not confound the results of the study, a quick 

overview of the two topics is presented below. 
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4.2.1 The earned income tax credit 

On January 1st 2007, an earned income tax credit (EITC, jobbskatteavdrag) was introduced in 

Sweden. It has then been increased four more times, last in 2014. Politically, the tax credits 

have been put forward by the centre-right government that was in power between 2006 and 

2014, but most parties have retroactively accepted the principle, albeit with some caveats 

(Ma, 2014, p. 5). 

An EITC lowers taxes on wages and is intended to give a boost to employment. According to 

Eva Mörk (Interview, 2015), formerly at the Institute for Evaluation of Labour Market and 

Education Policy (IFAU), the international literature on EITCs gives strong support for the 

idea, particularly when it comes to the people with the lowest incomes. Several studies of the 

Swedish case confirm the positive conclusions. The Ministry of Finance (2011, pp. 101-102) 

reached the conclusion that the first four steps of the tax credit enlarged the labour force by 

1.5 per cent, although they conceded that there is “considerable uncertainty” attached to the 

analysis. Several institutes, including the Swedish National Audit Office and the Swedish 

Fiscal Policy Council, also draw positive conclusions. However, the evaluations are not fully 

independent from each other since they are based on simulations using the same economic 

model, FASIT (Ma, 2014, pp. 31-33; Mörk, Interview, 2015). Furthermore, the Ministry of 

Finance should be considered biased, since they were responsible for the policy. 

In 2012, the IFAU tried – and failed – to evaluate the effects of the tax credit on employment 

levels using actual statistics rather than models (Edmark, Liang, Mörk, & Selin, 2012). More 

than half the OECD countries have tax credits that are directed at people facing particular 

labour-market challenges (Immervoll & Pearson, 2009, p. 5). In Sweden, however, the cover-

age is general, making it very difficult to control for underlying trends. Mörk (Interview, 

2015), one of the authors of the IFAU report, underscores that no economists have yet man-

aged to tackle the methodological problems they pointed out. 

In conclusion, even though the basic economic theory about EITCs is solid and modelled 

assessments are positive, empirical studies in a Swedish context have not managed to gather 

conclusive evidence about its effects on employment. 

4.2.2 The surplus goal 

Since the economic crisis of the 1990s, a surplus goal (överskottsmål) has been featured in 

Swedish fiscal policy. The surplus goal states that the public finances should create a surplus 

of 1 per cent of GDP over an economic cycle. It is one of the main components in the budget 

framework (Regeringskansliet, 2015). The political support for the policy was strong during 



   
 

   
 

19 

the period under scrutiny, but the Left Party has openly criticised it (Svenska Dagbladet, 

2012). 

According to John Hassler (Telephone interview, 2015), professor at Stockholm University 

and chairman of the independent Swedish Fiscal Policy Council, there is a consensus among 

economists about the need for long-term rules around financial policy. This view is echoed in 

two government reports from 2010, although their mission statements were geared in favour 

of the goal (Finansdepartementet, 2010, pp. 9-14; Statens offentliga utredningar, 2010, pp. 

362-364). In the independent Fiscal Policy Council’s statement of opinion on these reports, 

they reached out in support of the goal albeit with a reservation about its label 

(Finanspolitiska rådet, 2010, pp. 8-9, 35). 

However, when it comes to the exact formulation of the goal, the consensus is not so pro-

nounced. Internationally, issues like the percentage and the time limits for meeting the goal 

are matters up for discussion (Hassler, Telephone interview, 2015).  Furthermore, several 

prominent Swedish economists have called for reform of the surplus goal (see e.g. Hjelm, 

2014, pp. 6-7; Lindbeck, 2013, p. 10) 

Given these points, the science stands firmly behind some sort of cap on national expendi-

ture. However, the exact design of the surplus goal is a matter of scientific debate. Impor-

tantly, this means that the certainty of the research is roughly the same as for the tax credit. 

4.2.3 Expectations about generalisability 

The verdict on the generalisability of the findings can only come after they are presented, but 

some things can already be said. The design includes two complementing logics for generali-

sation: Whereas the quasi-experimental method needs cases that are typical of the popu-

lation or unlikely to yield results supporting the hypotheses (Esaiasson, Gilljam, Oscarsson, 

& Wängnerud, 2007, pp. 183-188), generalisation of mechanisms works in quite a different 

way. The latter involves abstraction of ideal-types from the empirical observations and then 

inference to similar contexts (Bengtsson & Hertting, 2014, pp. 724-725). This means that 

mechanisms linking the media and knowledge use in this study should be applicable in new 

contexts, albeit with different results (cf. Falleti & Lynch, 2009, p. 1161). 

Regarding generalisation through quasi-experimental comparison, one can already note that 

economic regulations should have higher levels of knowledge use if “contention revolves 

around appropriate mechanisms of steering rather than distribution or norms” (Boswell, 

2009, p. 89). Arguably, that is the case for the surplus goal but not the tax credit, as distribu-

tive and normative issues are likely more prevalent concerning matters relating to personal 
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taxes than when dealing with financial frameworks. From this perspective, knowledge use 

concerning the surplus goal is expected to be more intense than concerning the tax credit. 

Since the hypothesised explanation is the reverse, this should facilitate generalisation to 

other fields within, and possibly even outside of, Swedish economic policy. 

Might it even be possible to generalise results to a policymaking outside of the population 

and outside of Sweden? The mediatisation of politics is then a relevant factor. While mediati-

sation to some extent is present in all democracies, a potential problem is that mediatisation 

might be particularly strong in Sweden (Strömbäck, 2014, p. 239). That means that the hypo-

theses are likelier to be true in Sweden than elsewhere. 

Many things can be said about the potential for generalisability and some remarks will also 

be made together with the conclusions. But it is already clear that the best hope for porta-

bility outside the studied cases (and perhaps even outside of economic policy in Sweden) is 

to uncover fruitful mechanisms. 

4.3 Material considerations 

In the following sections the general considerations relating to the choice of material are pre-

sented. However, some specificities relating to search strings in the material are taken up in 

section 5.2 about the comparison. 

All three main data sources (articles, debates and interviews) are in Swedish. Translations 

are made by myself. The entire dataset used in the comparison is available online: 

http://1drv.ms/1FLIwZr.5 

4.3.1 Articles – cohesion and intensity in the media 

Since it is not possible to study all media sources over eight years in detail, a representative 

sample must be drawn. Newspapers are a suitable first delimitation. They are varied in 

terms of political colour and types of reporting, and being written sources they are easy to 

analyse. Compared to other media, newspapers are considered to be less influential than TV 

but more influential than some other sources.6 This ought to mean that studying the press 

will approximately give a result representative for media in general while not being most 

likely to exhibit the hypothesised results. 

                                                      
5 If the dataset is not accessible, please contact the author: mankler@gmail.com.  
6 Data is from 2007/2008 and based on the perceptions of journalists and politicians (Strömbäck, 2014, 
pp. 236-237). 

http://1drv.ms/1FLIwZr
mailto:mankler@gmail.com?subject=Requesting%20access%20to%20Professors,%20papers%20and%20parliaments%20dataset
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The next step is to define which newspapers that should be subject to analysis. Newspapers 

vary along a set of variables. These include whether they are morning or evening papers, 

which political side they ascribe too (a variable that mostly shines through in the editorials, 

see Strömbäck, 2014, p. 239) and where they are geographically situated. To ensure repre-

sentativeness, I should select papers from each of these categories (Esaiasson, Gilljam, 

Oscarsson, & Wängnerud, 2007, p. 216). Despite these efforts the sample might not be per-

fect, but since it is applied equally to both cases any systematic errors should be evened out. 

Taking a snapshot of the five most widely-circulated regular Swedish newspapers turns out 

to give rather good variation in most of the central variables. However, to increase the repre-

sentation of left-wing papers that are also not based in Stockholm, Arbetarbladet is added. The 

circulation of this paper is significantly smaller than the others’ and it will make an impact 

that is undue in relation to its size, but that is acceptable considering that the aim of inclusion 

is to increase representativeness of the sample. 

Newspaper Circulation Details 
Dagens Nyheter 283 000 Day; independent 

liberal 
Aftonbladet 199 000 Evening; independent 

social democrat 

Expressen, including GT and 
Kva ̈llsposten7 

193 000 Evening; liberal 

Go ̈teborgs-Posten 191 000 Day; liberal 
Svenska Dagbladet 160 000 Day; independent 

moderate 
Arbetarbladet  17 000 Day; socialist 

Table 1: Newspapers (Tidningsutgivarna, 2014, p. 5; TS, 2014; Olai, 2014, p. 10) 

Newspapers consist of different types of content, including editorials, debate articles (and 

letters to the press), columns and regular news articles. All will be included so that the full 

effect of the media is captured. 

4.3.2 Debates – knowledge use in politics 

Which kind of debate should be in focus? The greatest collection of systematised and tran-

scribed Swedish policy debates is undoubtedly that of the parliament (the Riksdag). Consid-

ering that the cases fall within national policy, this is a natural focus. Debates in the par-

liament can be of a varying nature but the party leader debates and budget debates are par-

ticularly relevant for the two cases, considering the close connection to economic policy and 

general importance of these debates. However, out of the 771 debates where the tax credit or 

                                                      
7 Since these three papers share editorial staff and often publish identical articles, only “Expressen” is 
included. 
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the surplus goal are mentioned, 314 are interpellation debates (Sveriges riksdag, 2015). The 

prevalence of interpellation debates and the fact they should be of a more detailed nature 

(thus complementing the above-mentioned debates), calls for them to be taken into consider-

ation too. 

The mechanismic links (relating to vote maximisation and public opinion) would break if the 

Members of the Riksdag (MPs) thought nobody watches the debates. But even the inter-

pellation debates have a not negligible number of viewers. According to Sveriges Television 

AB (2015), such debates are “often” televised and have viewing numbers in the range of 

10 000 to 20 000 people (the numbers for budget debates can be several times that). One 

could argue that it would have been advisable to study debates organised by TV channels or 

different kinds of campaign material. However, choosing these forums makes for a least like-

ly selection of material since the hypothesised link to public opinion would presumably give 

a larger effect in more public forums. 

4.3.3 Interviews – mechanism tracing 

When tracing mechanisms, interviews are normally crucial. They should be conducted with 

a close eye for the motivations of the politicians who are using (or not using) knowledge. 

While it is hard to present any concrete rules regarding the design of qualitative interviews, 

the results become more valid if the process is presented in detail (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, 

pp. 32, 285). 

Interviewees are selected from the Members of the Riksdag who were in office during the 

studied period. Considering their importance to the mechanism tracing, it is imperative to 

get a sample that is representative of a wider population of politicians. Therefore 

interviewees should be picked from each side of the political spectrum, belong to parties 

with different cultures, have varying associations to science and be based in different com-

mittees. To ensure that the mechanism tracing can function as a continuation of the compari-

son, all of the interviewees should have been involved in relevant debates. However, the 

extent to which they have referred to research should vary.8 In a study such as this one, it is 

ill-advised to add more interviewees for the sake of quantity since that would render de-

tailed analysis more difficult. A good time to stop is when it is possible to construct a logical 

web of arguments, and adding new interviewees to the mix will not illuminate this further 

(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, pp. 129-130). 

                                                      
8 This can be checked using the data collected for the comparison. 
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Even when applying the above criteria to the 349 Members of the Riksdag, a series of inter-

viewees emerge as possible candidates. For reasons elaborated on in the succeeding para-

graph, the following are selected: 

 Ulla Andersson, Left Party (V) 

 Lennart Axelsson, Social Democratic Party (S) 

 Carl B Hamilton, Liberal People’s Party (FP) 

 Fredrik Schulte, Moderate Party (M) 

Schulte and Hamilton are right-wing politicians who, according to the analysis of the de-

bates, make many references to research. Andersson and Axelsson, on the other hand, are 

left-wing and make fewer references. Hamilton is a particularly interesting interviewee since 

he has now quit office, which could make him more open. He is also a Professor in Econom-

ics. Axelsson, on his hand, is a relevant interviewee because he has expressed his opinions on 

the subjects without being directly involved in economic affairs (he has his main seat in the 

Committee on Health and Welfare). Schulte represents a more rationalistic party than the 

others (Barrling Hermansson, 2004, pp. 107-108). 

It would have been good to increase variation further by adding, say, a left-wing politician 

who makes many references. However, I claim that the sample ensures sufficient variation in 

relevant variables to raise hopes that the mechanisms can be illuminated from different an-

gles and that the sample is reasonably representative of a wider population of politicians. 

In informant interviews such as these, it is fundamentally important to analyse the sources 

critically (Esaiasson, Gilljam, Oscarsson, & Wängnerud, 2007, p. 284). Since the interviewees 

are high-ranking politicians, it should be recognised that they can convey standardised an-

swers or present themselves in an overly positive way (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 163). 

Care is also taken not to unduly guide the interviewees towards specific answers. For in-

stance, the media is initially mentioned sparsely and questions relating directly to the hy-

potheses saved for last. 

To facilitate the detection of novel mechanisms, the interviews should be rather open and the 

answers of the interviewees allowed to steer the interviews to some extent. Still, some ques-

tions will be asked to all MPs in order to make sure that the data stays relevant for the hy-

potheses and that the answers are reasonably comparable. These include questions about 

motivations behind knowledge use and the perception of the media coverage. 

A final remark regarding the interviews is that in order to gather basic information of the 

research, it is necessary to seek those who have deep understanding of this topic: the econo-
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mists. Some of the outcome of these were presented above. Regarding the tax credit, Eva 

Mörk is interviewed. She is a professor at the Department of Economics at Uppsala Uni-

versity and formerly at IFAU. Information with regards to the surplus goal is sought from 

John Hassler, professor in economics at Stockholm University and chairman of the Swedish 

Fiscal Policy Council. Complementary information with a focus on communications work is 

gathered from a second source, Sara Martinson, head of communication at IFAU. These in-

terviewees are thus affiliated with knowledge producers, which might be considered a prob-

lem since they could bias the results in favour of their own conclusions. To compensate for 

this, knowledge on the policies is also sought independently. 

Of prime importance are the ethical aspects and care is taken to confirm the informed con-

sent of the interviewees. For purposes of transparency, the material from the interviews is 

saved and the questions that guide (without commanding) the interviews can be found 

online: http://1drv.ms/1TGTN6X (in Swedish). 

To put it briefly, the material consists of newspaper articles, transcripts of parliamentary 

debates and interviews. In the following two chapters, this material is used for the quasi-

experimental comparison and the mechanism tracing. Each of these chapters begins with 

some final methodological remarks. 

http://1drv.ms/1TGTN6X
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5 Comparison 

The main goal of this chapter is to see if there is a correlation between the variables in the 

hypotheses. This is done through quantitative comparisons of newspaper articles and state-

ments from political debates. 

5.1 Operationalisations of variables 

In order to analyse the cases, the intensity and cohesion of the media coverage, as well as the 

intensity and cohesion (or diversity) of knowledge use in political debates, must be made 

measurable. When devising the operationalisations, the risks for systematic and random 

errors should be minimised (Gerring, 2012, pp. 82-84). 

When applying the operationalisations, the focus should be on the manifest message of the 

text (Esaiasson, Gilljam, Oscarsson, & Wängnerud, 2007, p. 250). This is because it is in what 

is said, rather than what is not said, that the link to public opinion emerges.  

5.1.1 Intensity 

Intensity is a simple measure of how frequently the media and politicians refer to relevant 

research, more specifically articles and statements with (1) references to specific research findings, 

(2) general remarks about existing scientific knowledge or (3) comments by researchers, all count to-

wards intensity. 

The above implies that even general remarks like “science shows that…” count towards in-

tensity, as long as they relate directly to the relevant topic. However, if an article only in-

cludes remarks like “this policy is good for…” or “I have experienced that…”, “bedömare 

consider…” or refers to simple statistics, it does not count towards intensity. Such references 

are considered too remote from the definition of science herein. However, even non-scientific 

references are considered scientific if they are uttered by someone in the capacity of re-

searcher. 

When analysing the media, should knowledge produced by interest groups and ministries 

count? No knowledge is neutral and considering the width of the definition of science, politi-

cised science should be included just like any other knowledge. However, to be able to test 

for variation, articles with a predominance of knowledge produced by political actors are 

coded as such. The Swedish Fiscal Policy Council, IFAU is an example of an independent, 

neutral agency. However, organisations like labour unions and the government itself are not. 
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Another aspect that needs to be taken into account is the magnitude of the media reference. 

Since the hypotheses relate to public opinion, articles that are perceived to have a higher im-

pact on it should be regarded as having a higher intensity. 

Measurement using the above operationalisation yield quantities: a number of articles for the 

media and a number of statements for the parliamentary debates. These figures are then 

compared with each other (for both cases), to see if there is a correlation between the inten-

sity of knowledge use in the media and in politics. 

5.1.2 Cohesion 

Cohesion tells us the degree of consensus or unity in the media coverage, and the diversity of 

knowledge use in politics. To measure this, articles and statements in debates are classified 

according to the nature of their knowledge claims. A knowledge claim is anything that falls 

within the description of intensity above, such as a reference to research. Individual articles 

and statements are analysed to see if the knowledge claims they contain are predominately 

(1) positive about the policy or (2) are negative about it. If all articles have positive knowledge 

claims, the cohesion is at its maximum. 

Some articles and statements are neither clearly positive nor clearly negative. To accommo-

date for such situations while also making the analysis more reliable and transparent, one 

can increase the number of values on the variables (Esaiasson, Gilljam, Oscarsson, & 

Wängnerud, 2007, p. 231). However, this has the drawback that it can become even less clear 

which value to give to a unit. Therefore, I restrict myself to adding a third and final category: 

(3) nuanced claims. This includes articles and statements that have a rough balance of positive 

and negative knowledge claims. Units with contradictory claims and claims pointing out the 

uncertainty in the research also belong here. 

It is the dominating perspective of the references in one article or statement that should be 

guiding (cf. Esaiasson, Gilljam, Oscarsson, & Wängnerud, 2007, p. 234). Thus articles and 

statements with some negative knowledge claims still count as positive if the dominating 

perspective is positive. A consequence of this is that all references to the same report should 

not necessarily be classified in the same category. Furthermore, in light of the focus on the 

media coverage of research, any argumentation not relating to knowledge in an article is ir-

relevant. 

The coding of knowledge claims generates values on a nominal scale, which is why cohesion 

can easily be measured using the Index of Qualitative Variation (IQV): 
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𝐼𝑄𝑉 =
1 − ∑ 𝑝𝑗

2𝑘
𝑗=1

(𝑘 − 1)/𝑘
 

Sigma indicates “sum over”, j a value and k is the maximum number of possible values (i.e. 

2, since the nuanced claims are counted separately). pj shows the proportion of observations 

that make a certain knowledge claim. The IQV varies between 0 and 1, where 0 is no dis-

persion and 1 is maximal dispersion. The inverted IQV is an adequate measurement of co-

hesion and is called the cohesion value. 

5.1.3 The comparability of the policies 

To make the results comparable, the focus must be narrowed somewhat – otherwise the 

more multifaceted of the policies would score higher in intensity by default. Therefore the 

general feasibility of the two policies is put forward as the focus. For the EITCS, this is com-

plemented by its effects on levels of employment. The latter addition is done because it is one of 

the main things that should be considered when assessing the tax credit (Dagens Nyheter, 

2011b). As such, it is a good proxy for the general feasibility. 

When the cases were introduced, it was noted that even though the basic economic theory 

about EITCs is solid, empirical studies in a Swedish context have not managed to gather con-

clusive evidence. Seeing that there is a diversity in the research, knowledge claims of differ-

ent types are to be expected. The positive, negative and nuanced claims introduced in the 

operationalisations can therefore be concretised as follows: 

 Positive: E.g. positive general effects or positive effects on employment, even though 

exact figures might be uncertain; the policy is expensive but worth it. 

 Negative: E.g. policy has no effects or detrimental effects. 

 Nuanced: E.g. policy is working but still not worth it, the tax credit has worked up 

until now but further steps should not be taken. 

Regarding the surplus goal, economists stand firmly by some sort of cap on national ex-

penditure, while the exact design of such a target is contested. For this reason different types 

of knowledge claims are to be expected. Adapting the criteria used for the EITC above to the 

surplus goal, the different knowledge claims are specified as follows: 

 Positive: E.g. current goal is good. 

 Negative: E.g. current goal is not good or in need of reform. 

 Nuanced: E.g. calls for evaluation. 

Summing up the last few sections, the hypotheses have now been operationalised and the 

two policies made sufficiently precise to be comparable. 
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5.2 Search strings and dataset 

With the operationalisations now in place, the final details about the material can be pre-

sented. The articles are collected using structured searches in a media archive: Retriever 

(2015). The search string is intended to capture articles mentioning any of the commonly 

used Swedish names of the policies – but only when paired with the truncated varieties of 

the Swedish words for research/researcher for science, university, economist, study, expert, 

report, professor and economics. The settings are made so that articles using any of words 

for the policies within 20 words of any research-related words yield results.9 

Tax credit:(jobbskatteavdrag* or jobbavdrag*) NEAR/20 
(forsk* or vetenskap* or universitet* or högskol* or 

"ekonom" or "ekonomer" or studie* or expert* or rapport* 

or professor* or nationalekonom*) 

Surplus goal: (överskottsmål*) NEAR/20 (forsk* or 
vetenskap* or universitet* or högskol* or "ekonom" or 

"ekonomer" or studie* or expert* or rapport* or 

professor* or nationalekonom*) 

While this search method means that some relevant articles are not captured (skewing inten-

sity downwards), that is justified since it eliminates many of the articles where the two 

words are mentioned in completely different contexts, which makes the analysis consider-

ably more effective. However, the threat to validity should be minor since the search terms 

should be similarly relevant to both cases (both belonging to economic policy), meaning that 

any missed data should affect both cases equally or randomly. 

For the three types of parliamentary debates, data is sourced from the Riksdag webpage: 

Sveriges Riksdag (2015). Searches are made for debates were any of the names (see above) of 

the policies are mentioned, within the chosen time period. Within the transcription of these 

debates, all statements (inlägg) where the names of any of the policies are mentioned are 

read.10 Debates that explicitly deal with the relevant topic are read in their entirety. Then any 

statements matching the operationalisation of intensity are added to the dataset and their 

knowledge claims classified. 

Copies of all articles and links to the debates can be reached through the dataset: 

http://1drv.ms/1FLIwZr. 

                                                      
9 Going higher than 20 yields more results without necessarily improving validity, since the balance 
between the cases would roughly remain the same. 
10  This means that some references where the topics are only indirectly mentioned are missed, 
skewing the intensity of references downwards. However, the effect is presumably the same for both 
cases. 

http://1drv.ms/1FLIwZr
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5.3 Interpretation of the material 

In the following sections, the considerations made when analysing the material are pre-

sented. The aim is to increase the reliability and transparency of the results. All considera-

tions cannot be presented here. Therefore the dataset (see the link above) not only includes 

the classification of each unit of analysis, but also comments about tricky cases. Valid state-

ments by politicians in debates are included in the dataset and referred to in footnotes. 

5.3.1 Tax credit 

Media 

Using the time period and sources outlined above, a total number of 4 808 articles mention-

ing the tax credit are found, out of which 307 match the search criteria and are found in the 

dataset. Some of these are easier to code than others. A column by economist Lars Calmfors, 

where the ingress begins with “All evidence indicates that the tax credit creates more jobs” is 

an example of an article with clear and major references (Dagens Nyheter, 2013b). 

Most articles that do not count towards intensity belong to any of four categories. There are 

claims that do not include references to knowledge (e.g. Expressen, 2013b), articles with ref-

erences to knowledge on irrelevant aspects of the tax credit (i.e. not relating to general effects 

or effects on employment, e.g. Göteborgs-Posten, 2010) and references that relate to foreign 

contexts (Dagens Nyheter, 2012). Finally, some references are simply too unclear. The com-

ment “Remove the state tax on high incomes, rather than continuing with another tax credit” 

attributed to a scientist is not valid (Dagens Nyheter, 2011a). Since all it says is that there is 

another reform that is more pressing, it is almost devoid of information. 

Regarding the cohesion, articles such as “Difficult to establish the effects of reforms” are 

coded as positive despite their headlines if the dominating perspective of the research in the 

articles is clearly positive (Svenska Dagbladet, 2014). However, in Expressen (2013a) an 

economist simply claims that “it is difficult to establish how large the effects have been”, 

making it a nuanced claim. Finally, some articles have predominantly negative claims and 

are coded as such. This includes articles like Dagens Nyheter (2008), where the general ar-

gument is positive but where all valid references are negative. 

Politics 

The search for parliamentary debates about the tax credit yielded 308 interpellation debates, 

19 party leader debates and 15 budget debates.11 Understanding which statements that count 

                                                      
11 Links are found in the dataset. 
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towards intensity is most easily done if one looks at those that do not: First to be excluded 

are comments about the tax credit that do not relate to its consequences and that instead deal 

with things like who the policy has targeted. Second, many references relate to irrelevant 

consequences (i.e. they do not deal with the general feasibility or the total level of employ-

ment, but with things like income equality). Third, sometimes the link to the tax credit is too 

diffuse, like when Anders Borg makes remarks about employment without bringing up the 

EITC (Sveriges riksdag, 2008). Fourth, sometimes MPs claim that the tax credits have had 

certain effects, without referring to science. Instead, pure statistics or comparisons with other 

countries are presented; “Everything indicates that the tax credits have meant higher em-

ployment…” (Sveriges riksdag, 2014, Jörgen Andersson). However, when statistics are used 

in conjunction with comments about research reports, the statement is of course included: 

“The studies … [show] that the tax credit has led to between 80 000 and 120 000 fewer un-

employed.”12  

Conversely, the policy is sometimes questioned without referring to science. A common ap-

proach is to point to the allegedly high unemployment, and claim that this proves that the 

tax credit does not work. This can be contrasted with statements where the existence of posi-

tive science is explicitly questioned. Since those are remarks about existing scientific 

knowledge, they are included even though they do not relate to specific research findings. 

An example is the following: “There is no science that says that more jobs have been created 

because of the tax credits.”13 In short, the classification of intensity is quite strict, meaning 

that it is likelier to have been underestimated than overestimated. 

Moving on to cohesion, it is usually quite easy to see if a valid reference is positive or nega-

tive. The challenge is mainly to tell the difference between negative and nuanced claims. For 

instance, when referring to a report and disparagingly noting that “the result cannot credibly 

be attributed to the tax credit”14, this is a negative reference. However, when Pia Nilsson 

refers to the same report and also points out that the institute notes that “it is very difficult to 

evaluate any employment effects” it counts as a nuanced reference.15 The same goes for the 

statements that question the existence of positive science (see above). 

                                                      
12 Dataset: Carl B Hamilton, 2011-09-20. 
13 Dataset: Peter Persson, 2014-03-25. 
14 Dataset: Peter Persson, first statement, 2012-02-14. 
15 Dataset: Pia Nilsson, second statement, 2013-11-22. 
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Looking to the remaining positive statements, the coding is fairly simple. The vast majority 

of them are references used to underline that jobs have been created, and that any negative 

consequences are reasonable. Borg made a total of 53 statements along these lines. 

5.3.2 Surplus goal 

Media 

632 articles mention the surplus goal during the relevant period, out of which 65 are picked 

up by the search. Perhaps the clearest example of an article with major references is one 

where the headline reads “Economists say: Abandon the surplus goal” (Svenska Dagbladet, 

2013). Considerably less clear but still coded as valid is a column with a lengthy argument 

about the policy, but with only one reference to economists that criticise it (Dagens Nyheter, 

2007a). 

Many of the examined articles are rejected even though they include references to science. In 

most cases, this is because they deal with the issue of whether the goal is reached or not (see 

e.g. Dagens Nyheter (2007b). 

Most articles have predominantly negative references. This category includes articles argu-

ing for reform, such as a column written by renowned economist Lars Calmfors (Dagens 

Nyheter, 2013a). On the other hand, some articles argue in favour of the goal, but only sup-

ply research references that are critical of it (see e.g. Göteborgs-Posten, 2013b). They are 

therefore coded as negative. Finally, articles calling for an evaluation of the policy are classi-

fied as nuanced, with Göteborgs-Posten (2013a) being one example. 

Politics 

The analysis of political debates about the tax credit covers 27 interpellation debates, 10 par-

ty leader debates and 12 budget debates.16 An example of a valid reference is when Ulla 

Andersson says “Ever more people, including both LO and TCO as well as many economists 

on both the left and right, are now joining the Left Party in our demand to change the frame-

works”; a clearly negative claim.17 A comment by Bo Bernhardsson is similar in essence but 

less categorical, therefore being classified as nuanced. 

A reply by Carl B Hamilton serves as an example of a statement that is not accepted as a 

valid knowledge reference: “My question to Bo Bernhardsson is: What does it mean to revisit 

the surplus goal? One cannot refer to a discussion between economists. The question is what 

                                                      
16 Links are found in the dataset. 
17 Dataset: Ulla Andersson, 2013-04-15. 
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it means in politics to revisit the goal.” (Sveriges riksdag, 2014) While this argument relates 

to science, it does not fall within the operationalisation of intensity. 

The vast majority of arguments do not relate at all to the issue of the feasibility of the goal. 

Instead, they either relate to whether the goal was reached or not by the government, or are 

plain assertions that one’s party is faithful to the goal. The fact that many (albeit invalid) 

statements are picked up shows that the structured searches are operative for the surplus 

goal. 

5.4 Results of the comparison 

5.4.1 Intensity 

The media analysis shows that the intensity is considerably higher for the tax credit (121 arti-

cles) than for the surplus goal (33 articles). While the picture changes somewhat when taking 

into account that roughly half (16) the articles about the surplus goal have major references 

(against roughly a sixth, 22, for the EITC), the difference between the intensities is considera-

ble and resonates with the expectations about the cases. 

The media intensity correlates with the use in the political debates. While 146 statements (out 

of 1 875 mentions) about the EITC included references to knowledge, only 3 such statements 

were detected for the surplus goal (despite the fact that the word surplus goal was men-

tioned 295 times in the debates). The predicted pattern thus holds.  

5.4.2 Cohesion 

Moving on to the cohesion and diversity, the media coverage of the surplus goal is much more 

cohesive than that of the tax credit: the surplus goal has a cohesion value of 0.51 with a large 

majority of negative articles (4 positive and 24 negative). Furthermore, only 5 articles about 

the surplus goal have nuanced claims. The cohesion of the tax credit coverage is considerably 

lower at 0.2. Most articles, 57, have predominately positive claims but 22 still have pre-

dominately negative claims. In addition, there are a full 42 articles with predominately nu-

anced claims. In other words, the media coverage of research relating to the tax credit is 

more diverse than the coverage of the surplus goal.18 

The diversity of references in political debates is difficult to measure since there are so few 

statements about the surplus goal. Therefore it is not possible to draw conclusions about cor-

                                                      
18 It should be pointed out that left-wing papers are more negative to the tax credit than their right-
wing counterparts (43 percent negative articles in the social democratic and socialist press, and 
11 percent in the liberal and moderate papers). Debate articles have been excluded. 
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relations. But looking at the debates about tax credit, it is interesting to note that the distribu-

tion of comments hints at exceedingly politicised debates: right-wing politicians made al-

most only positive comments (95) and their left-wing counterparts made mostly nuanced 

statements (41 statements pointing out uncertainty in science, 9 negative statements and 1 

positive statement). This highly diverse knowledge use resonates with the low cohesion of 

the media coverage. 

In short, due to the low number of references to knowledge in parliamentary debates about 

the surplus goal, it is not possible to say anything firm about correlations between cohesion 

of references in the media and in politics. However, there are indications of a “corridor of 

knowledge use” when it comes to the tax credit. 

5.4.3 Complementing findings 

The results above are the main outcomes of the comparison, but a few related findings have 

relevance to the research question. First, on three occasions, knowledge claims in the media 

were referred to directly by politicians. An example is when Carl B Hamilton referred to a 

column by economist Lars Calmfors.19 Second, knowledge use by politicians and (to a lesser 

extent) in newspapers is strongly connected to party affiliation. The instances of knowledge 

claims opposite to the party line can be counted on 10 fingers. Third, the media or Members 

of the Riksdag sometimes make opposing knowledge claims based on the same source. The 

IFAU report which highlights the difficulty in drawing conclusions about the effects of the 

tax credit is a case in point. 

Fourth, looking at the longitudinal dimension, the publication of the IFAU report on the tax 

credit might have positively influenced the intensity of knowledge use, but no evidence has 

been found that it influenced the distribution of knowledge claims.20 Fifth, 18 of the valid 

articles have references only to politicised researchers, e.g. researchers working for trade 

unions. Furthermore, a number of debate articles are written by political actors. Such articles 

could potentially have effects that vary between politicians from different parties. 

Regarding the two main confounders stated earlier, the initial presentations of the two poli-

cies showed that the certainty of the research is held rather constant between the cases, mak-

ing it possible to write it off as a large problem. However, the general media coverage is 

                                                      
19 Dataset: Carl B Hamilton, 2013-01-29. 
20 The number of references per year is higher from 2012 and onwards both in the media and in the 
debates. Media: 68 references 2006-2011 and 53 references 2012-2014. Debates: 62 references 2006-2011 
and 84 references 2012-2014. 
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trickier. The comparison has not sufficiently isolated the media coverage of science. This will 

have to be addressed in the more in-depth analysis in the next section. 
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6 Mechanism tracing 

The interviewees, selected to be representative of a wider population of politicians, are cen-

tral to this chapter. Evidence (belägg) in the form of motives uttered by them is fundamental 

when tracing mechanisms. A distinction between statements of motives (uttered by the ac-

tors themselves and relating directly to the relevant issues) and more general assertions (also 

uttered by the actors but only indirectly related to the issue) should be made (Hadenius, 

1984, pp. 149-151). Clearly, since the hypotheses are of a rather general nature (tracing be-

haviours rather than specific decisions), most evidence here is made up of general assertions. 

What is then important is that the proximity and bias of the actors are tested. Moreover, 

while it is rather difficult when it comes to general assertions, the concurrence between what 

is said and what is done should be assessed whenever possible (Hadenius, 1984, pp. 161-

174). In order to facilitate tracing along these lines, tentative mechanismic chains are now 

proposed. 

The theory can be concretised through the described macro-micro-macro structure into a 

series of ideal-type steps. After a critical discussion involving the considerations presented 

above and the representativeness of the informants, the correspondence between the ideal-

type steps and the actual results of the tracing helps determine the support for the hypothe-

ses. This is presented in section 6.7, called “The chain revisited”. 

In line with Öberg (1994, pp. 34-36), I argue that the success of this endeavour hinges on the 

analysis being logically weaved together using arguments and evidence. This places high 

demands on the analysis but also implies a looser relationship to the variables and the mate-

rial (the interviewees will not always remember when and where they read or said things). 

To ascertain transparency in the light of this, it is important to report all evidence. 

The hypotheses are clearly focused on actions, making the micro-micro action-formation 

mechanisms most important. Nonetheless, only situational mechanisms can describe how 

politicians take in and perceive the media coverage – a prerequisite for usage. Micro-macro 

transformational mechanisms, while potentially interesting objects for future studies, are 

here assumed to be the simple aggregation of individual knowledge use into many instances 

of knowledge use. This adds up to the following steps: 

 Intensity 

(1) Situational mechanism: Actors perceive the intensity of media coverage of re-

search  
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(2) Action-formation mechanism: Actors think that media attention to research 

increases voters’ demand for rationality  Actors use more references (be-

cause they are vote maximising) 

 Cohesion 

(1) Situational mechanism: Actors perceive the content of the media coverage of 

research  Actors see it as a proxy for public opinion  

(2) Action-formation mechanism: Actors think they can vote maximise by align-

ing knowledge use to what the public thinks  Actors adapt the type of 

knowledge use to the media coverage 

Studies based on mechanisms should ideally test alternative explanations (Teorell & 

Svensson, 2007, p. 249). However, since evidence pointing at other explanatory factors than 

those I envisage does not falsify the hypotheses (I make no claims at presenting a necessary 

and sufficient explanation for knowledge use) it is not necessary to reject them all. Consider-

ing the theory-building ambitions of the thesis, counterevidence can even enrich the analysis 

– insofar as any new findings can be tested on other materials. On the other hand, it is worth-

while to focus some energy on the two most important confounders: the general media 

coverage and the certainty of the science. 

At the outset of the analysis, the situational mechanisms (do the interviewees take in the me-

dia coverage and use it as a proxy for public opinion?) must be established. It must also be 

established if the politicians use any references whatsoever, and if they engage in vote 

maximisation. After these steps, the action-formation mechanisms relating to the effects of 

intensity and cohesion of the media coverage of research findings can be examined. 

6.1 The perception of the media coverage 

I argue that awareness of the intensity and cohesion (i.e. content) of the media coverage of 

research presents an opportunity for politicians to use knowledge in debates. For this to 

work, it must be shown that politicians are aware of the coverage and, for the cohesion, that 

they see it as a proxy for what the public thinks. 

A first piece of evidence indicating the policymakers are aware if the media coverage of sci-

ence was presented in the results of the comparison: at three occasions, politicians referred to 

science as it had been presented in the media. This finding corresponds well with remarks 

and motives by the interviewees, e.g. by Lennart Axelsson (Telephone interview, 2015): 

I can recall a number of examples of where reports about different things have been 
published and used immediately in plenary debates – where [the Members] have 
brought newspapers and waved with them… 
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Seeing that Axelsson presumably has nothing to gain from pointing that out, it is likely that 

at least some politicians are aware of the coverage. This is confirmed by statements from 

several other interviewees, including Carl B Hamilton (Interview, 2015) who brought up the 

following (without any prior hint from the interviewer except that the word “media” had 

been mentioned): 

…or else you read in the media. … Within my field, if you read Dagens Nyheter, 
Svenska Dagbladet and Dagens Industri, and take in what you get sent to you by 
the central bank and so on, then you get a rather good picture. 

The media can thus alert Hamilton of new findings (after which he says that he studies the 

source material). In the debates studied he actually referred directly to research in the media 

at one occasion.21 Seeing that he is an economist and arguably less likely than others to get 

information about economic research through the mass media specifically, that is an interest-

ing finding. Ulla Andersson (Telephone interview, 2015) argues in a very similar way, re-

marking that “the media is, at any rate, not the most significant source of information about 

science, but it is a good one.” It does not seem as important to Axelsson, although he con-

firmed its usefulness after a direct question from the interviewer and, as already pointed out, 

noted that it is sometimes used directly in debates. 

On the other hand, there are also reasons to be hesitant about the importance of the media as 

a source of information on research. Sara Martinson (Interview, 2015), communications man-

ager at IFAU, downplays the importance of the media and their own communications work, 

and assert that party offices in the parliament read reports out of interest. But while this is 

the case for Andersson (who is the Left Party spokesperson for economic policy), Axelsson 

(who does not hold a seat in the Committee on Finance) rejects that it is so. Axelsson also 

does not read scholarly journals on economy, although he claims to stay up-to-date on mat-

ters relating to his main field; social policy. Hence, the relative importance of the media 

might be higher for those who do not work directly with the topics. 

Another way of approaching the question of whether the interviewees perceive the media 

coverage of research is to see if they can reproduce it. The answer to this is tentatively 

affirmative: Hamilton notes that the coverage of the surplus goal mainly deals with whether 

it is reached or not, whereas he claims that new findings about the tax credit have been more 

thoroughly and faithfully reported. Fredrik Schulte (Interview, 2015) claims that the surplus 

goal coverage favours reform, whereas he agrees that the media on the surplus goal is di-

                                                      
21 Dataset: Carl B Hamilton, 2013-01-29. 
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vided (the usability of this statement is, however, reduced since the interviewer had already 

mentioned this fact). Axelsson notes that the media coverage of the tax credit, at least with 

regards to statistics etc., has been intense and diverse. 

Andersson, an MP who puts considerably less emphasis on research than Hamilton and 

Schulte do, claims that the coverage of the surplus goal consists of “short reporting” without 

much detail. Axelsson agrees, although he is mainly referring to a general lack of scientific 

advice on the surplus goal. Andersson is even more critical of the tax credit coverage, which 

she claims misses the deeper functioning of the policy and rather one-sidedly focuses on the 

benefits of lowered taxes. Considering the large number of articles with nuanced or un-

certain claims, this cannot be considered fully correct. This could be due to a biased reading 

of the media. 

It seems, then, that the interviewees did not perfectly capture the content of the coverage. 

Still the majority of them captured the essential bits, including the fact that the reporting 

about the tax credit research was more intense. 

To summarise the section, the media is not the only and perhaps not even the most im-

portant source of information on scientific results used by politicians, but it is nevertheless 

used by several of the interviewees – even by a professor like Hamilton. It can be concluded 

that the actors perceive the intensity, and to some extent the cohesion, of the media coverage. 

6.2 Media as a proxy 

The second hypothesis states that awareness of the cohesion of the media coverage should be 

used by politicians to gauge public opinion. There is practical evidence for this, but also ar-

guments against it. When asked directly about whether the media can give an indication 

about public opinion, Schulte provides the following answer: 

I doubt that. Sometimes it can be the exact opposite, it depends on the question. The 
media are generally very thesis driven. It is clearly so that they are in many cases 
promoting claims that are the opposite of what the Swedish people thinks. 

Schulte’s comment should, however, be seen in the light of the fact that he previously de-

plored that the media presented figures on unemployment in an unfaithful way, which 

shows that he, to some extent is disillusioned, by the media – a characteristic not necessarily 

shared by politicians in general. Also, his scepticism is not reflected in his view on the tax 

credit (since he thinks that both the public and the media are split on the issue), nor in the 
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fact that he talks about an “interplay” between the media, public opinion and politicians. 

Axelsson seconds the latter point: 

[The media] also chooses which [perspective on unemployment figures] that they 
think it is important to present. And of course that is what people read, and then it 
also, to some extent, shapes what one thinks. 

Other interviewees point out that it is always difficult to know what the public thinks about 

issues. Andersson and Hamilton say that the discussions in elite forums can differ substan-

tially from public opinion. Hamilton highlights editorials, whereas Andersson underscores 

that “it is very difficult to tell where public opinion is at.” On the other hand, Andersson and 

Axelsson value local newspapers and letters to the press (insändare) as proxies. 

One way of telling if the media is used as a proxy for public opinion is to see if it is perceived 

to influence it. Strömbäck (2014, pp. 237-238) showed that over 90 percent of Swedish MPs 

believe that the press has a “large influence” over the public. The interviewees agree with 

this. For instance, Axelsson remarks that “the more who write something, the more true it 

will get, in a way”. According to Hamilton, it is mainly television that matters: televised ap-

pearances can turn the tide of a larger debate or ruin the career of a minister. Newspapers, in 

his view, are mainly important in that they follow up on TV coverage – although the fact that 

he generally referred to newspapers rather than TV hints that the former are still important 

to him. 

To sum up, while one interviewee asserts that the media is a bad proxy for public opinion, 

this is contradicted by the fact that most interviewees see an interplay between the media 

and the public. This should still make it a useful factor to take into account for a vote max-

imising politician.22 

6.3 The use of references 

All interviewees agree that research is important in politics, but the degree of usage and the 

motivations for this vary. According to Hamilton, there is a battle for the picture of reality 

(verklighetsbilden) between politicians, in which facts become important. Schulte says that the 

use of facts grants “intellectual legitimacy” to his position – a statement that seems natural 

for a member of a rationalistic party. 

                                                      
22 Before moving on from the interviewees’ reading of the media, it should be reported that some 
evidence for politicians using newspapers based on their political views was found. Whereas 
Andersson referred to a left-wing paper (Arbetet), Hamilton used liberal papers (Dagens Nyheter, 
Svenska Dagbladet and Financial Times). 
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Andersson, while conceding that references to research can “reinforce” one’s argument, 

thinks that they can make the debate opaque to the viewer. She is also critical of the practise 

of only quoting research when it supports one’s argument, and claims that she therefore pre-

fers not to use it – a statement that corresponds well with the data on her knowledge use. 

Axelsson argues along similar lines but claims to use it to a greater extent, since “it is good if 

one can refer to someone who has examined the issues in depth.” In sum, whereas Hamilton 

and Schulte, and to a slightly lower extent Axelsson, highlight the value of making refer-

ences to research in debates, Andersson is more sceptical. This is an expected conclusion 

given the outcome of the analysis of the debates. 

6.3.1 Non-absolute adherence to science 

A perfect adherence to research would leave very little room for influence by the media. It is 

therefore interesting to observe that Schulte for “principal reasons” sometimes departs from 

scientific conclusions and that Hamilton asserts that “a good politician cannot make himself 

or herself a slave under the choice of elasticity”, meaning that unconditional adherence to re-

search is not desirable. Hamilton and Schulte explain their point using the tax on real estate 

(fastighetsskatten) as an example. In Hamilton’s view, a negative public opinion made it un-

feasible to stick to economists’ unanimous advice to keep the tax. For this reason, Schulte 

contrasts the tax on real estate with the EITC, even though he thinks that both policies have 

strong scientific support. This shows that not even politicians who (judging by their profes-

sion or party affiliation) value research highly always obey it. 

6.4 Vote maximisation 

Vote maximisation has been put forward as the central ideal-type mechanism. While a thor-

ough analysis of this can only be done after all proposed steps have been studied, a few 

things can be said about it in isolation. In their respective interviews, both Hamilton and 

Schulte claim that they want to shape public opinion rather than follow it. If this is correct, 

the mechanismic links break. However, in view of their rationalistic backgrounds, it is likely 

that they want to present themselves as more independent from public opinion than they 

actually are. The fact that Schulte speaks of an interplay between the media, politicians and 

public opinion means that he concedes that it is not a matter of one-way effects. Hamilton 

mentions that one of his driving forces is that he wants his voters to think that “yes, my par-

ty has the right views, and today Hamilton is on a roll!” – certainly an indication of vote 

maximisation. 
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Similarly, Andersson claims to both follow and shape public opinion, where the latter takes 

precedence in issues of great ideological importance. Axelsson also reports doing both 

things, but he underlines the impact of public opinion by claiming that politicians who are 

perceived not to listen to people “will not serve for long.” 

In sum, there are good reasons to believe that politicians, to some extent, vote maximise in 

line with the proposed definition. 

The above sections show that the first parts of the mechanismic chains are present, but how 

does the intensity and cohesion of the media coverage affect knowledge use? That is the sub-

ject of the next two sections. Here all discovered mechanisms are presented – whether they 

match the predictions or not. 

6.5 Intensity of knowledge use 

When politicians have taken in the intensity of the media coverage of science, the first hypo-

thesis states that they should equate high intensity with a call for rationality from voters. 

Aiming to maximise votes, they should then adapt the intensity of knowledge use in debates. 

Is this prediction supported by the empirics? 

6.5.1 Openness 

An illuminating first finding is that there are several indications that the media can affect the 

amount of references by politicians. Hamilton, who was a Member of the Riksdag between 

1991 and 2014, claims that there has been an evolution in the parliamentary debates since 

they were first televised: 

CBH: It is a quite important change actually, because it affects the MPs. They speak 
not only to each other and to the protocol, but it is transmitted over the internet. … 
It has probably changed things for the better. 
AM: Please define “for the better”. 
CBH: Well … you do not attempt to use as many simple rhetorical tricks. 

Importantly, he also maintains that the MPs participating in debates are now more well-read, 

showing that he links rationality to his point. On the other hand, as shown by their answers 

to a question about whether they think the openness of a debate affects the use of know-

ledge, Axelsson and Schulte share a divergent opinion: 

No, I don't believe that. I think that, if one refers to science – I think and hope that 
most politicians who do that, do it because they have found out that science says ex-
actly that. (Schulte, Interview, 2015) 
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While Schulte’s comment is partly in contrast with Hamilton’s observation, recall that he 

sometimes reaches different conclusions than researchers do. That shows that even Schulte 

can adapt his knowledge use, reducing the credibility of the statement. On the other hand, 

the trend observed by Hamilton could also be explained by an increased output of research 

(which Hamilton himself claims happened during the same period). 

With the available data it is not possible to test if Hamilton’s assertion is correct, but that is 

not what is most important. What matters is that for Hamilton – a proximate actor who em-

phasises the inherent value of research and who should also have no interest in overempha-

sising the rationality of other politicians – openness increases demands on rationality (even if 

he does not concede that he himself has changed his behaviour). That means that it is proba-

ble that other politicians argue in a similar way. 

However, his point does not constitute evidence for the hypotheses. Rather, it connects very 

well with Lundin & Öberg’s (2014) point about the influence of public attention. It also puts 

light on vote maximisation: the main change of televising debates is that it links the MPs 

with their voters, and any subsequent adaption of knowledge use is likely to relate to this. 

The analysis must continue, not least because this mechanism relating to openness cannot 

explain why there were so few references to knowledge in the debate on the surplus goal 

(these debates are televised just like those about the tax credit). 

6.5.2 Learning 

Falleti & Lynch (2009, p. 1150) bring up learning as a mechanism. While this is not directly 

related to vote maximisation, the material supplies rather strong evidence for it. In 

Hamilton’s view, knowledge conveyed via the media can make him re-evaluate positions: “It 

is obvious that one, as a politician, must be flexible to new information.” Andersson makes a 

similar point. She declares to have made one of relatively few references to science during a 

press conference (and, as the analysis of the debates showed, during a plenary session) after 

inter alia economic journalists had started to subscribe to reform of the surplus goal, just like 

the Left Party already did. The fact that Andersson uses research in this way is particularly 

interesting since she – according to herself and the analysis herein – uses it only rarely. If one 

adds the evidence (presented above) that politicians use the media as a source for in-

formation on research findings, the conclusion is that the learning mechanism is promising. 

6.5.3 Room 

Sufficient space and time for deliberation can also matter for knowledge use. Andersson 

maintains that she expresses herself differently in forums that permit more in-depth explana-
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tions than in competitive forums. Specifically in small-scale party meetings, she can use re-

search to explain her position. This behaviour is seemingly unrelated to vote maximisation 

and it shows that one should be careful when drawing conclusions about the latter. 

6.6 Diversity of knowledge use 

It has already been shown that the coverage of science can be used as a proxy for public 

opinion – now it must be tested if politicians exercise vote maximisation by adapting their 

knowledge claims to this. This relates to the second hypothesis. 

6.6.1 Opportunity 

The material provides a non-negligible amount of evidence implying that politicians adapt 

their knowledge claims after the media. Schulte captures the basics of this argument. Re-

ferring to his opponents’ use of research on the EITC, he asserts the following: 

It is delicate (vanskligt) because one can cherry-pick – one can choose a report and 
then refer vaguely to it, and take it out of context so to speak. 

This behaviour strongly resembles one of the reasons Andersson reports for not using sci-

ence in debates. It also resonates with comments by Professor Eva Mörk (Interview, 2015) on 

exaggerations and understatements in politicians’ comments on tax credit research, as well 

as recurring remarks by Axelsson about selective use of research: 

One always uses science for one’s own ends. And it is also a problem, I guess, that 
both sides, if they have different opinions about things, can use research that they 
have found and that supports their own theory. That is self-evident. (Axelsson, 
Telephone interview, 2015) 

The surprisingly frank statements about cherry-picking above correspond well with the pre-

vious finding that different Members of the Riksdag sometimes refer to the same report to 

substantiate different positions. But can this be related to the media? So it seems. First of all, 

recall the multiple statements about the media’s influence on the public and politics. These 

are concretised by Schulte: 

If the media has championed a thesis, it becomes easier for a politician to argue for it 
– even if the thesis is complete lunacy. 

Schulte exemplifies with the media discourse on unemployment in the election-year 2014, 

which he considers misleading, making it “very easy for Social democrats to say ‘look, it says 

so in the papers’” when criticising the former government for high unemployment levels. 
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Hamilton similarly notes that politicians can read media references to research that “match 

their argumentation” and use this as a weapon with which to attack, for instance, a minister. 

All told, the media coverage of research can open up for cherry-picking and increase the di-

versity of knowledge use, through an opportunity mechanism. The motivation Axelsson 

supplies, “because you want people to believe in what you stand for”, shows that the 

mechanism can have a clear relation with vote maximisation. 

6.6.2 Alignment 

It can be observed that Schulte, the politician who most strongly puts forward the connection 

between the media and selective knowledge, also emphasises the importance of knowledge 

use. This dualism is reflected in the fact that, apart from Axelsson, the interviewees talk 

about cherry-picking as something that politicians in general do but that they do not engage 

in themselves: Hamilton strongly asserts that he does not make things up and Andersson 

prefers to argue without referring to research instead of engaging in selective knowledge 

use. How does this add up? A denial that someone does frowned-upon things should always 

be taken with a pinch of salt due to the risk of bias. The evidence presented above, that 

Hamilton and Schulte depart from research results concerning the tax on real estate, shows 

that even rationalistic MPs can adapt their knowledge use23 in an unscientific way. 

Hamilton explicitly justifies the departure from the research by referring to a negative public 

opinion. Importantly, when he explains how he knew that public opinion was negative, he 

gives most attention to the media. While this could be due to the fact that the media had 

been discussed previously in the interview, the level of detail in his account (referring to spe-

cific stories about homeowners) makes it a useful statement nonetheless. Unfortunately, 

since I have not studied knowledge use in the debates about the tax on real estate, it is not 

possible to say if his statement corresponds with the actual debate. On the other hand, the 

fact that rationalistic politicians speak in such terms is a valuable finding in itself. 

In conclusion, a perception of a negative public opinion, transmitted via the media, can have 

an impact on knowledge use. This behaviour is best understood through the glasses of 

Axelsson. He asserts that some alignment to public opinion – which he links to the media – is 

necessary, or else the politician will be “short-lived”. The fact that Axelsson does not present 

himself in a favourable light by saying this, and the high correspondence between the state-

ment and this action of adapting references, makes this conclusion more certain. While this 

                                                      
23 While Hamilton and Schulte are not specifically talking about references, one can probably assume 
that a departure from research results in policymaking will be reflected in the argumentation. 
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alignment mechanism is not specifically connected to the media coverage of research find-

ings, the strong link to public opinion shows that it is a subtype of vote maximisation. 

6.6.3 Comprehension 

Andersson, and to some extent Hamilton, align knowledge use to public opinion in a way 

that is unrelated to the hypotheses but that has links to vote maximisation. 

Andersson rarely uses references in debates, and one of the reasons she declares is that she is 

keen that the listeners understand. Hamilton expressed similar concerns: 

Well, it does not impress a spectator … if you say that ‘The National Institute of 
Economic Research recommends that and that’, that ‘we must have fulfilled this by 
2020 at the latest’ – if they do not understand. 

For the above-mentioned reason, when it comes to the surplus goal (for which several inter-

viewees remark that the public is oblivious to the research), Hamilton claims to use argu-

mentation based on common sense, so that people can understand regardless of their 

knowledge of the surplus goal. This comprehension mechanism, interesting because it was 

brought to light by politicians as different as Hamilton and Andersson, fits into the expecta-

tions on vote maximisation due to its strong link to the public. 

6.7 The chain revisited 

It is time to sum up this chapter. The interviewees are different in many respects but still 

express themselves quite similarly about several relevant issues. That is encouraging. In light 

of this, it seems that many of the hypothesised steps get empirical support, although no in-

terviewee performs actions or makes statements supporting the entire chain. The awareness 

of the media coverage of science is a prerequisite for the action-formation mechanisms, and 

here the results are rather promising (the actors perceive the intensity, and to some extent the 

cohesion, of the media coverage). The same goes for the use of media as a proxy for public 

opinion, which is necessary if media cohesion is to have any effect on the diversity of politi-

cians’ knowledge use. This means that the proposed situational mechanisms are fairly accu-

rate, opening up for analysis of the next category of mechanisms. 

Results are a bit less straightforward for the action-formation mechanisms. Most inter-

viewees value the use of research in debates. On the other hand, even those who value it 

greatly can depart from science when public opinion is strongly negative. These findings 

facilitate the continued inquiries. 
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Vote maximisation manifests itself through several (sub-)mechanisms, although the mecha-

nisms related to intensity do not fit neatly into the hypothesised chain of events. Instead, the 

main mechanism here is learning. This mechanism connects the intensity of the media cover-

age of research to the number of references without having any tangible connection to vote 

maximisation. Then there are two mechanisms that can help explain politicians’ use of 

knowledge but that are seemingly unrelated to the independent variable. These are the open-

ness of the debates and room for deliberation. In short, when it comes to the first hypothesis, 

no evidence has been found supporting the entire proposed chain of events. However, the 

learning mechanism can tie the media coverage of science to knowledge use. 

The hypothesised links work better when it comes to the second hypothesis and the cohesion 

of the coverage, i.e. the content. All three of the exposed mechanisms are connected to vote 

maximisation, and one is directly tied to the cohesion of the media coverage of research find-

ings: It turns out that media coverage that is low in cohesion can create opportunities for se-

lective knowledge use (cherry-picking), which can be used as a way to maximise votes – thus 

increasing diversity in knowledge use. Additionally, high-cohesion coverage can make ac-

tors think that they can vote maximise by aligning knowledge use (and as a logical continu-

ation: references) to what the public thinks. While this mechanism could seem to be strong 

support for hypothesis 2, it deals with the general coverage rather than the coverage of re-

search. Finally, unrelated to any media coverage, a mechanism revolving around the desire 

for public comprehension has been discovered. 

It should be pointed out that the causal factors and mechanisms above are not independent 

of each other. This is particularly clear in that, logically, any effects of media cohesion will 

only manifest themselves if there is a sufficiently intense media coverage. The mechanisms 

also depend on how the politicians connect with their voters. If they are connecting with 

them using other means than knowledge (as Andersson claims to do), mechanismic links 

involving vote maximisation should break. This can explain why Andersson makes refer-

ences to knowledge less often than the others. 

In short, the hypothesised chains do a reasonably good job at explaining the results of the 

comparison, although the theory clearly needs some revising when it comes to intensity. 

While this is a blow to the hypotheses, they are certainly not falsified by it. Also, as the suc-

ceeding and final chapter will show, the newly discovered mechanisms have an inherent 

value (assuming they are tested in fresh studies). 
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Some new things can now also be said about the main confounders. The certainty of the re-

search was controlled for in the comparison, but evidence from the interviews hints that it 

might still be relevant. Axelsson asserts that when authoritative organisations like the OECD 

say something that supports his ideas, he uses this in debates. Hamilton makes an almost 

identical statement. Thus the confounder cannot be written off. Yet the simple fact that con-

siderations relating to public opinion can take precedence over unanimous scientific advice 

shows that the certainty of the science is not an adequate explanation in itself. Moving on to 

the second main confounder, does the intensity and cohesion of the media coverage in gene-

ral better predict diversity of references than the coverage of research? Yes and no. While the 

discovered alignment mechanism relates to general coverage rather than coverage of science, 

the opportunity and learning mechanisms deal with the latter, showing that the coverage of 

research does indeed have an effect separate from the general coverage. 
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7 Conclusion 

The present study set out to improve our understanding of knowledge use among politicians 

through a detailed examination of how it is affected by the media. Focus was set on refer-

ences to knowledge in the press and in parliamentary debates about the Swedish earned in-

come tax credit and the Swedish surplus goal during the period 2006-2014. 

7.1 Summary of results 

The media has been divided into two components: the intensity and cohesion of its coverage 

of research. For the studied cases, it was found that the intensity of the media coverage of 

research correlates with knowledge use in parliamentary debates. On the other hand, as a 

consequence of the scarcity of political references about the surplus goal, it is not possible to 

draw any firm conclusions about cohesion when only looking at the comparison. However, 

the non-cohesive media coverage of the tax credit research does resonate with the high di-

versity of references among politicians. The quasi-experimental approach that yielded these 

results give rise to several caveats which are elaborated on below. On the other hand, it 

opened up for an in-depth analysis of the mechanismic links between the variables. 

The background to the mechanism tracing was a theoretical predication that vote maximi-

sation (defined as a behaviour where politicians seek to please voters) drives politicians to 

do two things: (1) increase the intensity of references to knowledge by fulfilling voters’ pre-

sumed demand for facts-based arguments, and (2) align knowledge claims with their percep-

tion of what the public thinks. As expected there is no evidence of actors being perfectly vote 

maximising. Still the vote maximisation connects independent and dependent variables 

through mechanisms (or rather sub-mechanisms) relating to the openness of debates, oppor-

tunity for cherry-picking and alignment of knowledge use to the general media coverage. Fur-

thermore, the public comprehension mechanism shows that vote maximisation is important 

even independently of the media coverage of research. So while vote maximisation cannot 

explain all findings, it is certainly a useful analytical tool when studying knowledge use. 

Additionally, mechanisms about room to deliberate and learning from the media coverage of 

science have been uncovered, where the latter links the intensity of the media coverage with 

references to knowledge, albeit without connecting to vote maximisation. These above six 

mechanisms are important contributions of the thesis, but as always is the case with explora-

tive studies they must be tested on new subjects before they are confirmed. 
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Connecting the above to the first hypothesis (which states that the intensity of the media 

coverage of knowledge should positively affect the intensity of politicians’ references to 

knowledge in debates) it would seem that it is supported to some extent. While the proposed 

mechanismic chain did not hold, the relatively strong support for the learning mechanism 

suggests that highly intense coverage of research should, ceteris paribus, lead to more refer-

ences than low-intensity coverage. By coupling this newly discovered mechanism with the 

fairly convincing result of the comparison (clouded, however, by confounders), new 

knowledge is added to the field. 

The second hypothesis states that the cohesion of the media coverage of knowledge should 

positively affect the cohesion of politicians’ references to knowledge in debates. While the 

comparison only provides incomplete clues about this hypothesis, mechanism tracing allows 

some affirmative conclusions to be drawn. The opportunity mechanism makes cherry-picking 

more difficult when the media coverage of research is cohesive, whereas the alignment mech-

anism narrows the corridor of possible references to knowledge. The latter relates quite well 

to the hypothesis but lacks the specific connection to media coverage of research. In short, 

the second hypothesis gets partial support with results that certainly open up for future 

studies. 

The attentive reader will recall that only two out of four potential outcomes have been 

examined. Even though no counterfactual evidence has been presented to allow for con-

clusions about the other two, the comprehensive image that is starting to emerge permits 

qualified predictions. Basically, a case with low intensity and low cohesion media should see 

few references among politicians (with diversity becoming irrelevant). In a case with a high-

ly intense and cohesive media coverage, the alignment mechanism should compress diversi-

ty in knowledge use. It is also possible that it would have a lower degree of knowledge use, 

since a highly cohesive coverage would reduce opportunities for cherry-picking through the 

opportunity mechanism. 

Do the analyses make it possible to draw causal conclusions? As noted when summing up 

the design, that requires proven counterfactual difference, isolated confounders, established 

time order and unravelled mechanisms. While time order and mechanisms have been ex-

plored in depth through the detailed mechanism tracing, counterfactual difference and isola-

tion is lacking. This problem will be developed in the next section. A firm causal conclusion 

can therefore not be drawn, although the discovered mechanisms raise hope that it would be 

possible with more data and a more extensive design. 
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7.2 The internal validity of the results 

The first part of the answer to the question of internal validity relates to the operationalisa-

tions. The operationalisation of intensity is certainly wide. The purpose of this is to make sure 

the conception of research is representative of the contemporary political debate but it also 

implies some risks: If politicians who are sceptical of the tax credit prefer to use other terms 

(such as “lowered taxes”), then the searches might have missed instances of knowledge use, 

which would bias results. However, no indications have been found that such a systematic 

pattern exists. Furthermore, widening the choice of words would reduce reliability since the 

number of borderline cases would then increase (for instance, does the term “lowered taxes” 

refer to the tax credit or not?). 

Drawing the line between references and non-valid statements, and between different types 

of knowledge claims, has certainly been difficult. Detailed operationalisations and a section 

on interpretation of the material were intended to increase reliability. To allow for independ-

ent tests, the data set has been made available online. 

As anticipated, there are a series of confounders that might have affected the results of the 

comparison. Elaborating on these pinpoints opportunities for future studies. By now, more is 

known about the two main confounders: Whereas the certainty of research has been con-

trolled for, mechanismic evidence shows that it can still matter. It is more encouraging that 

the mechanism tracing also showed that the media coverage of research specifically has a 

role to play. Still it cannot be ruled out that the general media coverage of a topic matters 

even more and future studies should take this into account. 

Apart from the two confounders above, the most pressing one relates to the level of agree-

ment among policymakers. The heavily politicised nature of knowledge claims point to the 

rather self-evident fact that the type of knowledge claim (positive, negative or nuanced) a 

politician uses, partly depends on the view of hers or his party. Whereas the EITC was a 

highly political issue during the studied period, there was a practical consensus regarding 

the surplus goal. This has undoubtedly affected the diversity of references.24 While the lack 

of relevant data makes a quantitative analysis difficult (albeit not impossible) to carry out, 

future small-N studies should involve cases that are politicised to roughly the same extent. 

                                                      
24 The fact that there was a much higher intensity of references about the EITC shows political conflict 
might actually boost references to knowledge. This is interesting since it to some extent clashes with 
Lundin & Öberg’s (Lundin & Öberg, 2014) conclusion that political conflict reduces deliberation. 
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Furthermore, the surplus goal might be a too complex issue to make references about (com-

prehension mechanism). The complexity of the topic can be an underlying variable that af-

fects both the media and the politics. 

There are indications that politicians from different parties read different newspapers. There-

fore, the finding that newspapers of different political colours present different knowledge 

claims can certainly have affected the results.25 The same goes for the distinction between 

different scientific sources – recall that several articles included references to such politicised 

knowledge. In short, preferences about media and research institutes can affect the spread of 

knowledge use. Future studies should delve deeper into this. 

The longitudinal dimension was largely omitted in the comparison, meaning that the causal 

effect – judging by the first part of the study – can go both ways. For instance, it is quite pos-

sible that politicians control the content in the media (especially since the media coverage 

can contain things the politicians say). This blindness was made up for in the mechanism 

tracing, seeing that the media is clearly a triggering factor in several mechanisms. Further-

more, since there are indications that factors such as the influential IFAU study about the 

EITC and introduction of direct broadcasting of debates in the Riksdag might have had effects 

on knowledge use, a deeper study of the temporal dimension could yield interesting results. 

Added to the above are the variety of other possible confounders presented in section 2.2, “A 

framework of the science-policy interface”. While it has not been possible to control for all of 

these, the mechanismic analysis makes that less pressing. True, the mechanism tracing also has 

flaws. One issue is that much of the evidence consists of general statements rather than mo-

tivations for specific and isolated actions. That has made it difficult to gauge correspondence 

between motivation and action. However, a critical analysis involving a variety of in-

formants (some of which were unlikely to express themselves as they did) was intended to 

make up for this. 

In sum, there are a variety of issues with the comparison, mainly relating to confounders. 

Added to the above is the fact that counterfactual difference cannot be guaranteed when us-

ing two cases to measure two variables. That makes it difficult to separate intensity from 

cohesion. Still, the positive indications of the comparison laid ground for the mechanism 

tracing and taken together the results are valuable. But are the results, which relate to the tax 

credit and the surplus goal, more broadly applicable? That is the subject of the next section. 

                                                      
25 This relates to Cacciatore et al. (2012, p. 47).  
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7.3 Generalisability, with hindsight 

The correlation between intensities is a valuable result since it is a new discovery. But can 

this results speak for the entire population of Swedish economic policy? When the cases 

were presented, I pointed out that the relative contentiousness of the two policies make the 

expected results less likely. Furthermore, the facts that Riksdag debates have comparatively 

weak ties to public opinion and that the material has been shown to be roughly represen-

tative of Swedish media in general, are indeed factors that improve generalisability. On the 

other hand, the confounders mentioned in the last section obviously have a negative impact 

on generalisability. In short, there are mixed indications regarding the external validity of the 

discovered correlation. 

On the other hand, some things speak for generalisability even above and beyond the popu-

lation. The relatively technical nature of the field hints that the studied effects might be 

stronger in other areas. But as pointed out in chapter 4.2 about the cases, there are other fac-

tors affecting this “global” generalisability negatively. The high degree of mediatisation in 

Sweden makes it an imperfect object of study if one wants to apply the conclusions to policy-

making abroad. 

The prospects for generalisation improve when focusing on the mechanisms. Mechanisms do 

not lead to the same results in all situations, but they can help us understand behaviours in 

different contexts. Vote maximisation through alignment is a particularly good candidate for 

generalisation, considering the presence of the mechanism even in the face of a strong con-

sensus among economists (the tax on real estate). Transferring this mechanism to other 

political fields should be relatively easy. This is particularly true for fields with lower expec-

tations on rationality – including those perceived (possibly wrongly) to be less technical than 

economics, such as culture or education. However, when it comes to the highly technical 

environmental issues, the effects of the alignment mechanism ought to be weaker.  

Other mechanisms that should be usable in other contexts are opportunity and learning. If 

politicians are oblivious of research results, they cannot refer to them. The effects of the 

mechanisms should therefore be mediated by the relevance of the sources of information. 

For instance, learning from political advisors should have a much greater impact on know-

ledge use than learning from rarely read scientific journals. Moving on, Lundin & Öberg 

(2014) has already shown that scrutiny is relevant for Swedish local politics. This should 

mean that the related mechanism of openness should be generalisable to this level, too. Final-
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ly, the room and comprehension mechanisms might also work in other contexts, although their 

detachment from the media makes it hard to draw theoretical conclusions about them here. 

Finally, it should be conceded that the research question concerns how the media affects 

knowledge use in general, whereas the hypotheses and the analyses are focused on refer-

ences. Can we still say something about the broader issue? Debates can be less technical and 

complex than the actual policymaking (Boswell, 2009, p. 100), making it an imperfect indica-

tor. But trying to find the perfect indicator is probably a futile endeavour. Knowledge use 

can be different at different stages in the policymaking process (Landry, Lamari, & Amara, 

2003, pp. 193-194). By looking at references I have studied one of the aspects of policymaking 

that is most closely related to public opinion. This means that the effects discovered ought to 

be weaker in other contexts. Nonetheless, the mechanisms should be relevant to other stages 

of policymaking – as long as the public is granted some insight into the political process, or 

get to feel its effects in some way. Additionally, the mechanismic analysis actually brought 

forward evidence relating to more general aspects than references. 

7.4 The greater picture 

The question in focus has been how the media affects the knowledge use of politicians. The 

role that the media plays is now clearer, owing to three concrete contributions of this study: 

(1) The theoretical expectations from the literature about the role of the media have been 

empirically tested and partially confirmed, and even applied to a field (economic policy) 

where the relationship between the media and knowledge use has previously not been sub-

ject to much research. Media certainly deserves a place in the science-policy framework. (2) 

The media coverage has been divided into two related but separate components: its intensity 

and cohesion. (3) A series of mechanisms highlighting the role of public opinion and vote 

maximisation have been put forward. This shows that the relationship between the media 

coverage and knowledge use could indeed be causal. 

The three points above relate back to the aims of the thesis and are hopefully beneficial to 

future studies about the science-policy interface. How can the conclusions be developed fur-

ther? It has already been stated that the mechanisms should be tested in new contexts. Some 

proposals on how to improve stringency in future studies were also presented in the section 

on internal validity. In addition to these points, a case study of the role of the press in the 

abolishment of the tax on real estate would be rewarding, since this is an example of when 

the influence of research succumbed to that of public opinion. Attempts should also be made 
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at analysing the variables herein using a large number of cases. While that would put up a 

methodological challenge, the results could add greatly to the field. 

The questions can also be approached normatively. Early on in the thesis it was suggested 

that informed decision-making is important to democracy. Relating to this, an overarching 

conclusion is that references to knowledge are often symbolic in the sense that they are 

cherry-picked and adapted after pre-existing preferences. While the focus on references 

made such a result more likely, the prevalence of the opportunity mechanism, the indica-

tions that MPs sometimes draw opposing conclusions out of the same report and the fact 

that references to knowledge in the Riksdag are strongly connected to party positions, all 

speak for this. Recalling that politics requires a balance between ignorance and expert-rule, 

this is worrying. 

Adding to the discussion about whether public attention increases or decreases knowledge 

use, the findings here indicate that the media can drive it. This is interesting since media is 

sometimes criticised for dumbing down politics (Boswell, 2009, p. 100). Admittedly, the qual-

ity of the ensuing knowledge use is up for discussion: while the journalistic logic of present-

ing two sides of every argument has many merits, a low cohesion in the media coverage also 

opens up for symbolic knowledge use. Thus the fact that the highly intense media coverage 

of the tax credit research is also very diverse, is a double edged sword. While such coverage 

ascertains that all views are represented, it also means that politicians who use the media as 

a source of knowledge get a smorgasbord of possibilities to substantiate their claims – 

regardless of their levels of truth. Conversely, the highly negative media coverage of the 

surplus goal research could have limited politicians’ access to the full scope of the research. 

What kept this bias from affecting politics is that the coverage had a low intensity. This ex-

emplifies the interrelationship between intensity and cohesion. 

In light of the pronounced role of the media, the professor quoted at the beginning of the 

thesis might be right in being disillusioned about politicians’ knowledge use. Then again, 

maybe not. Facts and figures are important to politics but they should not take over com-

pletely. Seeing that there are so many factors affecting politicians’ knowledge use, the sug-

gestion that one of them is the media is perhaps welcome information. Since science is never 

fully correct, nor fully independent, the venting of research results in the press could serve a 

purpose. By expanding our knowledge of how the relationship works, this thesis has hope-

fully made it easier for politicians and the public to benefit from this process. 
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