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Political Communication
There are numerous theoretical approaches and empirical studies in political communication, particularly in the field of mass media and elections. Despite of this diagnosis, there is an amazing lack of convincing evidence of the role of the mass media in the political process. The main deficit lies in the piece-meal character of empirical approaches. On the one hand, there are experimental studies which isolate one or two variables in the political communication process. The strength of these studies lies in their capability of making causal inferences about the role of the mass media. The weakness lies in the lacking external validity, i.e., problems in generalizing the results beyond the experimental settings. On the other hand, there are survey studies (the majority of which are cross-sectional) which cover a broad range of variables. The strength of these studies lies in their capability to test complex models of the communication process. The models – on average – yield weak relationships between mass media content, media use of the electorate and electoral outcomes. Their disadvantage is the correlational character of the data. The models seem to carry a lot of arbitrariness. Also, often the direction of effects cannot be decided upon. The aim of this seminar is twofold: First, students should become acquainted with the existing body of theories and research. Second, they should develop alternative methodological designs to study political communication effects, based on the criticism of the existing evidence. A blocked seminar is particularly appropriate for this kind of effort. Weekly seminars have rarely the chance to discuss existing research in-depth (i.e., longer than 90 minutes) and develop ideas and research proposals which can overcome existing deficits.
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