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Informal relationships between journalists and politicians have a strategic function in the process of
news making. The aim of this article is to analyse the role of personal affinity between the media
and politicians in Spain. This study focuses on the following three specific issues: self-definition of
their interactions, degree of influence, and main professional risks and benefits detected. The
methodology is based on 45 in-depth interviews (22 journalists, 16 politicians, and 7 spin-doctors).
The novelty of this article is the analysis of not only the views of journalists but also the perceptions
of the political actors. The results demonstrate the relevance and influence of affinity relationships
between journalists and politicians. The two types of actors are highlighted as main beneficiaries of
direct access to high-quality information sources or the ability to achieve positive news coverage.
However, certain risks are also linked to these informal relationships.
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1. Introduction

The interactions between journalists and politicians have been a prominent theme
in research on political communication since the 1960s. Researchers’ interest in this issue
has increased rather than decreased in recent years (Albaek et al., 2014; Esser,
Stromback and De Vreese, 2012). The strategic nature of this relationship, its complexity
and its influence in shaping media coverage and news content explain this fact (Cook,
2005). Power relationships between journalists and politicians determine the journalistic
role performance (Mellado, 2014). Despite the significant attention on this issue, there
remain little-studied aspects of the interaction between these actors. One is the role and
influence of personal factors, specifically affinity or closeness, within the relationships and
contacts between journalists and politicians.

Political information is a key element in the functioning of a democratic system
because of its ability to set the agenda, stimulate public debate, shape public opinion and
encourage political participation, etc. (Albsek et al., 2014). Therefore, the processes
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leading to its development have an important role. One mechanism that decisively shapes
political news is the relationship established between journalists and politicians. This
interaction directly affects the media’s coverage of politics, determining both the
construction of the agenda and the frame of the news. Increased exchanges between
journalists and politicians can be used as a first-order indicator to gauge the political role of
the media (Cook, 2005). The study of the interactions between these actors becomes, in
this view, a relevant research topic.

Most of the academic literature has focused on analysing the influence of the
relationships that exist between journalists and politicians in the process of news making.
Thus, the dialectic between cooperation and competition and between tension and conflict
has been the focus of most of this research. Few studies have focused on the informal and
personal interactions that occur between these actors. The novelty of this article is its
focus on studying the role of personal affinity in the relationships between journalists and
politicians, which is a subject that has not been fully explored. There is only limited
research associated with Northern European countries, including those within the
democratic corporatist model, that has addressed this issue specifically (Van Aelst and
Aalberg 2011) or indirectly (Larsson 2002). Therefore, more research is needed to explore
this phenomenon and determine its effects.

The aim of this paper is to fill this gap in the literature by studying the impact of
personal affinity on relationships between journalists and politicians in the current context.
We define these affinity contacts as the set of informal relationships and personal
interactions between journalists and political actors (e.g., spontaneous conversations,
confidences, extended telephone calls, lunches or friendly meetings) that have a direct
influence on the process of news making.

Employing a methodology based on the application of a qualitative research
technique, in-depth interviews, and using a sample of 45 subjects of several different
profiles (journalists, politicians and spin-doctors), the following three aspects are
discussed: the role of personal closeness in the interaction; the interaction’s actual
influence on the process of agenda building and news making; and the interaction’s
consequences from the point of view of risks and benefits for both journalism and
democracy. Specifically, this study focuses on an analysis of political journalism in Spain.
Spain is included in the polarized pluralist model (Hallin and Mancini, 2004), which is
characterized by late democratization, a strong presence of political parties in political life,
a lower degree of professionalism among journalists, strong state intervention in the
media, information oriented towards the interests of political elites and opinionative
comment, and finally a high level of political parallelism. Specifically, this strong
politicization is one of Spain’s main defining characteristics (Casero-Ripollés, 2012; Van
Dalen, 2012; Van Dalen, De Vreese and Albzek, 2012; Sampedro and Seoane, 2008;
Casero-Ripollés, Garcia-Santamaria and Fernandez-Beaumont, 2015).

2. The complex interactions between journalism and politics within
mediatization dynamics

The current framework of relationships between journalists and political actors is the
mediatization of politics (Mazzoleni and Schutz, 1999). From this perspective, the media is
the stage where politics is presented to society. Thus, it becomes the main source of
information about politics and the main channel of communication between political actors
and citizens (Stromback and Van Aelst, 2013). At the same time, journalists play a key role
as players actively involved in the political debate. This role places them in a central
position in contemporary societies. Policy issues are conveyed primarily through the
media. The media impose their own logic and specific rules (Altheide and Snow, 1979).
Political actors must adapt to the “media logic” and interact with journalists to enjoy media
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coverage and the social visibility that this entails. However, other reactions are possible.
Some political parties, such as Podemos in Spain, have driven a mediatization ranging
from politics to the media due to the digital landscape and social media, generating an
influence of the former over the latter. Thus, no media factors can activate and also boost
mediatization, which is based on a two-way street conception and improves the media-
centric dominant view (Casero-Ripollés, Feenstra and Tormey, 2016). In this view, the
media have become a natural part of politics, and this influences how politicians think and
act (Davis, 2007).

Mediatization involves a high degree of proximity between journalists and politicians
who share spaces. Both players share the same networks and the same physical
locations. This sharing creates mutual influence between them (Stromback and Esser,
2014). This influence frequently causes mutual dependence (Gans, 1979; Blumler and
Gurevitch, 1995). Journalists need politicians as potential sources of information to
produce their news. At the same time, politicians need journalists to spread their
messages, publicize their ideas, promote their public images and gain the support of the
citizens for their policies (Van Aelst et al., 2008). Both actors seek mutual access in a
dynamic in which availability appears to be a key element. In this context, these actors
continuously adapt their behaviours to the expected behaviours of their counterparts
(Albzek et al., 2014).

This mutual dependence and proximity keep the relationship between journalists
and politicians shifting between agreement and conflict (Nimmo, 1964). This shift may be
driven by pragmatism because both actors seek mutual benefit and have things to gain.
Thus, there is resource-sharing and interdependence dynamics. This relationship can be
described as symbiotic (Delli Carpini, 1994; Gans, 2003). However, the relationship may
also be controversial. The defence of opposing ideological positions or the discovery of
conflicting interests can lead to confrontation. Sometimes, both the journalists and
politicians seek mutual access to not only achieve the noted benefits but also seek control
of the relationship. A tug of war is thus established wherein politicians attempt to manage
the news to offer the best image of themselves and their proposals, while journalists
attempt to manage politicians to extract desired information (Gans, 1979). Consequently,
tension is inherent in this interaction (Blumler and Gurevitch, 1995). These factors
generate distrust in the relationship between journalists and politicians.

Recent studies state that the simultaneously combined interaction between these
actors results in mutual dependence requiring them to be in contact, with little trust in each
other (Davis, 2007; Van Aelst and Aalberg, 2011). This dialectic between trust and distrust
affects the patterns of the relationships established between journalists and politicians.
They develop interactions within a constant negotiation characterized by dynamism and
flexibility (Casero-Ripollés, 2008). Consequently, alliances and tensions between these
two actors are redefined depending on multiple factors, such as political context and
editorial and media ownership (Larsson, 2002; Sampedro and Seoane, 2008). Love and
hate are natural parts of this relationship. Therefore, metaphors characterizing such
relationships range from the recent qualifier schizophrenic (Van Aelst and Aalberg, 2011)
to the classic that references a dance, specifically the tango (Gans, 1979) to images
likening journalists and politicians to strange bedfellows (Rosenstiel, 1993).

3. Personal affinity as a conditioning factor of the relationship between
journalists and politicians

A key element of the interactions between journalists and politicians is the role of
personal factors in this relationship. In this sense, the literature identifies the following two
major forms of relationships: formal and informal (Mancini, 1993). This latest project
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involved contact behind the scenes and outside structures established by
professionalization (e.g., confidential telephone calls or friendly meetings) as a preferred
form of interaction between journalists and politicians. The sharing of physical spaces is
found on a daily basis in the informal relationships because the frequency of this type of
more personal contact is the bond that develops information relationships. Thus, both
sides are socialized into the culture of the other (Larsson, 2002) and share the same
social world. This stabilizes the interdependencies between them (Neveu, 2002). In these
cases, personal aspects and affinity underlie the relationship. Within this framework,
personal closeness becomes a key element that determines and regulates the interaction.
This situates the relationship between journalists and politicians inside a model of
cooperation, and a context of maximum closeness is imposed, involving pragmatism,
symbiosis and mutual dependence.

Two prerequisites for the existence of an informal relationship based on affinity are,
on the one hand, trust, and, on the other hand, the need for equality and balance between
the actors involved (Larsson, 2002). Journalists and politicians should respect each other
and maintain that respect based on their personal affinities because, otherwise, distrust,
suspicion and cynicism will arise (Brants et al. 2010; Van Aelst and Aalberg, 2011). Other
factors that reduce the role of personal closeness and enhance political cynicism are the
pressures on the journalists, on the one hand, and professionalization and spin-doctors,
on the other (Van Dalen et al., 2011). Press spokesmen, spin-doctors or communication
officers seek to impose a type of indirect interaction based on formal relations that reduces
the importance of personal affinity (Van Aelst and Aalberg, 2011). Additionally, countries
with liberal political media systems, where the media and politicians are observed as
adversaries, and countries with high levels of clientelism and politicization of the media
that dominate and control the pressures on journalists are more susceptible to
relationships developing between journalists and politicians that are disharmonious and
cynical (Maurer and Pfetsch, 2014).

The benefits of cooperation based on affinity are diverse. For journalists, it means
having quick and easy access to sources of political information that can be considered
highly reliable based on trust. The media can have greater access to what occurs out of
the public view, including access to details about politicians’ private lives and policy.
Meanwhile, politicians find it easier to communicate their messages to the public through
the media, which are accessed preferentially. Politicians are also more likely to receive
favourable coverage in these cases. Additionally, journalists can advise on how to behave
for the media because they have a great deal of information about the political process
and understand the logic of the media (Davis, 2007).

The analysis of personal affinities between journalists and politicians allows
studying the media’s level of influence on the boundaries of politics and vice versa. The
media can have the power to set the public agenda, focusing public attention in an
agenda-setting dynamic (McCombs et al., 2011; Walgrave, 2008), and to set the political
agenda, determining the decision-making process (Lang and Lang, 1981; Van Aelst et al.,
2008). However, political actors can also condition the news media, orienting their agenda
and framework and thus managing to dominate the process of opinion making (Sellers,
2010; Wolsfeld, 2011; Hanitzsch and Mellado, 2011; Casero-Ripollés & Lopez-Rabadan,
2014). To achieve this goal, we can hypothesize that informal relationships and affinity can
facilitate the influence of political actors in the process of agenda building.

Personal affinities act on the relationship’s media-sources, providing politicians
access to the agenda and media frame (Delli Carpini, 1994). Thus, the affinity acts as a
lubricating factor for news management (Tedesco, 2011).

However, the cooperative model, which involves the dominance of personal affinity
at the heart of the relationship between journalists and politicians, also creates risks. The
main danger is that this relationship pattern is linked to political parallelism and the
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development of the phenomenon of political control of the media. Closeness between
journalists and politicians can make it difficult for the media to fulfil its normative function of
scrutinizing political power (Casero-Ripollés et al., 2014). A strong affinity between these
two actors could jeopardize journalists’ political independence (Van Aelst and Aalberg,
2011). These objections do not affect politicians. However, the resulting proximity may
make it difficult for politicians to maintain secrecy and can facilitate information leaks to
journalists.

Alternatively, formal relations imply that personal sympathy stops playing a
prominent role in the interaction between journalists and politicians. Intimate and informal
contacts are reduced or eliminated, and personal and direct interaction between politicians
and journalists is less frequent and fluid. One of the normative prescriptions of this model
is the need to establish distance between journalists and politicians to preserve journalistic
independence and avoid political influence on media coverage due to personal factors. In
this framework, the mechanisms of formal contact comprise press conferences,
informational releases and focused interviews, leaving little room for personal contact out
of the public view. Journalists see their degree of initiative reduced under this relationship
model and expect that political actors are more likely to condition the media agenda
(Berganza et al., 2010).

4. Method

This research aims at studying personal affinity and informal relationships between
journalists and politicians based on their own perceptions. To achieve this aim, the
following specific objectives are proposed:

O1. Review the role of affinity in professional relationships between journalists and

political actors.

02. Assess the degree of influence of affinity on the process of information

production and construction of the media agenda.

O3. Identify the main consequences of affinity relationships, understood as potential

risks and/or benefits, to the operation of the media industry and the democratic

system.

Coordinated with each of these objectives, we propose the following hypotheses:
H1. Personal affinity and informal relationships play a significant role in the
professional interaction between journalists and politicians.

H2. Personal closeness and informal interactions have a significant influence on the
professional dynamics of journalists and political actors and, therefore, on the
conduct of public discourse.

H3. The benefits of affinity for journalists consist of expanded access to political
information that increases their productivity and competitiveness. Conversely,
politicians receive more favourable media coverage, greater capacity to frame the
news and reinforcement of social legitimacy.

H4. Informal relationships between journalists and politicians tend to take place in
the context of a power imbalance favouring the latter. This poses a significant risk to
journalists’ maintenance of critical and professional independence.

To analyse informal relationships between journalists and politicians, we have opted
for the qualitative research technique of in-depth interviews. The complexity of the subject
matter, with a significant number of variables and dimensions and the need to ensure
confidentiality, favour this technique for a detailed investigation of the interaction between
professional journalists and political actors. Furthermore, this study provides the following
two important methodological innovations: The analysis focuses on the perceptions of the
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protagonists and, within those perceptions, a direct view of not only journalists but also of
political actors is provided. This is an important original contribution that this research
makes to the literature.

The sample comprises 45 interviews conducted with 22 journalists and 23 political
actors. Specifically, in this second group of political actors, we interviewed 16 politicians
and 7 spin-doctors. The selection criteria were strategic and twofold as follows: first,
professional relevance within the sector; second, an attempt at balance in the sample
among different media, hierarchical levels and geographical locations. Regarding
journalists, there was a balanced selection of media (press, radio, television and Internet)
and professional levels (managers, middle managers and editors). Regarding political
actors, we included institutional representatives at different levels of government (national,
regional and local) and representatives of opposing parties. The interviews were prepared
from a questionnaire structured into four blocks, reviewing various issues concerning the
interaction between journalists and politicians, including one specific block of six questions
that focused on their mutual perceptions. The questions included the following three
aspects: the role of personal closeness in the interaction; the actual influence on the
processes of agenda building and news making; and the consequences of those affinities
in terms of their risks and benefits for both journalism and democracy. The interviews were
conducted face-to-face in three politically relevant regions in Spain (Madrid, Valencia and
Catalonia) between January and May 2012; each interview had a duration of 45 to 70
minutes.

5. Results
5.1 Current definition of personal affinity between journalists and politicians

Despite the professionalization process experienced in the field of political
communication in recent decades, the results show two key ideas about the validity and
relevance of affinity and informal relationships between journalists and political actors. The
first is the recognition (partially explicit) of the existence of these relationships. The second
is the description of several professional factors that explain their importance.

Recognition through a dual discourse

First, regarding the definition of personal affinity between journalists and politicians,
we detect the existence of a highly significant double discourse. On the one hand, we find
a main discourse, primarily between the two types of actors, which stresses the almost
exclusive preponderance of formal relationships. In this sense, although there may be
certain cases of closeness, those who use this discourse believe that interactions mainly
occur through professional channels.

Although it can sometimes be friendly, [the relationship] is primarily professional.
(Journalist 1)

| think overall the relationship is professional, but that does not mean that you could
[not] have a personal relationship with certain journalists. (Politician 7)

Conversely, an alternative discourse acknowledges, in a more realistic and
enlightened way the existence of close and regular informal relationships between
journalists and politicians. Many actors consider these informal relationships almost
inevitable within the shared professional context.



In some cases, it is strictly business, and, in other cases and after a while, it is clear
that there someone who you like better or worse and who treats you better or worse.
Personal affinities have importance. (Politician 16)

In this regard, we find a significant difference in the interpretations by the two groups
of their informal relationships. Journalists see these relationships as problematic partly
because they believe that excessive closeness to political actors can affect their
professional activities.

| think they should be strictly professional, but they are (actually) too close and
friendly. (Journalist 5)

Meanwhile, politicians are less troubled in their valuations; they recognize their
habitual proximity to reporters and generally consider it positive if it is established with a
correct differentiation between personal and professional fields.

| think it is a friendly and close relationship. Outside of what journalism is, the act
itself (such as the interview) the relationship is quite close. (Politician 9)

In summary, analysis of the interviews makes clear that professionalization of the
sector has failed to significantly limit by protocol filters (e.g., press conferences or
management access to interviews) the existence of informal relationships between
journalists and politicians. In fact, it has only achieved the following limited and superficial
result: This type of informal interaction is now managed more discreetly and is referred to
in euphemistic discourse.

Existence of a propitious professional context

Second, respondents note two professional factors largely explaining the importance
and relevance of informal relationships between journalists and politicians. The first is the
high level of interest and mutual need that determines their professional interactions. In
this sense, both political actors and the media are aware of the important role that each
plays in the development of their professional activities. Both groups emphasize the
synergistic nature of their relationships and the importance of maintaining a high level of
respect and cordiality to achieve their goals.

It is necessary and essential for both. Without access to the media, politicians are
nothing, and without good sources among politicians, journalists cannot fulfil their
obligation to report. The important thing is to have clear red lines respected
scrupulously by both parties. (Journalist 8)

A second key factor is the frequent need to share locations and physical spaces. The
professional routines of both groups (e.g., conducting press conferences and interviews,
making specific statements) involve constant interaction between the two groups, at times
in close proximity and with great intensity. In the long term, this physical proximity
inevitable creates informal relationships of all types, sometimes characterized by greater
affinity and sympathy and sometimes antipathy for others—or even conflict.

So overall it is a professional relationship, but obviously, when you're working with
someone every day, you can always produce a much closer relationship with certain
journalists. (Politician 10)



Altogether, the physical proximity of the dynamics of work and, above all, the
existence of strong synergies have generated a significant consequence as follows:
Journalists and politicians alternate between naturally formal and informal relationships
within a highly interactive professional context (Table 1).

Table 1. Summary of the results of defining affinity relationships between journalists and political
actors

Main perceptions detected

1. Presence of a dual defining | - Dominant discourse, preponderance of formal
discourse relations
- Emergence of an alternative discourse that also

recognizes regularity and closeness in informal

relations
2. Disparate assessments of | - Journalists: viewed relations as partially
informal relations problematic for their professional activities

- Politicians: viewed relations as less problematic

and overall positive

3. Existence of a favourable | - Synergistic nature of their relationships
professional context, based on two | - Frequent need to share locations and physical

factors spaces

5.2 High perceived influence of informal relationships

Regarding the overall assessment of the informal relationships between journalists
and politicians, the analysis of the interviews provides a clear diagnosis. Both groups
recognize the professional influence of these relationships, and both indicate a number of
factors that can exacerbate or significantly limit them. In the sample, only a very small
proportion of journalists consider their influence scarce or non-existent.

The debate about the influence of personal affinity and its determinants

Regarding the degree of influence of informal relationships, the results clearly
identify two positions (Table 2). A majority explicitly consider them to have a strong or very
strong influence. A second minority group is observed to believe that this influence is
limited by some factors or that it is only relevant for certain subjects or actors.

Among those who associate great influence with these relationships, we distinguish
different views between journalists and politicians; for the former, overall, this influence is a
potential professional problem. However, the latter consider the influence a natural
consequence of their relationships. In this sense, journalists claim that these informal
relationships often arise as a dynamic exchange of favours that is difficult to escape.

While we may not want to admit it or we do implicitly, it is noted that there is a
relationship, a ‘quid pro quo’: you give me the news—just me (if interested, of
course)—and | treat you better than another politician that has not given me
anything. (Journalist 9)



However, politicians display a more favourable and pragmatic perspective on their
informal interactions: They recognize this influence as an important tool to achieve better
coverage if it is linked to the development of relationships based on trust and sincerity.

Friendship is a key factor. If there is affinity, there is trust and mutual loyalty. Thus,
the politician will be more honest in their opinions, and the reporter will also be more
sincere in what will be reflected in the media. (Politician 14)

We also find a second group of journalists and politicians, a minority within the
sample, who assert that personal relationships have a limited influence on their work.
Under this view, personal affinity sometimes serves as a mere mechanism to achieve, on
special occasions, more favourable media coverage. Additionally, this group specifies two
factors that limit the influence of affinity and informal relationships. The first is the basic
principle of professional ethics as related to quality production routines, such as providing
contrasting information from various sources.

What makes you a credible and good professional is the method and attitude, not
your affinities and sympathies, but sometimes that happens because sometimes [a
relationship] carries more sympathy, friendship, political ideology or loyalty than the
professionalism. (Journalist 19)

Second, some political actors maintain that their editorial line and business interests
are more decisive factors in regard to conditioning the news agenda than are personal
relationships or affinity with journalists.

Personal contact can persuade in some respects, filing some edges, but in the end
what counts is the orientation, the editorial line of each medium and enterprise.
(Politician 12)

Table 2. Summary of results on the professional influence of their informal relations

Main perceptions detected

1. Debate articulated from two | - Majority group: considers relationships to have
positions a strong or very strong influence, as a result of a

dynamic of mutual “exchange of favours”

- Minority group: considers relationships to have
limited influence due to factors such as
“professional ethics” and “the contrast between
different sources”

5.3 Main risks and benefits of personal affinities

Regarding the specific consequences of their informal relationships, both journalists
and political actors recognize important benefits but also some risks to which they are
exposed in these interactions. In keeping with the centrality and influence of affinity
indicated in previous sections, very few actors ignore the professional benefits or see them
as a minor issue.



Balance of Power? Key factor in assessing the benefits of affinity

Overall, both groups insist on respect and balance as key factors that determine
decisively the development of their informal relationships, allowing them to tap synergies
and limiting potential abuses of power. However, if these relationships are not developed
within a framework of strict balance and professional respect, they can become tools of
control and professional pressure, with a significant risk of polluting the information.
Considering these dynamics, the next sections will summarize the main benefits and risks
identified in the analysis of the interviews (Table 3).

Benefits related to balance in informal relationships

Regarding the benefits of personal closeness, each affected group highlights some
specific issues. For journalists, a fluid relationship with politicians is perceived as a very
useful tool to glean exclusive information that they would never receive through a press
office, information that serves to improve their work and differentiate it from that of
competitors, adding an extra competitiveness factor.

Benefits are always immediate because from this fluidity, this affinity in the
relationship, it is assumed that the politician is going to provide information,
documents or statements exclusively. (Journalist 9)

Additionally, some journalists note a second benefit as follows: Personal access to
political sources allows better compliance with several key journalistic functions. In
particular, obtaining higher-quality information enriches public debate and allows closer
monitoring of political management, ultimately leading to increased transparency in the
functioning of the democratic system.

In principle, the benefit should be greater transparency and democratic control of
power. (Journalist 17)

Likewise, there is among political actors a clear perception of the main benefit from a
personal affinity with reporters. They understand these informal relations as a key
resource to increase and improve the type of coverage their activities receive. Thus,
strategic management of these informal relationships will sometimes decisively condition
the frame of news and make it converge with their interests and ideological positions.

The benefit when there is a good relationship is that you always have more chances
of your information reaching publication and [being] published in the sense that you
want or that you have expressed. If there is a bad relationship it may influence
negatively. (Politician 10)

Imbalance in informal relationships and derivative risks

Despite the potential benefits of balance and autonomy, the obtained results show a
very different professional reality of informal relationship between journalists and
politicians as follows: The use of positions of power and efforts at control is the usual
dynamic of their interactions. In this sense, a significant group of actors clearly underlines
the usual imbalance in which they interact, and there are two key factors that clearly
determine the balance of power between them as follows: the hierarchical position of the
actors and their previous careers.
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The two are never equals. There are cases in which the journalist is in a position of
superiority by the concrete situation that can happen in a given moment, and
conversely also in favour of the politician. (Journalist 18)

Specifically, from these considerable difficulties regarding the balanced development
of informal relationships, the following two types of risks or potential negative
consequences are identified: professional and those linked to the wider political and
democratic environment.

Identifying professional risks: loss of independence and unwanted leaks

Among the risks associated with the professional sphere, both journalists and
politicians understand that the most important danger inherent in their personal affinity
relationships is a loss of objectivity and professional independence by both parties.

The risk of loss of impartiality. Things are different from a microscope view, so when
you meet people, you know their thoughts... sometimes that can make you lose some
perspective. (Politician 15)

Additionally, the interviews identify a key factor in the consequences of the informal
relationships between the following two groups: A majority of journalists acknowledge a
weaker but significant risk of seeing their autonomous professional position compromised
or even subordinated to the partisan interests of political actors.

Personal relationships (with the politicians) are key to keeping the sources, but
sometimes exceeded, making it very difficult to distinguish from the professionals.
This is bad for readers, listeners ... for everyone. The important thing is to draw the
line, and there we have a way to go yet. (Journalist 5)

As for the journalists, they clearly denounce several negative consequences of this
type of personal closeness with political actors as follows: operational difficulties in
reporting certain controversial topics or problems with the exercise of journalistic criticism
of people with whom one has a personal affinity. In short, these instances show significant
risks of polluting the information delivered in terms of plurality and balance of sources or in
employing objective and rigorous interpretive frames.

The risk is to be conditioned on the time of reporting. That is a huge danger. There is
a very high risk that friendship or complicity with a person may condition your reports.
(Journalist 15)

Regarding risks, there may be a compromise that may result in excessive
contamination of the message. (Journalist 7)

Finally, political actors also indicate a professional risk derived from personal affinity
with journalists. In this regard, it is emphasized that trust and closeness in their
relationships can also create an enabling environment for mistakes or indiscretions,
possibly resulting in offering sensitive information in a completely involuntary context.
Additionally, this type of unwanted leak is a serious problem if the rules of “off the record”
are not respected.
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The risks are few, but they exist. For example, a personal relationship with a
journalist can lead to saying things that can then be used (off the record), and in fact
are used. (Politician 7)

Democratic risks: concern about limiting the public agenda

From a broader perspective of social and democratic implications, both political
actors and the media agree that two risks arise from their personal affinity that can affect
the process of forming public opinion. The first is the removal of relevant issues from the
media agenda. In this sense, journalism risks becoming an ideological tool that hides or
distorts issues critical to the citizenry, thus failing in one of its core regulatory functions.

The risk is that citizens don’t have access to public information to which you have all
the right. (Journalist 6)

In general, we can speak of a dangerous friendship for both, more to the
professionalism / objectivity of the journalist, but especially dangerous for society (...)
because a relationship of excessive closeness and proximity easily results in loss of
objectivity on the part of the journalist and the weakening of the role of counter
power. (Politician 2)

Moreover, some journalists recognize a second serious consequence caused by their
close relationships with political power as follows: Building informative speech focuses
more on political disputes and partisan tensions than on the interests of citizens. Based on
the intensity of their interactions and the convergence of mutual interests, they complained
that, in recent decades, political journalism has been devoting too much time and attention
to institutional elites and is gradually forgetting to give voice to citizens and independent
experts.

A media-political environment in which journalists and politicians fraternize too much
easily leads to the formation of what might be called a ‘political-media complex’
where politicians feed off their disputes through statements, encouraged by
journalists, who stop to reflect and analyse the ‘reality-of-the-things’ that affect the
citizens and the public space, to build a political reality that does not connect with the
facts or with the interests of the people. (Politician 2)

This worrisome professional bubble of a referential nature is a double risk for political
journalism prevented from examining current issues critically and feeds information circuit
consumption among elites that is irrelevant to citizens.

Journalists and politicians live in the same bubble. (...) Neither journalists nor
politicians tread the road, and fall into the mistake of forgetting the citizen. Journalists
have the bad habit of writing to politicians, when we should write to citizens. That is a
widespread problem. (Journalist 13)

Table 3. Summary of results on the professional consequences of their informal relations

Main perceptions detected

1. Significant benefits - Respect and balance as decisive factors to tap

synergies and limit possible excesses of power

- For journalists, access to exclusive information
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- For politicians, increasing and improving the

media coverage of their activities

2. Some worrisome risks - For journalists, loss of independence

- For politicians, unwanted information leaks

3. Potential democratic risks - Limitations on media function as control on
political power (watchdog)

- Reduction of the presence of controversial
issues for political power in the media agenda

- As a result, withdrawal of citizens' interest

6. Conclusions

The results indicate that personal affinity currently plays an important role in
relationships between journalists and politicians. The interviews reveal the existence of a
euphemistic discourse about this affinity. Both groups intentionally participate for the most
part, cataloguing their interactions under the label of "professional". However, both also
recognize the implicit and latent form of the decisiveness of the informal contacts. This
dual discourse is a result of the weight of the normative values of journalism to establish
and maintain distance from the information source to ensure proper adherence to
professional standards of news making. Therefore, journalists, in particular, initially try to
hide or ignore its existence but later assert its influence in contacts with politicians. This
finding is an original contribution of this research.

The main cause of the weight and relevance of this affinity is linked to the mutual
need that governs the relationship between journalists and politicians as described in the
literature (Blumler and Gurevitch, 1995). The personal affinities and informal relationships
arise from two facts. On the one hand, both actors often share spaces because their
professional routines impose narrow and regular contacts. On the other hand, both sides
have shared interests in terms of influencing the public agenda. Personal relationships are
inherent and unavoidable, and their dynamics are impossible to escape. These results
support such previous studies as Mancini (1993) and Albaek and colleagues (2014).

Another contribution of this research is the finding not only of the existence of
personal affinity but also of its high degree of influence on interactions between journalists
and politicians. This key element determines, in both positive and negative ways, the
relationship between these actors. Despite the high incidence of this affinity, the results
also show that there are factors limiting its action as perceived by the actors involved; in
particular, the three professional factors are the strength of the media business, the
professional ethics and the dynamics associated with news production routines (for
example, the contrast between sources). The presence of these aspects can act as a
check on the influence of affinity in the relationships, highlighting or reducing their effects.
Identifying these factors is a novel contribution to the literature on this topic. Both
journalists and politicians recognize that mutual respect and balance are two factors
essential to the establishment and maintenance of informal relationships. If these
conditions are met, the two actors believe that affinity can build a more fruitful working
professional context for both sides. Personal affinities functioned well as a basic element
of a model of cooperation and exchange as suggested by Nimmo (1964) in the 1960s. If
these conditions are not respected, it is impossible to maintain personal closeness
because journalists’ professional autonomy is reduced. In these cases, the elements of
confrontation are put in place; distrust and cynicism in the interactions between journalists
and politicians increase significantly as Brants and colleagues (2010) have indicated.
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Therefore, for affinity to act as a mechanism that promotes a healthy symbiosis beneficial
to democracy, it is necessary to provide sufficient “manoeuvring space” (Larsson, 2002).

The results confirm that the professionalization of political communication, which
involves an increase in formal relations (Nimmo, 1964), has not eliminated the incidence of
informal exchanges between journalists and politicians. Professionalization has been
redirected towards more discreet and less visible relationships but does not eliminate
them. Even for political actors, personal closeness is a valuable tool for news
management to achieve favourable media coverage and condition both the agenda and
the media frame. This conditioning generates not only negative effects as the normative
model affirms (Casero-Ripollés et al., 2014; Van Aelst and Aalberg, 2011) but also positive
effects. In this line, the findings indicate that personal contacts can bring benefits to both
journalists and politicians. Initially, access to more and better information can be provided,
especially scoops. Thus, journalists can improve their information products and
differentiate themselves from other media, obtaining an extra factor of competitiveness.
These results make a new contribution to the previous literature. Additionally, better
access to sources can facilitate the development of higher-quality news, thus
accomplishing key journalistic functions. Meanwhile, for political actors, informal
relationships allow increasing and improving the type of media coverage received to
improve politicians’ communication management from a strategic perspective. These
findings support previous studies, such as that by Tedesco (2011).

However, affinity also comes with risks to the relationship between journalists and
politicians. The results of this investigation identified the following two types of risks:
democratic and professional. Among the latter, personal affinities may cause loss of
objectivity and professional autonomy for journalists. Informal relationships could be
associated, in this way, with a danger of subordinating political journalists. Personal
closeness could lead to dependence and imbalance. Meanwhile, this proximity could
generate important problems for politicians who assume the risk of making mistakes or of
carelessness. A significant risk would be inadvertently providing sensitive information to
the media, generating unwanted leaks, as Van Aelst and Aalberg suggested (2011).
Finally, democratic risks materialize in two ways. The elimination of important issues from
the media agenda, especially issues uncomfortable for policymakers, builds an informative
discourse focused on the political debate and away from citizen interests. This finding is
an important and new contribution to this research field and links personal affinity with the
construction of the media agenda and the agenda-setting process. The relationship
between journalists and politicians thus contributes to generate a self-referential bubble in
which the news is oriented only towards the consumption of political and journalistic elites.

These results offer new evidence on the relationship between journalists and political
actors in Spain, which can be applied to other countries of the polarized pluralist model
(Hallin and Mancini, 2004). However, this application to polarized pluralist model countries
is also a limitation because it will be necessary to extend the analysis of the role of
personal affinity in political journalism to other countries and specifically to perform cross-
national comparisons among different media systems. This line of research is suggested.
Another avenue to enhance and expand this research topic with newer studies is
longitudinal analysis, which will permit examining the temporal evolution of the role of
personal affinities in interactions between journalists and politicians. This will advance
even further the knowledge of this topic relevant to the field of journalism.
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