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Jan Kleinnijenhuis
Towards the study of policy, com¬
munication and organisation
Communication research at the Free University of
Amsterdam

The early years of communication science at the Vrije
Universiteit

In 1937 a dissertation entitled ‘Vrijheid van Drukpers’ (Freedom of
the Press) was defended in the Faculty of Law at the Vrije Universiteit
in Amsterdam by a young scholar named Evert Diemer. Freedom of
the Press was a hot item because of totalitarian developments in
Europe. After World War II Diemer-who was honoured with a Yad
Vashem distinction-became editor-in-chief of De Rotterdammer,a re¬
gional Protestant newspaper that was swallowed up in the early 1970s
by Trouw,a national Protestant newspaper with a far more leftist ori¬
entation.
Diemer resumed his academic career in 1958 when he was appoint¬
ed lector and later Professor of Press Studies at the department of
Political Science at the Vrije Universiteit (Diemer, 1958). Press Studies
was re-labelled as Communication Science in the early1970s.
Diemer continued to write on the ethics of Christian journalism (e.g.
Diemer, 1960) and the social responsibility of journalists (Diemer,
1981). He understood social reality as a conflict between incompat¬
ible ethical principles. In his view, communication science ata
Christian university was an intellectual endeavour to sharpen the
ethical values of journalists in general and of Christian journalists in
particular.
The 1970s were also the years of the emergence of social science
methodology and large scale computing in the social sciences.
Diemer’s staff membersJan van Cuilenburg and Wim Noomen de¬
veloped an ‘integrated approach’ to communication science. On the
one hand they developed content analysis methods to measure as¬
pects of the news, such as its well-foundedness (Noomen, 1977) and
its progressiveness (Van Cuilenburg, 1977). On the other hand they
used survey research to extract the beliefs and opinions of media
consumers on correspondence. In a rigorous study of the coverage
of the 1978 debates in Parliament concerning one of the first govern¬
ment plans for cutbacks in government expenditures (the Bestek 81-
debat) ,Scholten (1982) combined many of these early measurements
of media content and public opinion. This early line of empirical re¬
search rendered a rather optimistic view of the Dutch press. By and
large the press in the Netherlands was politically diverse (‘pluri¬
form’). Societal opinions were represented in the press to a fairly
high degree (‘pluriformity’) , both externally (do different media of¬
fer different viewpoints?) and internally (does one medium offer a
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variety of viewpoints?). Most newspapers gave good arguments in
favour of their viewpoints. Even the most comprehensive newspaper
only presented 20% of the statements in a Parliamentary debate, but
the press as a whole presented more than 40% of a major
Parliamentary debate. Of course, these rather optimistic results de¬
pended heavily on the assumption that the yardstick with which to
evaluate the diversity of the press should be societal diversity.
Starting from critical mass communication theory, Van den Berg and
Van der Veer (1986) of the department of Social Science Research
Methodology at the Vrije Universiteit related the diversity of the Dutch
press in a labour dispute to the criteria deduced from critical theory.
Their conclusion was less optimistic. Every newspaper passed on the
dominant bourgeois viewpoint that business reorganisations with
wholesale staff dismissals were inevitable, although presumably
somewhat painful for those dismissed.

Communication science in the 1980s and early 1990s:
the macro-micro link

Press concentration was one of the underlying themes in the early
years of empirical mass communication research. In fact, empirical
research started with the question of whether the Catholic news¬
paper De Tijd,which was on the brink of insolvency, could create new
bonds with old and new readers (Van Cuilenburg, DeJonge &
Noomen, 1973) . Despite the scientific insights gained into the links
between a newspaper and its readers, De Tijd nevertheless surren¬
dered. In 1984 a study by Jan de Ridder marked the beginning of a
new line of research. De Ridder gathered independent data on the
processes of public concentration (readers shifting from small to
large newspapers), supplier concentration (mergers of newspaper
concerns) , and boards-of-editors concentration (less independent
boards of newspaper editors) . De Ridder showed that post-war
processes of public concentration, supplier concentration and
boards-of-editors concentration could be modelled as logistic curves.
His conclusion was that the process of concentration had slowed
down in the 1980s. Van Cuilenburg, Kleinnijenhuis and De Ridder
(1988c) showed that economically strong suppliers, and even sup¬
plier concentration, were necessary to prevent boards-of-editors
concentration. Although they showed that 13 of the 41 independent
Dutch newspapers had a less than 50% probability of surviving, they
failed to draw the obvious conclusion that a new wave of supplier
concentration and boards-of-editors concentration was imminent in
the late 1980s. Bardoel (1989) studied the chances of newspaper sur¬
vival in a newly emerging on-line market of electronic services and
electronic news. Bardoel foresaw, correctly, that documentation spe¬
cialists and the general public would become strong competitors of
ordinary newspaper journalists in the age of electronic news.

A methodological issue which had to be tackled time and again in
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‘integrated communication research’ was the measurement of rea¬
soning in the press. Noomen (1977, p. 25-32, 256) argued that the fa¬
miliar Toulmin approach to the user of arguments (Toulmin, 1957)
was problematical. Various investigations, mainly in the department
of Social Science Research Methodology, resulted in the conclusion
that automatic content analysis was a promising but nevertheless
poor alternative with which to perform this relatively complex con¬
tent analytic task (cf. Saris-Gallhofer & Saris, 1977; Namenwirth et al.,
1978; Van Cuilenburg, Kleinnijenhuis & de Ridder, 1988). TheJ-
score method was generally used to unravel political argumentation
(Van Cuilenburg, 1977, p. 60-61) . TheJ-score method boils down to
determining the ratio of the number of positive and negative sen¬
tences concerning an attitude object. In a pilot study of argumenta¬
tion in schoolbooks (Scholten, Van Cuilenburg & Kleinnijenhuis,
1983) it was found that indirect reasoning chains played a major role
and that this could be modelled using a network approach following
Charles Osgood’s ‘evaluation assertion analysis’ (Osgood, Saporta &
Nunnally, 1956) (if, according to a text, A has something to do with B
and B has something to do with C, then A has something to do with
C) . The N ETwork approach to content analysis has since been elabor¬
ated upon in many publications (e.g. Van Cuilenburg, Kleinnijen¬
huis & De Ridder, 1986, 1988ab; De Ridder, 1994ab; kleinnijenhuis,
de Ridder & Rietberg, 1997).The network approach was also at the
heart of the dissertations of Kleinnijenhuis (1990) and Hageman
(1995). Kleinnijenhuis (1990) showed that the news of today can be
predicted, to a certain degree, from indirect chains present in yester¬
day’s news. Hageman (1995) showed that mergers between newspa¬
pers do not consistently shrink the diversity of cognitive networks of
municipal politics.
In a wider sense, the network approach has also been useful in the
study of reciprocal patterns of societal agenda-setting. To what ex¬
tent do political actors, media and publics influence each other?
Kleinnijenhuis and Rietberg (1995) found that in a top-down
process, political actors influenced the media, while the media in
turn influenced the general public. In a bottom-up process, political
actors adjusted their agenda to the public agenda, but the corres¬
pondence between the political agenda and the public agenda was
shown to be mainly due to their co-orientation to the same real
economic developments (employment, inflation, taxes). Both the
agendas of political actors and of publics are sensitive to real world
developments. The media may report real economic developments
correctly, although they can also make bad mistakes (e.g. Kleinnijen¬
huis, 1990:232, Kleinnijenhuis et al., 1998:20) , but the media agenda
-which issue is to be given more attention?- is relatively insensitive
to real world developments.

Meanwhile, the department of Social Science Research Methodo¬
logy at the Vrije Universiteit continued to develop survey research
methods suitable for communication research. Saris, Neijens and De
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Ridder (1983) developed questionnaires to trace the societal debate
on nuclear energy, and societal debates in general. Neijens (1987)
developed a questionnaire to tap an audience’s informed opinions.
His conclusion was that simple information which could easily be
given to respondents was enough to arrive at informed opinions. At
the department of Social Psychology, Klandermans and colleagues
studied information and communication in social networks as a
means for social movements (e.g. Klandermans & Oegema, 1987).
Oegema’s dissertation (1993) , for example, studied the erosion of
support for the peace movement in the years after the peak of the
anti-missile movement in the early and mid- 1980s. His conclusion
was that the social pressure resulting from close-knit networks were
at the heart of the success of the peace movement (Oegema, 1993).
Support for the peace movement eroded when these networks were
no longer used as intensely (Oegema & Klandermans, 1994). Semin
and colleagues, also from the department of Social Psychology, study
communication processes at a linguistic level (e.g. Semin & Fiedler,
1988; Wigboldus, 1988) . One of their findings is that participants de¬
scribe stereotype-consistent behaviours at a higher level of linguistic
abstraction (e.g. using state-verbs, as in “Peter is a nice guy”) than
they do stereotype-inconsistent behaviours (e.g. using action-verbs,
as in ‘Peter insulted Mary’) , thus giving rise to the expectation that
the stereotype-inconsistent behaviours are exceptions to the rule
which can be explained by circumstantial peculiarities. In the
department of Linguistics, Professor Tan’s studies include visual
language (e.g. Tan, 1991).

Metamorphosis

Communication science at the Vrije Unwersiteit\m<\erv<ent a meta¬
morphosis between 1988 and 1995. The first cause of this metamor¬
phosis was that the scholars who had shaped communication science
moved to other universities or even other jobs. Van Cuilenburg, who
became professor of communication science after Diemer’s resigna¬
tion in 1981, moved to the University of Amsterdam in 1988.
Bardoel, Gallhofer, Hageman, Neijens, De Ridder, Saris, and
Scholten, who can be considered as the co-founders of empirical
communication science at the Vrije Universiteit, went on to the
University of Amsterdam, other universities, or even other jobs.
Noomen, who succeeded Van Cuilenburg, became Dean of the Vrije
Universiteit in 1995.
The second cause of the metamorphosis was the establishment in
1993 of a new discipline at the Vrije Universiteit entitled Policy,
Communication and Organisation, as a co-operative project of ad¬
ministration science and communication science. The new discip¬
line was a response to societal changes. Due to the information tech¬
nology revolution of the 1980s and early 1990s, a ‘network
society’ came into being in which (agents within) private enterprises,
non-profit organisations, social movements, civil services, media,
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special interest groups and the g meral public could interact with
each other through an astonishing variety of newly developed chan¬
nels of verbal and visual information exchange (e.g. on-line data¬
bases, new television channels, direct mail, fax, Internet, intranet).
In the new information society, ‘policy’ meant networking (e.g. Van
Dijk, 1997), communicative steering (e.g. Pröpper, 1992) and dia¬
logue as a method (e.g. Van Ruler, 1998), where ‘policy’ had tradi¬
tionally been perceived as the promulgation of laws, verdicts or plans
which would be executed almost automatically either by an hierarch¬
ical government bureaucracy or by the ‘invisible hand’ of the price
mechanism which would perfectly rule utility-maximizing individ¬
uals. It was precisely this overwhelming variety of newly developed
communication channels and the resulting information overload
from it (e.g. Van Cuilenburg, 1982) which made communication a
policy problem for organisations, since more communicative choices
were required than ever before. A new type of student enrolled in
the new discipline of ‘Policy, Communication and Organisation’,
which now attracts more than 200 students per year (post-HBO in¬
cluded) . These students are interested in the interface of commun¬
ication with policy and organisation. They are intrigued more by
private enterprises than by the traditional media or governmental
agencies.
The third cause of the metamorphosis is related to the first and
second. Communication scientists from various backgrounds but
with a common interest in organisational and communication
processes entered the Vrije Universiteit. In January 1999 the ‘commun¬
ication’ staff consisted of Dr J.F. Caljé, Dr D. Oegema, M. Meijer, Dr
A.A. van Ruler, C. Vaneker and P. Zweekhorst. In the research group
on Policy, Communication and Organisation, Prof. F. Fleurke, Dr F.
den Hond, Dr F.D. Huizenga and Dr P. Kenis are also prominent.
The next paragraphs give a short description of the University’s cur¬
rent research. The three themes combine the six themes in section C
of the joint research programme entitled ‘Institutions and actors:
public administration, communication and policy’ of administration
science, political science and communication science.

Interorganisational communication and co-operation:
the macro-meso link

In the network society, organisations are neither ruled completely by
government laws or government procedures, nor by the invisible
hand of the price mechanism. Instead, innovations, strategic
alliances with competing organisations and communications with
stakeholders are of much greater importance. Co-ordination, or at
least co-orientation to common information sources, is helpful for
organisations to further each others’ interests in a positive sum
game. Co-ordination and co-orientation mechanisms can usually be
classified under five broad substantive headings (Kenis & Knoke,
1998; Kenis, 1993; Knoke, 1990; 1999): communicative exchanges
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(e.g. technical data, work advice, office rumours, conferences, clear¬
inghouse operations), resource exchanges (e.g. trade, physical ex¬
changes) , power relations (either rewards or punishments depend¬
ing on compliance with norms or commands), boundary
penetrations (e.g. interlocking directorates) and sentimental attach¬
ments (e.g. trust). Interorganisational theory privileges interorgan-
isational communication as the primary co-orienlation mechanism.
Communicating preferences, intentions, values, normative expecta¬
tions and empirical facts are a necessary prelude to establishing
resource exchanges, power, penetrative, and sentimental ties.
The basic hypothesis of a network theory of interorganisational rela¬
tions is that the relations between organisations are a more powerful
tool with which to explain organisations than are organisational at¬
tributes. The structural properties of interorganisational networks
affect the interorganisational behaviours of individual organisations
(Kenis & Schneider, 1996; Kenis & Knoke, 1998) .
Interorganisational behaviours can be operationalised as features of
direct dyadic relationships between pairs of organisations at a given
point in time as the units of analysis. The structural properties of in¬
terorganisational networks to explain the precise features of dyadic
relationships can be operationalised as features of the network of di¬
rect and indirect relationships at a previous point in time. Thus, tests
of network theories of interorganisational communication and
co-operation require longitudinal data with respect to the dynamic
development of dyadic relationships (communicative, resource,
etc.) between organisations (e.g. Kleinnijenhuis & De Vries, 1994).
The application of these principles in studying the provision of h iv-
preventive measures may serve as an example (e.g. Kenis, 1996).
Such measures (needle exchange, methadone, etc.)have been
studied in nine German municipalities, the basic hypothesis of the
study being that these often controversial measures can only be
provided by organisations embedded in specific inter-organisational
relations and/or networks. First results show that it is indeed less the
‘problem load’ or the ‘normative orientations’ in such a policy field
which explain whether preventive measures are provided or not, but
rather the communication structure. For example, in networks
where informal communication, especially between repressive and
supportive organisations, exists and where at the same time a central
organisation is present with respect to the exchange of resources and
expertise, the development of effective preventive measures is much
more likely.
Fleurke and Huizenga (1996) explain why a complex pattern of co¬
ordination and incentives for co-ordination between governmental,
societal and corporate agencies is imperative to optimise waste dis¬
posal policy. Den Hond (1997) studied patterns of communication
and co-operation in the automobile industry. The automobile indus¬
try found itself able to agree on joint environmental action in the
late 1980s when threats of strict regulation by national governments
and the ec had prompted the automobile industry to create a joint
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communication platform and scientific reports had indicated the
possibility of a win-win game between environmental measures and
profitability. Kleinnijenhuis (1999) contends that the development
of a discourse coalition in which players routinely reinforce a dis¬
course which suggests that the future outcomes of interorganisa-
tional games are consistent with a game-theoretic ‘co-operative
game’ is vital for interorganisational cooperation. The joint
discourse that suggests cooperative solutions is usually furnished by
exogenous parties which are deemed neutral, sacred or all-powerful
by the organisational players. It is essential for such a routinely rein¬
forced discourse that the players realise that the discourse is essential
to obtaining each others’ co-operation, even if they are sceptical with
respect to its truth themselves.
To understand interorganisational co-ordination in complex net¬
works, the visualisation of these networks is essential. Brandes, Kenis,
Raab etal. (1999) discuss various visualisations of policy networks.

Communication management: the meso level

An integrated approach to management communication, marketing
communication, internal communication and public relations re¬
quires communication management. The research question of the
research project on communication management is an exploratory
one. Do communication specialists in organisations possess the
knowledge on communication processes, the skills and the power
bases to implement an integrated approach?
On the basis of a survey among communication specialists in profit-
and non-profit organisations, Van Ruler and De Lange (1995) show
that most communication specialists do not have a higher education
in communication. Most communication specialists typically attend
some communication courses, and many have a background in journ¬
alism. Since 1995, however, the degree of professionalism has in¬
creased somewhat (Van Ruler & De Lange, 1995, forthcoming).

In her dissertation, Van Ruler (1996) examines the theoretical ori¬
entations of communication specialists on the basis of a small survey
analysis and additional in-depth discussions with many of the respond¬
ents. Van Ruler argues that respondents should ideally adopt an
interactive perspective (striving for mutual understanding and com¬
mon solutions with target groups) on the essence of communication,
rather than a transmission perspective (striving for persuasion of tar¬
get groups), partly because the interactive perspective makes com¬
munication specialists more sensitive to the actions, reactions, beliefs
and orientations of target groups. The majority of the communica¬
tion specialists viewed communication as a type of transmission or
even as straightforward emission, rather than as interaction (Van
Ruler, 1996, p. 182,334).
In a recent essay, Van Ruler (1998) contends that four different
fields of communication management should be distinguished. In
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line with her dissertation Van Ruler distinguishes a transmission per¬
spective from an interaction perspective. A distinction is also drawn
between communication aimed at information dissemination and
communication aimed at influencing attitudes and behaviour. Van
Ruler suggests that each of the four fields of communication man¬
agement requires its own approach and its own body of scientific
knowledge. Transmission aimed at information dissemination re¬
quires knowledge of the methods and channels that can be used to
inform target groups. Transmission aimed at influencing attitudes
and behaviour requires social-psychologically-oriented knowledge
about persuasion. Interaction between parties whose aim is only
information exchange requires knowledge on dialogue ns a method
(Van Ruler 1998). Interaction between parties who seek to influence
each other’s attitudes, behaviours or policies requires knowledge
about negotiations and interactive policy-making (labelled
‘formation’). Policy-making is ‘interactive’ when decision-makers
and stakeholders (e.g. commercial organisations, governmental
agencies, interest groups, concerned citizens) consult each other on
the basis of an informal, but agreed-upon procedure at an early stage
of the policy-making process and with an open mind. An impetus for
interactive policy-making is the desire of organisations to commit
stakeholders to their policy. Interactive policy-making also rests on
the expectation that extensive consultations may diminish the
inclination of stakeholders and citizens to oppose the organisation
and its policy, for example when the media portray the organisation
or its policy negatively. Interactive policy-making is also used to evade
parliamentary control or media influence. Pröpper and Kessens
(1998:260) maintain that in the Netherlands, interactive policy-
making at the local evel is a reaction of local bureaucracies to lower
levels of political participation, especially to a lower turnout at
municipal elections.

Media effects and Media Monitor: the meso-micro link

Public images of organisations may rest partly on reports in the media
(e.g. TheEconomist, De Telegraaf, or the Financial Times'). The
specialised information published by organisations (e.g. corporate
communication campaigns, extensive internet sites) is usually passed
on by the media to peripheral news consumers. Very little is known,
however, about the precise effects of various news types on news
consumers’ attitudes and behaviours towards organisations. Until the
1980s, effects were deduced from content analysis with no scrupulous
analysis of changes in public opinion, or from an analysis of changes
in public opinion with no scrupulous analysis of prior media content.
Effects research at the Vrije Universiteit starts from an ‘integrated’ lon¬
gitudinal approach. The basis question is whether, and if so to what
degree, favourable or unfavourable attitudes towards an organisa¬
tion (a party, a firm, a department) depend on the news, and if so,
on which features of the news. To answer this research question, stat-
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istical techniques are used to compare features of the weekly news
with subsequent changes in the attitudes of respondents towards or¬
ganisations in weekly panel surveys (e.g. Kleinnijenhuis et al.,1995,
1997, 1998ab). The pattern of news effects that show up is sum¬
marised below.

News on organisations consists mainly of three types. News on sup¬
port and criticism, also labelled ‘conflict-oriented news’, refers to the
support for or criticism of an organisation. The precise effect on the
news audience of news criticism of a target organisation depends on
the triangular relationship between the audience, the supporting or
criticising subject actor, and the target organisation. It is to be ex¬
pected that criticism from within the organisation itself will diminish
the audience’s support for an organisation, since whatever side the
reader chooses, support for part of the organisation will by defini¬
tion decrease. Criticism from traditional adversaries will often in¬
crease the latent support of the audience for an organisation. These
criticisms can function as the proof of the rationale of an organisa¬
tion’s existence. Criticism from neutral sources, or from usually neu¬
tral sources, will have fairly weak effects (e.g. Heider, 1946). Recent
research shows that evaluative editorial comments have only small
and incidental effects as compared to the effects of other types of
conflict-oriented news. Traditionally, media effects have been nar¬
rowed down to the effects of explicit journalistic comment.
The second type of news about organisations consists of statements
on organisational successes or failures. This type of news corres¬
ponds roughly with news labelled as ‘horserace news’. Success often
breeds success. Peripheral news consumers readily side with success¬
ful organisations. However, latent sympathisers with an organisation
who reflect carefully on the news may draw an unexpected conclu¬
sion from repeated news on that organisation’s failures. They may in¬
fer that the organisation is more in need of societal support than
ever, or that an absolute low is imminent or may even have passed. In
the way that thoughtful share dealers may infer that the tide will soon
turn when the media pay attention to an organisation’s failures and
losses, thoughtful voters may infer that an unsuccessful party does
not deserve to lose so heavily after all.
Issue news is a third type of news on organisations (e.g. news on
profits, investments, employment, the environment). Caljé (1997, p.
126-138, 186-187) showed that readers of different newspapers who
share identical socio-demographic characteristics may have rather
different perceptions of environmental issues and issue risks, even al¬
though the differences between the environmental news in their
respective newspapers were rather subtle. Directional theory
(Rabinowitz & McDonald, 1989) can help to explain the role of
issues in organisational image-building. In general, an organisation
which unequivocally promises to deliver what the public indistinctly
seems to want has the edge over an organisation which tries to adjust
its promises to the precise demands of the public, provided that the
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promises are within the limits of acceptability. Issue ownership theory
(e.g. Petrocik, 1996) maintains that most organisations have a long¬
standing reputation of solving problems in specific issue areas.
Mercedes Benz, for example, has the reputation of being Teutonic
with regard to the issue of thoroughness (at least, until Baby Benz
turned over) . Leftist parties, for example, have a good reputation
when the issue at stake is social security. Rightist parties have a good
reputation when taxes are at stake; theyjust maintain that taxes are
excessive, almost regardless of their actual level. Rightist parties have
a reputation for reducing taxes. A news wave on tax issues will encour¬
age voters to adopt political standpoints which give rightist parties the
edge over leftist parties.
The public image of Shell as an oil concern with a poor environmen¬
tal reputation can serve as another example. Although after the Brent
Spar fuss Shell tried to create a public image as a concern with an
exemplary conduct on environmental issues, the public continued to
perceive that Shell was a company with a particularly poor environ¬
mental policy (Kleinnijenhuis, 1999). Apparently Shell made the
mistake to beat the drum with an issue that was owned by its old
adversaries. [Shell seems not to have realised that no amount of
publicity about its environmental programme would allow it to wrest
the issue back from its old adversaries.]
Current research aims at the development of a media monitorwhxch
indicates, on a daily or weekly basis, how an organisation performs
with regard to conflict-oriented news, horserace news and issue news.
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