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Patterns of politicization 
following triggering events: the 
indirect effect of issue-owning 
challengers
Wouter Van der Brug                * and Joost Berkhout               

Department of Political Science, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, Netherlands

Changes in party systems do not always occur gradually. While structural 
changes in societies lead to new tensions and potential conflicts, these conflicts 
often become politicized in the wake of ‘triggering events’. However, such 
events do not always lead to the politicization of an issue. This study addresses 
the question why potentially triggering events sometimes produce extensive 
political attention and conflict around an associated issue, whereas in other 
circumstances very similar events do not generate much political attention or 
contestation. Some scholars highlight the strategic incentives of party political 
elites (the top-down perspective) whereas others focus on the key role of political 
challengers in politicizing issues (‘the bottom-up perspective)’. We focus on three 
events that potentially trigger the politicization of immigration (9–11, Banlieus 
riots and the Cartoon crisis) and identify anti-immigration parties as challengers 
of government parties. Based on political claims analysis of newspapers in seven 
European countries, we find that government parties exert strong control over 
the political agenda, both in terms of salience as in positional terms. However, 
when anti-immigration parties are large and in opposition, they do play an 
important role in politicizing the issue of immigration. Since anti-immigration 
parties have increased their vote share over the past decade and typically remain 
in the opposition nevertheless, it is likely that future events will lead to further 
politicization of the issue of immigration.
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Introduction

Over the past decades the party systems of several Western European democracies have 
changed fundamentally, largely as the result of the increased salience of conflicts over 
immigration and European unification. While different authors use different terms to describe 
this conflict dimension,1 there seems to be consensus among scholars that the politicization 
of the issue of immigration (broadly defined) is a key component of these recent changes in 

1 For instance, Kriesi et al. (2008) label this conflict dimension ‘integration-demarcation’, De Vries 

(2018)calls it the ‘cosmopolitan-parochial divide’ and Hooghe and Marks (2018) refer to it as the 

‘transnational cleavage’.
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the party systems. Both parties and citizens are increasingly divided 
on the question of which types of immigrants and how many can 
be admitted into the countries and to what extent these immigrants 
should (culturally) adapt to the habits and norms of majority 
populations. Changes to party systems often do not occur gradually. 
Even though there are often structural developments that lead to 
tensions in society, sudden unexpected crises or events may spark a 
process of politicization and become ‘critical junctures’ in a process of 
party system change (e.g., Braun and Tausendpfund, 2016; Hooghe 
and Marks, 2018; Hutter and Kriesi, 2020; Schäfer et  al., 2020). 
However, while scholars agree on the fact that the issue of immigration 
has become increasingly politicized, there is debate about whether this 
is either a top-down or bottom-up driven process.

One perspective sees politicization largely as a top-down process, 
where mainstream parties, in particular those in government, set the 
political agenda (e.g., Mair, 1998, pp. 10–13; Green-Pedersen, 2010). 
As noted by Green-Pedersen (2010), p. 16 ‘mainstream parties, if they 
agree, have a strong control over the party system agenda’. To the 
extent that mainstream parties agree, they should thus be able not only 
to determine which issues are politicized, but also to de-politicize an 
issue that threatens existing (government) coalitions and internal 
party cohesion (e.g., Schattschneider, 1960, pp. 60–75). The second 
perspective is one in which there is an important role for challengers, 
such as grass root organizations and social movements (e.g., 
Koopmans et al., 2005), niche or challenger parties (e.g., Meguid, 
2008; De Vries and Hobolt, 2020) or the public (Downs, 1972; 
Stimson, 2004). To be sure, most of these authors have emphasized the 
importance of structural conditions that may offer opportunities for 
such challengers, or limit these opportunities. Yet, still, in these latter 
perspectives, politicization of an issue is seen more as a bottom up 
process than in the former ones.

We contribute to this debate by studying the politicization of the 
issue of immigration following three events that could have potentially 
triggered a process of politicization (9–11, Banlieus riots and the 
Cartoon crisis). We study politicization by means of political claims 
analysis of newspapers in seven European countries. This enables us, 
not only to measure politicization at an aggregate level, but also to see 
which actors initially set the agenda and how different actors react to 
each other in the news. In this way, we acquire detailed information 
about how the issue becomes politicized (if at all) and whether this is 
mainly bottom up or top down.

One could reasonably argue that the leadership of all parties and 
even social movements is part of the elite, which would then imply 
that processes of politicization are always initiated top down. However, 
in this study we  distinguish between governing parties and 
mainstream opposition parties on the one hand and challenger parties 
and social movements on the other hand. When the latter are able to 
politicize the issue, we  will refer to this as bottom up because 
we consider these parties as outsiders that wish to change the status 
quo by politicizing an issue that mainstream actors would prefer to 
de-politicize. We find that government coalition parties exert strong 
control over the political agenda, both in terms of salience and in 
positional terms. However, when anti-immigration parties are large 
and in opposition, they do play an important role in politicizing the 
issue of immigration.

So, while our findings provide support for the top-down perspective, 
they also suggest ways to bridge the two perspectives. More specifically, 
we  point out that government agenda control is asymmetric: 

government parties can push issues on the agenda but are less successful 
in strategically keeping unfavorable issues off the agenda. In our cases 
this asymmetry appears when there is a large far right party in the 
opposition, and can get the issue of immigration on the agenda, even 
when it would be better for mainstream parties to ignore it. Mainstream 
parties then feel forced to react. Our attention to the context-specific 
strategic interaction between mainstream and challenger parties bridges 
the two perspectives. We contribute to the literature by proposing a 
‘strategic interaction’ perspective on politicization.

The results also speak more broadly to the theme of the special 
issue. We can expect that the issue of immigration will remain high on 
the political agenda, since most western democracies have a large anti-
immigration party that benefits electorally from politicizing the issue. 
Mainstream parties will not be able to keep the issue from getting high 
onto the agenda at different occasions. So, this highly divisive issue 
will likely remain to be prominent.

Our paper is structured as follows. We will first elaborate on our 
conceptualization of politicization and discuss how our study relates 
to the wider literature. We then discuss the data and our methods of 
analyses, after which we  will present the results. The concluding 
section discusses the implications of our findings.

What do we mean by politicization?

Two bodies of literature exist which focus on ways in which issues 
become politicized or not. The first tradition of research is concerned 
with agenda setting. Under which circumstances does a social problem 
become defined as a problem that requires action from public officials? 
Agenda setting theory focuses on the different thresholds of public 
saliency that prevent a topic from becoming an issue and/or prevent 
an issue from reaching the stage where policies are formulated. A 
second body of literature focuses more on competition in terms of the 
intensity of conflict, polarization and position-taking. The 
abovementioned top-down and bottom-up perspectives are to 
be found in both traditions. We will discuss both strands of agenda-
setting literature in turn.

Agenda-setting studies in political science point to the relative 
attention, the salience, of issues in various arenas of politics (e.g., 
Downs, 1972; Cobb and Elder, 1983; Jones and Baumgartner, 2005; 
Baumgartner et al., 2009). In an overly simplified bottom up view 
of such agenda-setting approaches, issue attention travels from 
public opinion via the news media through party politics to the 
government and its policies. The focus is on the variation in 
government responsiveness to political issues. In this perspective, 
the rank-order of issues, the restricted nature of agendas and the 
(un)likely pathways of issue salience are important factors to 
explain differences in politicization. Agenda setting studies have 
extensively assessed the effect of so-called focusing events, ‘external 
shocks’ or ‘alarmed discoveries’ on policy attention and change 
(Downs, 1972; Kingdon, 1984, pp. 99–105; Baumgartner and Jones, 
1993; p.  39; Birkland, 1997, 2004; Walgrave and Varone, 2008, 
p. 368). With their focus on (relative) issue salience, agenda-setting 
studies, however, still miss the magnitude and character of the 
conflict, because they do not take into account the extent to which 
actors disagree. Many debates may deal with technicalities of new 
legislation or policy implementation, rather than with fundamental 
differences of opinion.
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Second, especially scholars of political parties, and party 
competition more specifically, highlight the importance of positional 
competition and the extent to which political parties (and the 
electorate) have different, polarized positions on the issue (e.g., Downs, 
1957; Carmines and Carmines, 1989; Hobolt and De Vries, 2015). 
Electoral competition is seen as a process in which parties present 
different choices to the electorate in terms of different positions on 
issues and opposing ideological positions. In this view, the political 
positions of actors and their interrelationships in a political space 
determine what political actors do in parliament, in government, in 
election campaigns and in other forms of providing political attention 
to issues.

The academic interest in the politicization of issues arises from the 
idea that the expansion of the scope of participation potentially 
contributes to more democratic policy-making processes (e.g., 
Baumgartner and Jones, 1993, p. 11). In this line of argumentation one 
should observe that electoral campaigns on issues that citizens care 
about and where political parties present meaningfully opposing 
views will have larger turn-out and create a stronger mandate than 
relatively ‘depoliticized’ electoral campaigns in which party offerings 
are proximate to one another and on issues of limited public salience. 
At the same time, as noted by Schattschneider (1960), p.  64 
politicization may also overburden the political system with 
contradictory demands and polarized positions may create 
policy deadlock.

In addition to salience and polarization, recent studies on 
politicization identify the numbers and types of actors involved in a 
conflict, i.e., its scope (or ‘actor expansion’ or ‘resonance’), as an 
important dimension of the politicization issues (De Wilde, 2011; De 
Wilde and Zürn, 2012; Grande and Hutter, 2016, pp. 7–10; Grande 
and Hutter, 2016; Hutter and Kriesi, 2020).2 In line with recent work 
by Andrione-Moylan et al. (2023) we conceptualize politicization as 
an actor-driven phenomenon. So, we do not consider actor dynamics 
to be a dimension of politicization. Instead, we conceive of issue (de-)
politicization as a (potential) consequence of the strategic interactions 
of political actors. In our study we will thus focus on two dimensions 
of politicization: salience and (positional) polarization. This means 
that in issue becomes more politicized when it is higher on the 
political agenda (more salient) and when the positions of different 
actors drift apart (more polarized). Even though the two dimensions 
of politicization are probably not independent, we treat them as two 
separate dependent variables in our models.

Our theoretical perspective on politicization is based on three 
assumptions. The first assumption is that there are many potential 
conflicts in each society and that only some will be (temporarily) 
politicized (Schattschneider, 1960, p. 64). This is because the agendas 
of parliament, but also of the media have restricted carrying capacities 
(e.g., Jones and Baumgartner, 2005). So, politicians and journalists will 

2 Others also identify the framing of an issue as a dimension of politicization. 

We do not think that that is useful in this context given that framing, i.e., the 

selective highlighting of considerations in order to mobilize public opinion, is 

better understood as a political strategy of actors rather than a characteristic 

of an issue (Jerit, 2008). Also differences in the frame used, i.e., the justification 

provided by an actor for a position, tends to be a difference in kind rather than 

in degree, complicating its study as a dimension of issue conflict.

always need to prioritize. When actors disagree and one side starts 
calling attention to the issue, a process of politicization may set in. In 
particular when both sides make an issue salient and if the issue 
polarizes, we have the largest degree of politicization. Yet, if only one 
side calls attention, but the other side does not, attention can easily 
wane. A second assumption is that actors behave strategically. So, they 
will try to politicize an issue if they think they can benefit and they will 
try to prevent politicization of an issue if this could harm them. They 
will primarily attempt to affect the salience of an issue rather than 
adapt their position. This assumption is supported by many studies 
which demonstrate long time periods of stability in the main 
dimension(s) of conflict (e.g., De Vries and Marks, 2012), as well as in 
the positions that parties take.

A third assumption is that events do not, by themselves make an 
issue more salient. For instance, the terrorist attacks on the Twin 
Towers in New York were conducted mainly by Saudi Arabian citizens, 
not by immigrants. While it makes sense that these attacks received a 
lot of attention in the media, it is not necessarily the case that they also 
raise attention to the situation of Muslims with a migration 
background in European countries. Making that connection is a 
strategic political move, usually by those who expect to benefit from 
doing so. So, events provide opportunities for the politicization of an 
issue but we see the actual politicization as a strategic act.

Below, we further explain the theoretical implications of these 
assumptions. After that, we  will present analyses which focus on 
agenda setting, i.e., which types of actors set the agenda and which 
types of actors react to them. Then we will also present analyses in 
which we take into account the positions taken by different actors. 
We seek to uncover interactive processes in this regard: Suppose that 
a process of politicization is initiated by anti-immigration parties 
making negative remarks about immigrants, do other actors respond 
by making positive remarks, do they echo the anti-immigration 
parties, or do they simply ignore them?

Theoretical considerations

In order to understand how political conflicts develop, one must 
take into account position taking on the issue (how polarized these 
positions are), as well as how those positions structure the incentives 
for political actors to pay more or less attention to the issue (salience). 
Conflict theory tells us that conflicts do not only divide those parties 
on the opposite sides of the conflict line, but also unite actors on the 
same side. If collective actors want to win a conflict, they will invest 
time and energy into seeking agreement and in building a coalition 
with like-minded collective actors. Once such a coalition is formed 
and trust is built, such a coalition is a valuable asset. Especially when 
parties have created a government coalition, this collaboration adds 
to their influence on policy making and to the career opportunities of 
the party leadership. As coalition parties have an incentive to keep the 
coalition intact, they will try to avoid putting issues on the agenda 
about which they disagree to such an extent that no acceptable 
compromise can be reached. Instead of fighting simultaneously at 
different fronts, they must decide “which battle do we want most to 
win?” (Schattschneider, 1960, p. 67).

This mechanism explains why party systems are often structured 
by one single overarching dimension, why, at a sub-system level, 
policy conflicts tend to be split in only two sides (Baumgartner et al., 
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2009) and why movement conflict often takes a unidimensional form 
(e.g., Meyer and Staggenborg, 1996). Even when more than one 
ideological dimension structures the conflicting principles that guide 
parties’ behavior, not all these dimensions become equally organized. 
Normally, political parties will organize coalitions with actors that are 
close on the conflict dimension that they consider most important. 
This becomes the dominant dimension of conflict, because parties 
have an incentive to avoid to ‘fight’ conflicts that do not correspond 
with this dimension, or that cannot be made compatible with it. This 
incentive connects the dimensionality of structural relations between 
political parties and the salience of issues in the party system. This 
matters a great deal, as noted by Riker (1996), p.  9 ‘people win 
politically (..) because they have setup the situation in such a way that 
other people will want to join them – or will feel forced by 
circumstances to join them’. Mainstream parties will attempt to 
‘structure the world so they can win’ by emphasizing issues that are 
part of the dominant dimension of political conflict whereas the 
strategy of challengers ‘is to divide the majority’ by emphasizing issues 
on which other actors do not dominate (Riker, 1996, p. 9; also see: 
Hobolt and de Vries, 2015; Sagarzazu and Klüver, 2017).

Several studies show that party positions on the issue of 
immigration are strongly correlated with left/right positions, at least 
at the time of our study (e.g., Van der Brug and Van Spanje, 2009; 
Lefkofridi et al., 2014). So, the structure of the party systems imposes 
few limits on mainstream parties addressing the issue. However, the 
potential voters for most mainstream parties in Western Europe are 
deeply divided on the issue of immigration (see, e.g., Givens and 
Luedtke, 2005; Bale et  al., 2010). So, immigration is an issue that 
mainstream parties would generally not want to politicize, because 
this could only hurt them electorally. If mainstream parties could 
exercise full control over the political or media agenda, they would 
most probably try to keep the issue off the agenda. Yet, neither the 
governing parties nor even mainstream parties as a group can exercise 
full control over the political agenda.

When a potential issue exists in public opinion but is ignored by 
mainstream parties and politically relevant other actors, new parties 
may arise which explicitly emphasize this topic. They may do so 
especially around ‘wedge issues. which are issues that have the 
potential of “driving a wedge into governing party platforms” (Van de 
Wardt et al., 2014, p. 986). Examples of such issues are environmental 
protection, European unification and immigration. When the 
positions of challenger parties on these issues are popular among a 
substantial group of voters, these challengers might electorally benefit 
from politicizing the issue, whereas mainstream parties have a clear 
interest in keeping the issue off the agenda. When challengers are 
successful in mobilizing support on the basis of their stands on an 
issue, they automatically become the issue owners.3

When an event occurs, such as 9/11 or the ‘cartoon crisis. this 
provides opportunities for those who wish to politicize the issue of 
migration. If we conceive of politicization as a bottom-up process, 
we would thus expect anti-immigration parties or other radical right 
movements to put the issue high on the agenda after such events and 

3 Here we  use the term issue ownership in line with Van der Brug 

(2004),Bellucci (2006), and Walgrave et al. (2009), namely as the associative 

identification of a party with an issue.

we  would then expect the issue to become politicized because 
mainstream parties, pro-immigrant movements and other civil society 
actors would feel forced to react. In their monograph on the 
politicization of the issue of immigration during the 1990s, Koopmans 
et al. (2005) focus on the role of grass root organizations and anti-
immigration parties. They explain differences in the rise of these grass 
root movements by the (actor-specific) opportunity structures in each 
of the countries that they study. Like Koopmans et al. (2005), much of 
the work in this field does not explicitly attempt to explain 
politicization, but rather focuses on the (electoral) success of the 
parties that politicize wedge issues, either referred to as niche parties 
(e.g., Meguid, 2008) or challenger parties (e.g., De Vries and Hobolt, 
2012, 2020). Yet, scholars in this tradition see processes of 
politicization arising largely from the ‘bottom-up’ activities of 
challengers, be it grass root organizations or parties. Please note that 
even though anti-immigration parties may have parliamentary seats 
and as such may initiate politicization from the ‘top-down. we consider 
them to be political outsiders who challenge existing power relations 
largely relying on the political repertoire of challengers and are 
therefore more properly associated with bottom-up processes 
of politicization.

As noted earlier, Green-Pedersen (2012) argued, however, that 
mainstream parties exercise quite a lot of control over the political 
agenda. When the issue that is owned by a niche party is harmful to 
the interests of mainstream parties as a group, they will jointly try to 
keep the issue off the political agenda. However, keeping an issue off 
the public or media agenda seems to be difficult or even impossible in 
countries with press freedom. When anti-immigration parties voice 
their harsh criticisms of migration policies, one would expect their 
quotes to have a lot of news value, similar to the news values produced 
by the ‘events and drama’ of social movement action (e.g., Gamson 
and Wolfsfeld, 1993). So, one would expect them to receive much 
media attention. Yet, according to Bennett’s (1990) indexing theory, 
reporters tend to base their coverage of politics on a ‘authoritative’ elite 
of ‘credible news sources’ (also: Bennett et al., 2007; Van Dalen, 2012). 
When mainstream parties disagree, opinions of these elites will reflect 
the different sides of this debate. However, when the mainstream 
parties agree, opposition voices tend to be marginalized (a similar 
effect has been noted for social movements, e.g., Tarrow, 1998, p. 66). 
To the extent that this perspective is valid, we  will observe no 
politicization of the debate on immigration after these events. There 
may be some instances where anti-immigration parties raise the issue, 
but this will be largely ignored.

Even though we think that Bennett (1990) and Green-Pedersen 
(2012) are correct when pointing out selection mechanisms in the 
media, there are good reasons to expect that anti-immigration parties 
will play an important role in the politicization of the issue, especially 
if these parties are large. Small anti-immigration parties have as much 
interest in trying to call attention to the migration issue as larger anti-
immigration parties. Yet, for two reasons larger parties can be expected 
to receive more attention than smaller ones. First, news values theory 
predicts that it will be difficult for the media to ignore the opinions of 
anti-immigration parties if they represent a large portion of the 
population. A second related reason is that larger parties have more 
influence in parliament. They get more time during debates to 
elaborate on the policies they propose and when trying to find 
parliamentary majorities for proposals, it is more difficult for other 
parties to ignore them. So, a larger party is a more important player in 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2024.1314217
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/Political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org


Van der Brug and Berkhout 10.3389/fpos.2024.1314217

Frontiers in Political Science 05 frontiersin.org

parliament than a smaller one, and, as predicted by indexing theory, 
the media tend to pay more attention to larger parties than to 
smaller ones.

When getting media attention for an issue, the question is how 
other parties will respond. Even if a small anti-immigration party 
manages to get some media attention, the most rational response of 
mainstream parties is probably to ignore the issue and the anti-
immigration party, hoping that attention for the issue will soon wane 
(e.g., Meguid, 2008). However, when a larger anti-immigration party 
receives media attention, this strategy of ignoring may not work. First 
of all, as larger anti-immigration parties have easier access to the 
media, attention for the issue may not wane so quickly. Secondly, if the 
issue does not wane, mainstream parties will be  afraid of being 
accused of ignoring an important issue (e.g., Sigelman and Buell, 
2004). In that case, anti-immigration parties may be seen by many 
citizens as better representatives of their opinions, which would make 
the strategy of ignoring very risky. So, if larger anti-immigration 
parties try to politicize the issue, we expect mainstream parties to 
either confront, or to accommodate (Meguid, 2008). A confrontational 
strategy produces full politicization (i.e., in terms of salience as well as 
polarization) and an accommodative strategy should lead to weaker 
politicization in which salience goes up shortly, but positional 
differences between mainstream and anti-immigration parties 
remains low.

In addition to the size of an anti-immigration party, there is also 
another element that affects the strategic considerations of anti-
immigration parties: whether they are in government or in 
opposition. When an anti-immigration party is part of a governing 
coalition, there will be more constraints on its desire to politicize the 
issue than when the party is in opposition (Strom, 1990). When in 
government, they are partially responsible for the government’s 
policies. This makes it difficult for them to criticize the government 
for not having more strict migration and integration policies. 
Moreover, parties in government coalitions need to collaborate in 
order to be effective and to implement their desired policies. In order 
to maintain good working relations with other government parties, 
anti-immigration parties will be  likely to moderate their tone 
somewhat (but see: Akkerman, 2012; Akkerman and Lange, 2012). 
This does not mean they will be silent about their core issue, but 
we expect them to be less eager to strongly politicize the issue than 
when they are in opposition.

So, when an event occurs and there is a large issue owner in 
opposition, we can expect them to try increase the saliency of the 
issue. In the case of the immigration issue, anti-immigration parties 
are the most obvious issue owners, especially in ‘associative’ terms 
(Walgrave et al., 2012). In case the immigration issue becomes salient, 
mainstream parties may choose to confront anti-immigration parties, 
which could lead to a further polarization of the issue, or they may 
choose to accommodate. We cannot a priori predict how they will 
respond. So, rather than formulating strong hypotheses, we  will 
explore the patterns of politicization on the basis of the following three 
research questions:

 1 Is there a relationship between the number of opposition seats 
of anti-immigration parties and the salience of the issue after 
an event?

 2 Which actors drive to the politicization of an issue?
 3 What are the dynamics by which the actors react to each other?

Data and research design

Political claims analysis

We use political claims analysis of newspaper articles to measure 
politicization of migration. In this section we will discuss four aspects: 
the type of public political behavior observed, what news media tell us 
about the politicization of issues, the operationalization of salience 
and polarization, and the sampling frame used.

Political claims-making is a certain type of political behavior 
defined as “the purposive and public articulation of political demands, 
calls to action, proposals, criticisms, or physical attacks, which, 
actually or potentially, affect the interests or integrity of the claimants 
and/or other collective actors” (Koopmans et al., 2005, p. 254, see also 
Koopmans and Statham, 1999, p. 207). Claims must be political, in the 
sense that they relate to collective social problems and their solutions, 
and not to individual problems. They need not be political in the sense 
that they refer to (changes or initiations of) government policies. The 
core components of a claim are similar to what Lasswell (1948), p. 37 
has defined as core components of political communication: ‘who? 
says what? to whom? in which channel? with what effect?’. As is 
common in claims analysis (Koopmans et  al., 2005, pp.  254–59), 
we make a distinction between a subject actor (i.e., the claimant), the 
addressee, the form, the object actor, the topic of the claim, as well as 
the frame used to justify the claims. We only use the information on 
the subject actor in this article (see Berkhout, 2015 for a detailed 
overview of the project of which the data collection was part). Claim 
making is in many ways the core business of politicians and other 
political actors. They do so by, for instance, sending press statements, 
publishing reports or, in the case of government actors, initiating 
policy program. Political claims analysis has been successfully used to 
measure Europeanisation of public spheres (Koopmans and Statham, 
2010), to examine the discursive context of migrant mobilization 
[Localmultidem and Eurislam projects (Cinalli and Giugni, 2013)] 
and to assess the political effect of citizenship regimes (Koopmans 
et al., 2005).

We observe claims in newspapers. In principle, one could observe 
claims-making in various different areas such as by examining police 
records to count protests, by recording press statements or by coding 
parliamentary debates. However, such sources only record political 
activities of certain types of political actors such as social movements 
or actors appearing in parliament. For that reason, practically all 
political claims analysis relies on newspapers as a source in order to 
document claims by various types of political actors, most notably 
governments and other state actors, civil society actors and political 
parties. In contrast to research in communication science, we are not 
specifically interested in media effects or the role of the media in 
contextualizing political claims. Our analysis includes all organizations 
who appear as claim-makers, also non-party actors such as 
government officials, political activists and companies. For parts of the 
analysis we focus on only those actors of which the party affiliation is 
reported or may be directly inferred from the reporting.

Questions have been raised about the validity of the use of 
newspapers to study the political agenda (e.g., Franzosi, 1987), as 
we do not know the exact criteria used by the newspaper editors to 
select claims out of a total, unknown population of claims (also see: 
Mügge, 2012). Research in this area shows that claims of government 
actors are somewhat overrepresented in newspapers (Bennett, 1990). 
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While one could thus argue that this introduces systematic 
measurement error in our data, we do not think that this is a major 
problem. First of all, research shows that selection bias is a relatively 
limited problem (Earl et al., 2004), and here are no reasons to assume 
that this error substantially changes over time or that the bias is larger 
in some countries than in others. So, for the purpose of comparing 
over time and across countries, the problem is limited. Secondly, and 
more importantly, the purpose of our study is to draw inferences 
about the politicization of an issue. Organizations that want to make 
claims, but are unable to get their claims into the media, have very 
little political impact. Everyone (average citizens, politicians, 
journalists, pundits) gets his or her politically relevant information 
through the media. So, even if the media are selective in their 
attention, this ‘media bias’ becomes part of the political reality that 
we want to observe. There is no politically relevant public sphere that 
exists outside of the media. So, by observing claims in the media, 
we tap directly into the public debate on migration. We would thus 
argue that the filter function of the news media is actually beneficial 
as it works as a selection threshold for the inclusion of claims in our 
study. Last, in terms of validity or ‘description bias. positional 
information gathered through political claims analysis of news media 
is consistent with positional data derived from other sources, most 
notably party manifestos (Helbling and Tresch, 2011). Newspaper 
articles4 potentially containing claims about migration or integration 
have been manually selected by browsing through physical or 
microfilm versions of the newspaper. We take a broad definition of 
migration and also include issues related to migrant integration.5 The 
politicization of cultural differences between migrant communities 
(also later generation) and the ‘native’ population is therefore explicitly 
included. This increases the breadth of politicization opportunities 
following the events studied, including related to Islam.

In the analysis presented in this paper we exclusively focus on the 
subject actor and the positions taken on the claims. The primary 
indicator of salience is the number of claims per day. This is the most 
straightforward and clearest indicator, and especially suited for within 
country over time analysis. Yet, when analyzing the interactions 
between the different actors, we also want to take into account the 
positions of political actors on immigration. For this purpose each 
claim was classified on a five-point scale, ranging from ‘strongly 
restrictive to migrants/conservative/pro-national residents/mono-
cultural’ (−1) to ‘strongly open to migrants/progressive/cosmopolitan/

4 The newspapers used are as follows. Austria: Der Standard; Belgium: De 

Standaard; Switzerland: Neue Zürcher Zeitung*; Spain: El Pais; Ireland: The 

Irish Times; The Netherlands: De Volkskrant; United Kingdom: The Guardian.

5 Definition of migration used: We cover government activities relating to 

the entry and exit of people from the country, including the general policy 

direction, the institutional framework, issues of border controls, visa policies, 

and actions related to illegal entry. We also cover social, cultural and economic 

conflicts, as well as issues related to social cohesion if they involve people 

with a migration background. In this context we cover government policies 

on targeted integration, language and citizenship programs, and issues on 

how migration affects existing government programs such as housing, 

education, or policing. As such, we also include coverage on the activities, 

problems, and social contributions of migrant communities.

multi-cultural’ (+1). In order to analyze conflict, we will estimate 
whether positive claims by one type of actor, provoke negative claims 
by others, or vice versa. To conduct the analyses that take positions 
into account, we summarized the positions of all claims of an actor 
type, so that we combine salience and positions in the second set of 
analyses. An analysis of just changes in positions is impossible, 
because there are too many days in which some actor types make no 
or hardly any claims, so that positions cannot be  measured in a 
reliable way.

Coders were trained until they were able to meet the generally 
agreed minimum standards of inter-coder reliability. On a sample of 
20 British articles the 32 coders on average and pair-wise agreed about 
the identification and subject actor in 78 percent of the 60 claims 
(Krippendorff ’s Alpha of 0,55). This limits the confident use of the 
data to certain purposes only. More to the point, the main source of 
intercoder differences relates to subject actor categories without party-
political affiliation and at relatively high levels of specificity such as 
claims made by public agencies, NGOs, semi-public corporations and 
so on. In this paper, we use only claims made by party-affiliated actors 
and we are confident that intercoder differences hardly occurred in 
this part of the data. In addition, these scores probably underestimate 
the actual intercoder reliability as most of the claims have been coded 
by a smaller team of coders who more strongly agreed among each 
other and because the test was performed at the beginning of the 
coding procedure (with agreement increasing with coding experience). 
We did not do a separate intercoder reliability test for exactly the 
variables and categories used in this paper, at a later stage with more 
experienced coders or per language-specific coding team. We closely 
coordinated the coding throughout the data collection process. All the 
data are archived on Harvard Dataverse (for details see: Berkhout, 
2015). We use newspaper articles published on (1) a random sample 
of days over a long time period and (2) all days following three events. 
The claims coded on the random sample of days provide the base-line 
measure of the salience and polarization of the issue. We  use the 
information collected outside the relevant event-related time period 
to assess the change in attention.

Country selection

We selected the countries so as to obtain variation in two 
characteristics (for an elaborate discussion of the research design, see: 
Berkhout et al., 2015). The first one pertains to the number of 
immigrants the countries have attracted and the time when migration 
began. We selected three countries with a colonial past, which started 
to attract large numbers of migrants already in the late 1960s (the 
United  Kingdom, the Netherlands and Belgium), two countries 
without a colonial past but which were also early migration countries 
using ‘guest workers’ programs (Austria and Switzerland), and two 
countries that only began to attract large numbers of immigrants from 
the late 1990s onwards (Spain and Ireland).

The second characteristic on which we wanted the countries to 
vary is whether the country has a party system dominated by two large 
parties (Spain and the United Kingdom), or a multi-party system (the 
Netherlands, Belgium, Austria, Switzerland and Ireland). The number 
of parties in a party system is expected to be important for the way in 
which the issue will be politicized. In proportional electoral systems it 
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may be more likely that much of the politicization will come from 
radical parties, and that established parties cannot ignore it. In two 
party systems, the politicization will be less driven by parties, and 
potentially takes place outside of the parliamentary arena and 
be driven more by civil society groups and by journalists.

The three ‘potentially triggering events’

Our analysis focusses on the immediate aftermath of three events 
that potentially trigger politicization. These events are: ‘9–11’ (11 
September to 6 October 2001), the riots in the Paris Banlieus (27 
October to 26 November 2005), and the publication of anti-Islam 
Cartoons in the Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten, which lead to 
many protests and riots, in Islamic countries as well as in Europe (28 
January to 11 March 2006). These three events were carefully selected 
on the basis of three criteria.

First of all, these should be events that have the potential to 
raise awareness of problems associated with the presence of 
immigrants in Western democracies, so that actors who want to 
politicize the issue of immigration can use these events as an 
opportunity to do so. Given the elaborate responses of political 
actors in the countries were these events occurred there were 
opportunities for actors elsewhere to also do so. A second criterion 
is that the events should be highly visible in the media. As will 
be further shown in our analysis, the events meet this criterion as 
well. A third criterion is that the potential impact of the events 
should be  the same in each of the countries that we  studied. 
We therefore selected events that did not take place in any of the 
countries that we studied, so that, in all countries studied there is 
more or less the same probability that it potentially produces 
political contestation. We therefore excluded events that happened 
in one of the countries that we investigate, such as the murder of 
Theo van Gogh in the Netherlands in 2004, the bombings of the 
Madrid metro in 2004 or the London terrorist bombing in 2005. 
The events that we  selected gave rise to discussions about the 
presence of migrants in the countries where the events occurred. As 
we  will see, they elicited very different reactions in the seven 
countries that we investigate.

The main challenger parties

The anti-immigrant parties included are the Dutch opposition 
party PVV which held around 6 % of the parliamentary seats during 
the Banlieus and Cartoons events, the Belgian opposition parties 
Vlaams Blok/Belang (around 12 percent) and small Front National, 
the Austrian FPÖ which was in government during all events and held 
28 percent of the parliamentary seats during 9–11 and around 10 
percent during the other events, and the Swiss government-coalition 
party SVP (around 27 percent of the seats). We also observe a very low 
number of claims by the British BNP and its inclusion does not affect 
the findings, especially given its absence from parliament (also see 
discussion in: Carvalho et al., 2015). There are no relevant Irish and 
Spanish anti-immigrant parties in the time-period studied. Parties 
who participate in government coalitions are considered governing 
parties, also when they are junior partners or when part of a 
consensus-governing system as in the Swiss case.

Results

We formulated three research questions in the theoretical section, 
and we  will answer each of them in turn. We  first examine the 
variation in the level of salience of migration and integration issues in 
the post-event weeks and assess whether there is a relationship 
between the pre-existing polarization of an issue and the salience of 
the issue after an event. We proceed with outlining the differences in 
the types of actors involved in politicization and, by means of vector 
autoregression (VAR) time series analyses of the interaction among 
actors in the immediate aftermath of the events studied.

Figure 1 presents the number of claims per event and country. In 
general, the figure shows that there is substantial variation in the 
salience of migration in the weeks following the events which merits 
explanation. The Cartoons event produced substantially larger 
number of claims than the riots in the Banlieus in Paris and the attack 
on the WTC in New York. Remember that this does not reflect the 
general level of level of attention to these events, but more specifically 
reflects the political attention to migration and integration issues in 
the post-event weeks. It seems that the Cartoons event is more 
frequently associated with migration and integration than the other 
two events studied. In some countries these events did not generate 
increased attention to migration and integration. This is for instance 
the case for the WTC event in Ireland and the Banlieus riots in 
Switzerland. In these cases, the low number of claims makes it very 
unlikely that we will detect meaningful patterns of interactions among 
actors over time. This must be considered when we evaluate the results 
of our analyses below. However, Figure  1 indicates that there is 
relevant and substantial variation in the types of actors (government 
or not) involved in claims-making. This variation makes it possible to 
assess the interaction between different types of actors, as we will do 
further below.

Before we proceed, we want to make sure that the attention to the 
issue of migration after these events is indeed largely triggered by 
these events, and is not simply a reflection of the attention to migration 
before these events occurred. For that purpose, we  compared the 
average number of claims per day of a sample of days in the year 
before these three events with the average number of claims in the 
4 weeks following these events. In the period before the events, there 
were on average 1.5 claims on migration made in the newspapers per 
sampled day (based on a random sample of days) and in the 4 weeks 
after the events, it was on average 3.1. So clearly, the events triggered 
more attention. Even more important for the purpose of our study is 
that the attention before and after the event are virtually uncorrelated 
(r = −0.025). We  will not include the pre-existing salience in the 
analyses presented below as the absence of correlation means that the 
differences between the countries in how actors responded to these 
events are independent from the existing salience of the issue. So, what 
explains these differences?

Our first research question was whether there is a relationship 
between the number of opposition seats of anti-immigration parties 
and the salience of the issue after an event. In order to assess whether 
such a relationship exists, we conducted a regression analysis in which 
we predict the attention to the issue of immigration in terms of the 
numbers of claims made after the events based on the size of the anti-
immigration party in each country at the time (measured in 
proportion of seats in parliament), whether the anti-immigration 
party was in government (a dummy variable) and the interaction 
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between these two. Since the observations are not independent, 
we estimated robust standard errors clustered by seven countries. The 
results are presented in Table 1.

To answer the first research question, we should focus on the 
interaction effect. However, to show that the interaction drives the 
results and not just the two main effects, Model 1 is a model that 
includes the main effects only. Model 1 shows that the salience of the 
issue of immigration increase when anti-immigration parties are 
larger and when they are in the opposition. However, these effects are 
not statistically significant. The same is true for the simple bivariate 
correlation between the salience of the immigration issue on the one 

hand and on the other hand the vote share of anti-immigration parties 
(r = 0.26; p = 0.26) and whether the anti-immigration party is in 
government (r = −0.04; p = 0.88). However, the effect of the size of the 
anti-immigration party becomes significant (at p < 0.001) when the 
distinction is made between anti-immigration parties in government 
and in opposition. The main effect of the size of an anti-immigration 
party has a regression coefficient of about 40. This indicates that the 
average number of claims per day is predicted to increase by 4 if the 
anti-immigration party in opposition has a 10% larger share of seats. 
The negative interaction term with government party status indicates 
that there is no effect from the size of the anti-immigration party in 
government. This suggests that the effect of the presence of anti-
immigration parties on (public) political salience depends on the 
strategic considerations of these parties.

Figure 2 shows graphically the estimated effects of the size of anti-
immigration parties in office and in opposition. These are substantial 
effects: as can be seen in Figure 1, a ‘typical’ event such as the ‘Cartoon’ 
event attracts around hundred claims in Austria in total or around 
three to four claims per day in the immediate aftermath of the event. 
This is fundamentally different when there is a sizeable anti-
immigration in opposition. Figure 2 shows that when such a party 
holds 20 % of the parliamentary seats, we expect around 10 claims per 
day after a triggering event.

Patterns of politicization over time

We use VAR analysis for a formal assessment of interaction among 
actors. This is a typical and flexible way to analyze time series (e.g., 

FIGURE 1

Number of claims by event and country, distribution between government and other actors.

TABLE 1 Predicting the numbers of claims per day after the three events 
in 7 countries.

Model 1
(just main 

effects)

Model 2
(including 

interaction)

Anti-immigration party 

in government

−3.35 (2.82) 1.59 (1.21)

Proportion of seats of 

anti-immigration party

17.94 (11.58) 40.56 (5.14***)

AI-party in gov. 

*proportion of seats 

AI-party

−42.91(12.25*)

R-square 0.23 0.56

N 21 21

Between brackets: Robust standard errors clustered at the level of countries.
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Freeman et al., 1989). We have daily observations of the claims in the 
media. While we have explored models with several time lags, most of 
the observed effects occurred with a time lag of one single day. Given 
how the media work, it is likely that actors respond to each other on 
the same day, but that does not allow us to observe any causal patterns 
as this requires at a very minimum that there is a temporal order. So, 
we present models in which we estimate how different types of actors 
respond to each other the next day, and therefore allow for only a 
single lag in the analysis. Similar to OLS regression a VAR analysis 
produces coefficients with positive or negative signs. The significance 
of the affects will be  tested on the basis of so-called Granger 
causality tests.

For these VAR analyses we differentiate among actors in two ways: 
(1) Actors affiliated with government-coalition parties versus all other 
political actors and, (2) government, opposition and anti-immigration 
parties, focusing on actors with an explicit party affiliation only. The 
first distinction allows us to evaluate the extent to which politicization 
is government, top-down driven or is initiated from the bottom-up. 
The second distinction makes it possible to examine the interactions 
between political parties. For each of these types of actors 
we constructed a time series that measures the claim making of these 
types of actors on each of the roughly 30 days following the event. 
Claims by actors affiliated to governing anti-immigration parties are in 
the anti-immigration party category. In each case we conduct separate 
analyses for salience and for position. When distinguishing between 
governing-coalition actors and all other actors, we  conduct these 
analyses for three events, seven countries and separately for salience 
and position taking. Since we make two different distinctions, we could 
have theoretically conducted 84 analyses. However, in several cases, the 
models could not be estimated, for two kinds of reasons. The first was 
that there was no anti-immigration party (in Ireland and Spain at the 
time). The second was that there was an insufficient number of claims 
coming from one of the types of actors, so that there was no or hardly 
any variance in one of the time series. In total, we were able to estimate 
55 VAR analyses.

We examine salience and position taking, as the two important 
concepts that underlie the politicization of an issue. The first time 
series refers to the number of claims per actor type for each of the 
days. The time series for position taking is the sum of the positions 
that actors take on each of the claims. So, if on a certain day 8 claims 
appear in the media by government actors, which are positive and 2 
of their claims are negative, the score is +6.

Obviously, we cannot present the results of 55 VAR analyses in 
much detail. So, we will only summarize the main results of these 
analyses below. Before we  do so, for illustrative purposes we  will 
discuss the results of the VAR analysis of the Cartoons event in 
Belgium. We selected this case, because it is the event that gave rise to 
the largest number of claims (see Figure 1). In Table 2 we present the 
result for the analyses involving three kinds of actors and their 
positions in the claims that they made. In the bottom rows of Table 2, 
we find the Dicky Fuller test statistics. These indicate that the null-
hypothesis of non-stationarity must be rejected. The data, as in all of 
our time series, does not have a significant upward or downward 
trend, i.e., the positions of actors do not systematically change in the 
month after the event. The table further shows VAR analysis 
coefficients for the effect of positions of each actor-type on another 
actor type a day later. All coefficients are insignificant except the effect 
of the positions of anti-immigration parties on the positions of 
government actors. This means that anti-immigration party claims-
making and position-taking leads to claims-making and position 
taking by government actors a day later. This effect is positive which 
means that government actors seem to react in the direction of the 
anti-immigration challengers. The table also reports the significance 
of the effects on the basis of the t-statistic, as well as the corresponding 
Chi2 Granger causality tests. Since we test for the effect of one lag only, 
the two significance tests are bound to yield the same results. In the 
analyses below, this is indeed the case, so the effects that we report as 
significant are significant by both tests.

Even though the number of claims in Belgium after the cartoon 
event was much larger than the number of claims in the other 20 cases, 

FIGURE 2

Effect of size of anti-immigration party in government and in opposition.
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we must realize that the number of observations is limited. We observe 
9 to 10 claims per day on average, divided over three actor types. 
We should not be surprised therefore to see that most of the effects are 
not statistically significant. Also, we should not, on the basis of the single 
significant effect of anti-immigration parties on governments conclude 
that the process of politicization is largely bottom up. To get a better 
indication of the extent to which the process tends to be bottom up or 
top down, we need to look at all VAR analyses. Appendix A presents the 
results of all 55 VAR analyses. For reasons of space, the main results of 
these 55 analyses are summarized in Tables 3–6.

Tables 3–6 report only the significant effects and the direction of 
the effect. In all of these cases, the Granger causality tests confirmed 

that the effects were statistically significant. Tables 3, 4 present the 
relationships in terms of the number of claims (salience). The events 
in which certain relationships are significant (at 0,05 level, or * when 
at 0,1 level) are mentioned in the cells. In the columns are (as 
independent variables) the actors whose claims, according to the 
analysis, lead to claims of other actors (in the rows, as dependent 
variables). In the first column of Table  3 we  see that government 
claims lead to more claims-making by opposition and anti-
immigration parties in five cases (significant and positive). In two 
additional cases (CH-WTC) the effect is negative. This means that 
opposition and anti-immigration parties tend to become ‘silent’ after 
government claims-making. The second column of the same table 

TABLE 2 VAR analysis for the Cartoons event in Belgium on the within-actor politicization, n  =  36, * p  <  0.05.

Claims*position of: Coefficients Chi2 (Granger)

Government

Independent variables:

Government (t-1) 0.042 (0.27)

Mainstream opposition (t-1) 0.45 (0.85) 0.72

Anti-immigration parties (t-1) 0.38* (2.30) 5.27

Constant 0.41* (2.21)

Mainstream opposition

Independent variables:

Government (t-1) 0.044 (0.95) 0.90

Mainstream opposition (t-1) 0.28 (1.78)

Anti-immigration parties (t-1) −0.015 (−0.31) 0.09

Constant 0.0021 (0.04)

Anti-immigration parties

Independent variables:

Government (t-1) −0.056 (−0.36) 0.13

Mainstream opposition (t-1) −0.20 (−0.38) 0.14

Anti-immigration parties (t-1) 0.21 (1.27)

Constant −0.27 (−1.47)

t statistics in parentheses

Dicky Fuller test statistics Z(t):

Government −5.224

Mainstream opposition −4.373

Anti-immigration parties −4.774

TABLE 3 Relationships with significant coefficients in VAR analysis, number of claims (salience), by event.

Actors affiliated to: Government parties Mainstream opposition 
parties

Anti-immigrant parties

Government parties UK-Cartoons (+) UK-Cartoons (−)

Mainstream opposition parties B-WTC6 (+)

UK-Cartoons (+)

CH-WTC (−)

CH-WTC (+)

UK-Cartoons (−)

Anti-immigrant parties AT-Banlieus (+)

AT-WTC (+)

CH-WTC (−)

NL-WTC (+)

AT-WTC (−)

AT-Banlieus (−)*

CH-WTC (+)

CH-WTC (−)

Initiators in column, reactors in rows, * < 0.1 (others <0.05).
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shows that opposition claims lead to fewer claims by anti-immigration 
parties in Austria (WTC and Banlieus) and more in Switzerland. 
While in most cases no significant relationships were found, this 
suggests that in cases where there is a pattern, it is the government that 
sets the agenda, and opposition and anti-immigration parties react to 
the government. A similar pattern is shown in the first column in 
Table 4. In four cases the non-government actors tend to make more 
claims the day after substantial government claims-making, whereas 
in three cases it is the other way around.

Tables 5, 6 present the relationships in terms of positions. Do 
mainstream parties confront anti-immigration parties or is the politics 
on the issue relatively unpolarized? Most of the estimated effects are 
insignificant. However, as can be  seen in Table  5, in Austria and 
Belgium we  find that anti-immigration parties seem to initiate 
politicization. Government and more frequently mainstream 
opposition parties position themselves typically in the opposite 
direction of anti-immigration parties the day after these parties have 
spoken out on the topic. These are the examples of cases where the 
anti-immigration party was in opposition and large. The sole 
exception is Austria after the attack on the World Trade Center, when 
the FPÖ was a government party. However, at that time the party was 
deeply divided internally after Haider had resigned as a party leader. 
This might explain why (certain people within) the party were 
politicizing the issue even though their party was governing. Table 6 
suggests that in countries without (strong) anti-immigration parties 
at the time of the events (United Kingdom and NL) other actors are 
sometimes successful in challenging the government on the issue.

Conclusion

This paper presented analyses about the political responses in 
seven countries to three events that could have led to the politicization 
of the issue of immigration: 9/11, the Cartoon crisis and the Banlieus 
riots. The extent to which the issue was politicized after these events 
turns out to be related to the electoral support of the main issue owner, 
when the issue owner is an opposition party. In all of the seven 
countries, mainstream parties have an incentive to depoliticize the 
issue of migration. So, when there are no issue owners who seize the 
opportunity provided by an event, they try to keep silent about it. 
When the issue owner (the anti-immigration party) is in government, 
attention to the issue remains rather limited as well. However, when 
there is a large anti-immigration party in opposition, there is little that 
established parties can do to keep the issue off the agenda.

Given that immigration is a ‘wedge issue’ that divides mainstream 
parties (e.g., Van de Wardt et al., 2014), anti-immigration parties have 
a strong incentive to try to try to politicize the issue. So, they have an 
incentive to seek media attention, link these events to immigration or 
integration policies, and in that way force mainstream other parties to 
respond. However, we  found this to happen only when the anti-
immigration party was large and in the opposition. In most of the 
cases anti-immigration parties are unsuccessful in getting their claims 
in the media, as predicted by indexing theory (Bennett, 1990). 
Moreover, when anti-immigration parties are small, they do not have 
much influence on the debate, because mainstream parties typically 
ignore them. Our VAR-analyses on a data set with daily observations 
are particularly well suited to unravel the ways in which different types 
of actors respond to each other. These analyses have shown that in 
most cases the debate is not initiated by anti-immigration parties. The 
general pattern that most times the debate is initiated by government 
actors, who initially set the tone and force others to respond to them.

So, in that sense, our analyses provide support for Green Pedersen’s 
(2010) argument that governments exercise much control over the 
political agenda. However, our analyses have demonstrated clearly that 
this needs to be amended. When a strong anti-immigration party exists, 
governments parties and mainstream opposition parties pay much 
more attention to the issue than they would otherwise do. So, the 
influence of the issue owner on the process of politicization is rather 
indirect. Most probably, it is the fear of a future loss in political support 
that induces mainstream parties to address the issue of immigration. 
We rely on a number of assumptions regarding the structure of party-
political conflict and the strategic incentives of mainstream and 
challenging parties. For instance, we note that, based on Riker (1996) 
and Schattschneider (1960), political parties can set up the political 
situation in such a way that is potentially beneficial to them. Future 
studies could empirically examine how conflict dimensions or dominant 
issue frames affect the success of shaping the politicization of issues.

TABLE 6 Relationships with significant coefficients in VAR analysis, 
position-weighted claims (politicization), by event.

Types of actors Government Other actors

Government UK-Cartoons (+)

Other actors AT-WTC (−)*

B-WTC (−)

NL-Banlieus (−)

NL-Banlieus (−)

NL-WTC (−)

Initiators in column, reactors in rows, *< 0.1 (others <0.05).

TABLE 4 Relationships with significant coefficients in VAR analysis, 
number of claims (salience), by event.

Types of actors Government actors Other actors

Government actors IE-Cartoons (+)

CH-Cartoons (−)

B-Cartoons (+)*

CH-Cartoons (+)

IE-Cartoons (+)

NL-Banlieus (−)*

Other actors AT-WTC (+)*

B-WTC (+)*

CH-Cartoons (−)

ES-Banlieus (+)*

NL-WTC (+)

AT-Banlieus (+)

ES-Banlieus (−)

IE-Cartoons (+)

Initiators in column, reactors in rows, *< 0.1 (others <0.05).

TABLE 5 Relationships with significant coefficients in VAR analysis, 
position-weighted claims (politicization), by event.

Actors 
affiliated 
to:

Government 
parties

Mainstream 
opposition 
parties

Anti-
immigrant 
parties

Government 

parties

AT-Banlieus (−)

B-Cartoons (+)

Mainstream 

opposition 

parties

B-WTC (−) B-Cartoons (+)*

CH-WTC (+)*

AT-Banlieus (−)

AT-Cartoons (−)

AT-WTC (−)

B-Banlieus (−)*

Anti-

immigrant 

parties

CH-WTC (−) AT-Cartoons (+)

Initiators in column, reactors in rows, *< 0.1 (others <0.05).
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While we belief that our VAR analyses are well suited to unravel 
causal relationships, it may well be that media analysis requires even 
shorter time intervals. Journalists may pick up a claim by one of the 
actors and call around to ask others to respond the same day. Future 
research may be needed to further unravel these kinds of relationships, 
for instance by focusing on the addressee of the claims. With a sample 
of seven countries and three events, we cannot test our model against 
alternative explanations such as those related with particular 
characteristics of the event or country-specific institutional 
characteristics. So, future research would have to confirm our findings 
in other countries and in the context of different events.

The issue of immigration is perhaps the most divisive issue of the 
last decades in West European politics. According to many scholars, 
the politicization of this issue has led to a realignment of some of the 
party systems in this region of the world. The extent to which the 
issue was politicized varies between countries and over time, and 
turned out to be unrelated to migration statistics (e.g., Sides and 
Citrin, 2007; Berkhout, 2015). However, in the context of events that 
are related to immigration, such as the refugee crisis of 2015, the 
issue becomes more politicized and this benefits far right parties 
(e.g., Vasilakis, 2018; Dinas et al., 2019; Mader and Schoen, 2019; 
Emilsson, 2020), and also affects attitudes toward immigrants and 
the EU (e.g., Harteveld et al., 2018; Van der Brug and Harteveld, 
2021). Yet, our study clearly shows that such events do not 
necessarily or automatically lead to the politicization of immigration, 
nor that these events are the real ‘cause’ of politicization. Rather, 
these events function as an opportunity or fertile ground for an issue 
to become politicized. Whether it does, depends on the 
characteristics of the party system, most notably whether there is an 
issue owner and whether it is in opposition or in government. Long-
term structural forces are relatively strong in maintaining party 
system stability when event occur. But events provide opportunities 
for punctuated or incremental change, driven by radical right-wing 
parties. Given that far right parties have increased their vote share 
over the past decade (e.g., Rooduijn et  al., 2023) and that they 
typically remain in the opposition nevertheless, it is now more likely 
than before that future events will lead to further contestation over 
the issue of immigration.
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