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Abstract

This paper provides an overview of the historical and contemporary, sometimes scandalous, relations
between Austrian chancellors and the media, with a particular emphasis on the digital and analogue
networks shaping political communication from 1945 to 2025. Using a historical-comparative approach,
we analysed the media interactions of all 20 Austrian chancellors, highlighting the evolution from personal,
analogue contacts to digitally mediated networks. The study situates recent scandals surrounding former
chancellor Sebastian Kurz within this broader context, illustrating how private digital communications
and public social media engagement have transformed media-politics dynamics. The Austrian concept
of Verhaberung, denoting the entanglement of political elites and media actors, is revisited in light of
these developments. Based on a media historical adaption of mediatization theory, we try to demonstrate
the advantages and challenges of communication network research through the growing visibility and
complexity of media influence on political leadership and vice versa. These first insights underscore the
need for communication-historical reassessments to safeguard journalistic independence in Austria’s

increasingly digitized political landscape.
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n 2021, Austrian politics gained international attention

from the scandals surrounding then-chancellor
Sebastian Kurz, with even the New York Times reporting
on “the dark side of Sebastian Kurz” (Bennhold, 2021).
While former and re-elected U.S. President Donald Trump
repeatedly has denounced the media as the “enemies of
the people” (Boczkowski & Papacharissi, 2021), Kurz
was forced to resign twice due to media-related scandals.
It seems that in the US, the distance between the press
and power is growing, but the ties between them became
closer in Austria during the Kurz era.
During this period, the Austrian concept of Verhaberung
— the long-standing, problematic entanglement between
political leaders and economic and cultural elites —
may have entered a new phase. At least, these ties
became visible at this moment. During the first Kurz
administration (2017-2019), secretly filmed statements
of vice chancellor Heinz-Christian Strache from the right-
wing party FPO (Freiheitliche Partei Osterreich) in Ibiza
revealed his dysfunctional understanding of political
influence on the press (“Ibiza affair”). Kurz resigned and
regained the chancellery. Then, during his second term
in office (2020-2021), hundreds of thousands of text
messages with politicians and journalists became public,
revealing suspected “fake polls and tabloid coverage on
demand” (Bennhold, 2021). At the center of this “chat
affair” is the close confidant of Kurz, Thomas Schmid,
who then turned into the principal witness against
him. The text messages revealed the usually unseen
and also unexpectedly intimate interactions between
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politics and the media, and trust in both politics and
the media (Gadringer et al., 2024) eroded at the time.
Furthermore, Austrian journalists’ self-perception as
“detached observers” (Hanitzsch & Lauerer, 2019, p.
143) has increasingly been challenged amid suspicions of
“journalism for sale” (Balluff et al., 2026).

Our research question reads as follows:

RQ1: How have networks between the Austrian
chancellors and journalists evolved from the
analog to the digital era?

Therefore, we approach the scandals of the Kurz era by
historicizing the relations between the media and political
leaders in Austria during the 80 years of the Second
Republic from 1945 to 2025. By examining the news
media’s relationships with all 20 Austrian chancellors
since World War II (Rathkolb, 2022; Pelinka, 2000) — a
number that varies depending on classification criteria
— we focus on political leadership in the tradition of
presidential studies in the US, where presidents are much
more subject to scientific research than chancellors in
Austria. We also discuss ways to compare the digital
networks of the 21st century, including social media
(Schwarzenegger, 2019), with the largely analog media
environments of 20th century chancellors, which must
be reconstructed through (auto)biographies (e.g., Klaus,
1971; Vranitzky, 2004; Mitterlehner, 2019), archival
research, and historical media analysis (Birkner, 2024Db).
With  these methodological considerations  for
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reconstructing networks from analog times and digital
networks, the paper examines difficulties on the individual
level in conducting research on political scandals that
integrates historical data from archives, biographies,
and interviews with extensive digital datasets from social
media and private communications. Finally, we discuss
whether the Internet and the shift from analog to digital
media have altered networks between politics and the
media in Austria fundamentally or merely just increased
their visibility. The paper concludes by arguing that a
comprehensive (communication-historical) reassessment
of the close relationships between Austrian political
elites and journalists is essential to safeguarding Austrian
journalism’s independence (Kaltenbrunner et al., 2025)
and effectiveness in future administrations.

State of research

While the historical developments of media (Karmasin
& Oggolder, 2019) and journalism (Fabris, 1991;
Kaltenbrunner, 2019) in Austria has been researched
thoroughly, political leaders remain  strikingly
underexamined in communication studies, although
it has been observed that “personalized leadership has
become more important than parties” (Mazzoleni, 2008,
p- 2931). This seems even more obvious during an era of
political leaders such as Trump, whose Make America
Great Again (MAGA) movement has been dominating
the US Republican Party; Emanuel Macron in France
and his newly founded party that started as En Marche
(EM), was later La République en Marche (LREM), and
now is called Renaissance (RE); and Sebastian Kurz, who
significantly changed the Austrian conservative party
OVP (Ostereichische Volkspartei) on his way to the
chancellery and beyond, including switching the party’s
official colour from black to turquoise (Grohmann,
2019, p. 105). All three represent a new type of popular
political leader who stands in front of their party while
the party (almost) unconditionally stands behind them.
Generally, US presidents have been researched
extensively. The United States of America have a scientific
tradition in presidential studies that includes journals
such as Presidential Studies Quarterly. Media relations
with the presidency also have been examined in books
such as The Press and the Presidency (Tebbel & Watts,
19835), in a “changing presidential media environment”
(Wattenberg, 2004, p. 557), and even through “sound
bites” (Hallin, 1992; for Austria see Lengauer, 2010),
which could be understood as an indicator of the
mediatization of politics (Birkner, 2023).

For a proper understanding of political leaders’ actions
toward the media, their media socialization should be
observed in detail (Birkner, 2015; 2016; 2024b; Birkner
& Kramer, 2016, 2017). For example, this perspective
has been examined more intensively in the US in the
context of former president Ronald Reagan (1981-
1989), who previously had been a successful Hollywood
actor and knew how to deal with the media accordingly
(Nelson, 2000, p. 257), and in Germany with Brandt
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(Minkel, 2005) and Schmidt (Birkner, 2014), who
were journalistically experienced before they became
chancellors.

Within the Austrian government, the chancellor acts
as “primus/prima inter pares,” but usually is more in
the public eye (Gartner & Hayek, 2022, p. 74). In his
book, The Paradoxical Republic — Austria 1945-2020,
Oliver Rathkolb (2022) includes not only a chapter on
the media, but also one on the chancellors and their
specific role in Austria’s political system. His book was
first released in 2005 (Rathkolb, 2005), followed by
several new editions, then an English version in 2022
(Rathkolb, 2022). It can be viewed as the most recent
publication in this field that addresses an international
audience. Another very important book on the Austrian
chancellors is Osterreichs Kanzler, by Peter Pelinka
(2000). Pelinka writes about the chancellors’ influence
on the media during their time in office and how this
influence is decreasing (Pelinka, 2000, p. 15) from
Leopold Figl to Wolfgang Schiissel. The question of
Austrian chancellors’ influence on the media can be
discussed critically once more by examining more recent
political leaders in the country, such as Kurz.

Theoretical background

A very-often-used theoretical framework for better
understanding interrelations among differentiated societal
subsystems (Luhmann, 1995) like media and politics
is mediatization (Birkner, 2026). Daniel Hallin (2021,
p. 55) calls for making “the concept of mediatization
comparative and historical.” In 2008, Jesper Stromback
developed a four-phase model to analyse the historical
process of mediatization. According to Strombick,
the mediatization’s first phase “is reached whenever
the mass media in a particular setting constitute the
most important source of information and channel
of communication between the citizenry and political
institutions and actors” (Strombick, 2008, p. 236).
During the second phase, “the media have become more
independent of governmental or other political parties”
and “have begun to be governed according to the media
logic, rather than according to the political logic”
(Stromback, 2008, pp. 236-237). During the third phase,
“political actors must accept that they can no longer rely
on the media to accommodate them,” i.e., the media’s
independence has increased (Stromback, 2008, p. 238).
When it comes to Timothy E. Cook’s Governing with the
News it is always the question of who has more power
in this play (Cook, 1999). During the fourth phase,
according to Strombiack (p. 240), the media colonize
politics. Even if the idea of colonialization (Meyer, 2002)
seems to be an exaggeration, Hurzlmeier and da Silva
(2016, p. 25) rightly note that mediatization processes
are bringing politics closer to a public logic, instead of a
negotiation logic, which is decisive in terms of political
issues (Birkner, 2013, 2015; Landerer, 2013).
Sporer-Wagner and Marcinkowski (2011) differentiate
between a logic of negotiations where political decisions



are crafted and the logic of publicity, where these
decisions are communicated to the public (Birkner, 2015,
2023b; see also Kepplinger, 2002, 2005, 2007). On the
one hand, of course, politics that is only negotiated in the
backroom is problematic. On the other hand, politicians
need arcane spaces. If the backroom logic of political
communication completely breaks down, this could be
understood as a dysfunctional formation of the political
sphere. However, we need to view mediatization as a
two-sided process (Marcinkowski, 2015), and we also
need to consider the newest developments of the Kurz
era and the FPO’s new media house (Fidler, 2025), which
have shifted the balance of power back in favor of politics
(Birkner, 2024a). Nowadays, political leaders, like sports
stars or scientists, can bypass traditional journalistic
media and address their stakeholders directly.

We believe that Strombick’s mediatization phases (2008;
see, also, Birkner, 2015, pp. 457-458, and Birkner,
2024b) can help structure the following overview on
Austrian chancellors and their media relations, but we
need to rethink the concept of mediatization (Hallin,
2021) and consider a fifth phase in the “fragmented
media ecology” (Hallin, 2018, p. 14), as well as the
changing communication ecosystems (Mazzoleni, 2017)
during the first decades of the 21st century. The following
chapters give an overview on the media relations of the
Austrian chancellors, providing some insight into the
potentials of analysing (hidden) networks between media
and politics based on biographies on and memoirs from
some of these chancellors — including Klaus, Vranitzky,
and Mitterlehner — as well as their social media profiles,
including those of Kern and Kurz.

The chancellors and the media

The chapter on the chancellors in Rathkolb’s book in
2015 was called Twelve Chancellors and No Woman
(Rathkolb, 2015, p. 165). In 2022, in the English edition,
the title was Fourteen Chancellors and One Woman
(Rathkolb, 2022, p. 97), reflecting also the period
between Kurz’s first and second chancellorships, when
Austria was governed for the first time by a woman,
Brigitte Bierlein, if only for a few months. Tragically,
Bierlein died on June 3, 2024 — exactly five years after
she became Austria’s first female chancellor. Even before
the Bierlein government, the former minister of finance,
Hartwig Loger, was in office for just seven days after
Kurz’s first resignation in 2019. Furthermore, before
Kurz’s first term began, Reinhold Mitterlehner served as
a so-called short-term chancellor. Since the publication
of Rathkolb’s book and Kurz’s second resignation, Karl
Nehammer and Christian Stocker served as chancellor,
for a total of 20 chancellors as of 2025, including
Alexander Schallenberg’s two interim administrations in
2021 and 2025 (see table 1).
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Name Party | Time in office
1 Dr. Karl Renner SPO 38?31 gig to
2| Dipl-ing. Leopold Figl | Ovp | 2127124510
 |mpornemns o |@mme
4 Dr. Alfons Gorbach OvP 8;831 ggl to
5 Dr. Josef Klaus OvP 23831 g%' to
6 Dr. Bruno Kreisky SPO iggl g;g to
7 Dr. Fred Sinowatz SPO %2821 322 to
8 Dipl.—.Kfm. Dr. Franz Spo 16.06.1986 to

Vranitzky 28.01.1997
9 | Mag. Viktor Klima SPO 821812;883 0
10 | Dr. Wolfgang Schissel OvP ??8123882 to
11 | Dr. Alfred Gusenbauer SPO 2)12?12588; to
12 | Werner Faymann SPO 8;8%38?2 to
13 Eg.rfeinhold Mitterleh- AVP ?382381 2 to
14 | Mag. Christian Kern SPO lg?ggglgto
15 | Sebastian Kurz OvP ;Séégg};to
16 | Hartwig Loger* OvP égjggégqgto
17 | Dr.n Brigitte Bierlein 8381638;8 to
(15) | Sebastian Kurz OVP ?Z:%égg? 0
18 lg/leargg.*Alexander Schallen- VP 2)161 838; to
19 | Karl Nehammer OvP ?8%1258?5 to
(18) E/Ieargg.*Alexander Schallen- VP (1)28;%852 to
20 | Christian Stocker OvP 3?8;2025

Table 1. The Austrian chancellors from 1945 to 2026

Note. Adapted from hitps://www.oesterreich.gv.at/themen/trans-
parenz_und_partizipation_in_der_demokratie/demokratie-und-
wablen/demokratie/4/Seite.22300022.html, 2025; see also Birkner,
2024b, p. 33 *Interim leader of the federal government.
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Chancellors and the Media in the 20th
Century

Rathkolb starts his chapter on the chancellors with Karl
Renner (SPO), who previously had been chancellor for
nearly two years after World War I (October 30, 1918, to
July 7,1920). After World War II, he was chancellor again
for eight months (April 27, 19435, to December 20, 1945).
Despite this short term in office, Rathkolb mentioned the
media. In his attempts to get Western allies’ attention,
“Renner had skilfully run an international media
campaign from the shadows, without exposing himself
or openly provoking the Soviets” (Rathkolb, 2022, p.
100). Renner was followed by Leopold Figl from the
conservative OVP, who survived the National Socialists’
concentration camp in Dachau, Germany, and was
the first chancellor legitimized by parliament (p. 102).
Rathkolb described him as an excellent communicator
“with the media of the times* (p. 153).

Figl’s successor, Julius Raab, “was neither to seek nor to
master this form of communication” (Rathkolb, 2022,
p. 103). However, Raab (OVP) was extremely influential
during the first years of the (re)establishment of
Austria’s media infrastructure after the war, particularly
in the printed press. Ludwig Reichhold wrote about
Raab, namely that he had relationships with the press
not so much as an institution but instead focused on
developing relations with leading personalities within
the press (Reichhold, 1975, p. 279). For example, Raab
was “personally on friendly terms” (Rathkolb, 2022,
p. 163) with Dr. Gustav Canaval from the Salzburger
Nachrichten. Canaval was “closely familiar with the
generation of conservative politicians of the First
Republic” (Von Strasser, 2011, p. 110). When describing
Raab’s network, Pisa (1988, p. 342) mentions:

Section head Dr. [Fritz] Meznik in the federal
chancellery and Hermann Mailler, and Dr.
Gottfried Heindl in the OVP press department.
Naturally, Raab also had close contact with the
editors in chief of the OVP daily newspapers
published in Vienna, such as the first editor in
chief of Kleines Volksblatt, Dr. Leopold Husinsky,
and the last editor in chief of the Osterreichische
Neue Tageszeitung, Heinz Schramm Schiessl. Of
the editors in chief and publishers of independent
daily newspapers, Manfred Nayer and Fritz
Molden should be mentioned, although the
relationship with Fritz Molden was, at times,

clouded.

Following Stromback (2008), Raab can be regarded as a
protagonist during the first mediatization phase, with a
very special perspective on the press, viewing it more like a
“mouthpiece” for politicians (Pelinka, 2000, p. 55). There
was even a secret agreement with the newspaper Neuer
Kurier, ensuring “that the paper would always support
Federal Chancellor Julius Raab“ (Rathkolb, 2022, p.
175). In his memoirs, Hugo Portisch remembered his time
in New York City working at the Austrian Information
Service, including a visit from Chancellor Raab. In one
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story, Portisch describes how Raab was able to think in
powerful pictures in the press — and also how to avoid
being in them. The trip to the US included a visit to the
US Marines’ Caribbean Command, and Raab was invited
to tour a warship, together with generals and journalists
— but the chancellor fled without comment. Half a year
later in Vienna, Portisch asked him about the incident.
Raab replied, ironically: “That’s all I needed! The picture
in the newspapers — me on an American warship with
the generals. Molotov would hardly have believed that
we were non-aligned” (Portisch, 2015, p. 105; see also
Portisch, 1986, p. 469). The episode between Raab and
Portisch in America demonstrates a certain closeness
between the politician and the journalist, though at that
time more in the political sphere.

Both Rathkolb (22, p. 118) and Pelinka (2000, p. 55)
mention Raab’s ignorance about the emerging new
medium of the time, television. Josef Klaus expressed
similar ignorance (1971, p. 183). Rathkolb highlights
how “Julius Raab had dismissed TV as ‘that box’ and left
the directorship of ORF, the Austria’s public service
broadcasting system, to the SPO under the Proporz
arrangements” (2022, p. 118; 2005, p. 188). Proporz
is a typical phenomenon of Austrian society and also of
the Austrian media system of the time, as the two big
parties, OVP and SPO, agreed on shared influences on the
ORF. We can understand Proporz as an almost systematic
part of Austrian politics in the second part of the 20th
century, where both the OVP and the SPO had to be
represented equally in every committee. Verhaberung on
the other hand should be understood more as informal
connections between people and institutions. It is an
invisible network, but everybody knows it exists.

Raab was followed by Alfons Gorbach (OVP), the last
of the KZ Generation (Pelinka, 2000, p. 63), who had
spent almost six years in the concentration camp (KZ) of
the National Socialists in Dachau due to his “anti-Nazi
policy before 1938” (Rathkolb, 2022, p. 113). Following
the Raab era, the public sensed some political stagnation,
as did the independent press, eliciting a referendum
[Volksbegehren] for independent public broadcasting
(Kriechbaumer, 1998, p. 13). Gorbach was succeeded
by Josef Klaus, the new conservative party leader, who
was confronted with the outcome of the first referendum
in the history of the Second Austrian Republic in 1964
that aimed to liberate public broadcaster ORF from the
political influence of the two dominant parties, SPO
and OVP, forged from the aforementioned Proporz
arrangements. In his memoirs, Klaus reflected on the new
situation of “a fair separation of powers between those
who govern and those who inform” (Klaus, 1971, p.
187). When talking about the “short” era of the 1960s
in Austria, Robert Kriechbaumer explicitly mentioned
the “independent press that criticized the democratic
political standstill [...] of the Grand Coalition” and finally
initiated “the referendum for independent broadcasting”
in 1964 (Kriechbaumer, 1998, p. 13). This can be
understood as the beginning of mediatization’s second
phase (Strombick, 2008).

In 1970, Bruno Kreisky (SPO) ended OVP’s dominance,



and Rathkolb attributes his success partly to his
connections into the media, including TV news media
in particular: “Bruno Kreisky mastered this medium
much more effectively than had the chancellors before
him, and anyway he had for decades had more frank
and open contact with journalists than was usual in the
1950s and 1960s in Austria” (Rathkolb (2022, p. 121).
Kreisky, the “journalist chancellor” (Fabris, 1991, p. ),
anticipated “the rules of the game of modern democracy”
by “anticipating its developmental tendencies toward
the information society and being the first to use them
skilfully” (Pelinka, 2000, p. 149). He invented the Press
Foyer (ORF, 2025) and delivered “headlines that could
easily be turned into a story” (Rathkolb, 2022, p. 121).
Partly through this style of communication, Kreisky
(1970-1983) managed to stay in office almost exactly as
long as the two SPD chancellors Willy Brandt (1969 to
1974) and Helmut Schmidt (1974 to 1982) in Germany.
These three media-conscious chancellors can be regarded
as protagonists during mediatization’s second phase,
when politicians accepted this new balance of power.
Notably, the second and third phase are not completely
distinguishable in Strombick’s model (Marcinkowski,
2015) and could be described as a functional equilibrium
between media and politics (Birkner, 2018). In the words
of the Austrian chancellor Bruno Kreisky: “I have a good
relationship with journalists, but a distanced one as far
as average journalism is concerned. I have a very friendly
relationship with journalists who are knowledgeable,
who understand something, because I see them as partners
with the highest degree of equality” (quoted by Landvai,
1996, p. 292). Journalist Paul Lendvai said Kreisky did
not have had an organized network of full-time or part-
time press spokespeople and press secretaries (Lendvai,
1996, p. 291) but did have an impressive network based
on his personal communications with journalists.
Kreisky had an almost “erotic relationship” (Lendvai,
1996, p. 291) with journalism. When Lendvai asked
Kreisky about his rules in this relationship, Kreisky
replied: “When I don’t tell journalists anything, I
shouldn’t be surprised that they write nothing or the
wrong thing. That’s why I’'m actually always there;
they can call me.” He continued, noting that he always
wanted to provide them with “news value” — a quote
that signals his expertise in journalism (Lendvai, 1996,
pp- 289-290).

Kreisky was followed by Fred Sinowatz (SPO), who
“brought a good communicative style into his party
and into government, but he failed to establish a close
rapport with the public” (Rathkolb, 2022, p. 153).
Before Kurz, Sinowatz was the only former chancellor
in Austria to be convicted of a crime (Gebhart, 2023).
Next in this line of SPO chancellors was Franz Vranitzky
(1986-1997). Rathkolb (2022, p. 128) notes his “highly
positive basic media presence — even if he always kept
his distance from journalists.“ Another element of
mediatization, described as televisualization, is the
trend toward “soundbite news,” as researched in the
American TV context by Daniel Hallin (1992). Vranizky
complained about it as follows: “It went like this: The
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reporter asked a complex question and then said: ‘In one
sentence, please.” This turned out to be a multi-clause
sentence because I wanted to include everything that
seemed important to me” (Vranitzky, 2004, p. 440).

In his memoirs, Vranitzky (2004, p. 429) mentions the
“tense relationship between politics and journalism”
during this third mediatization phase (Stromback, 2008),
during which the power is shifting in favor of the media.
His successor, Viktor Klima (SPO), had been chancellor
from 1997 to 2000, along with his “PR kitchen cabinet,
centred on Andreas Rudas as SPO general secretary and
Josef Kalina as press spokesman, [who] managed to get
positive reportage on Klima in the Kronenzeitung and
other newspapers” (Rathkolb, 2022, p. 131).

Old and new media - Austrian
chancellors in the 21st century

Wolfgang Schiissel (OVP) ended the long period of
almost three decades of SPO chancellors by forming a
coalition with Jorg Haider (FPO), leader of the party that
was the prototype of European right-wing populism. On
the way into the chancellery, Schiissel published a book,
In the name of the future, in which he talked about the
media as a new platform for politics, which had led to a
personalization of politics and the media concentrating
on only a few prominent “players” (Schiissel, 1999, p.
16). The OVP-FPO coalition led to EU sanctions and
“a worldwide media hysteria” (Riedl, 2001, p. 85),
while “the tabloid press and the OVP-FPO coalition
enthusiastically blew the patriotic horn” (Rathkolb,
2005, p. 210). Regarding his media performance, Schiissel
is viewed quite ambivalently: “He is seen as a brilliant
speaker, but also as rather overbearing and by no means
always skillful at dealing with journalists” (Rathkolb,
2022, p. 153). And Lengauer (2010, p. 52) wrote:
“The relationship between journalists and chancellor
Schiissel was dominated by mutual suspiciousness and
skepticism.” Still, Schiissel remained in office for seven
years and was succeeded by Alfred Gusenbauer (SPO)
in 2007.

Gusenbauer acknowledged journalism’s importance
(Gusenbauer, 2007) and described his successor,
Faymann, as media-savvy, someone “who possesses the
necessary networking skills with the media — something
really important in Austria” (Rathkolb, 2022, p. 137).
Faymann “had successfully established close contacts to
Hans Dichand, chief editor of Die Kronenzeitung,” and
“could never shed the image of a chancellor dependent
on the blessing of Die Krone” (Rathkolb, 2022, p.
137). This can be viewed as a key indicator of a fourth
mediatization phase, when the media colonize politics
(Stromback, 2008). However, Faymann’s media network
comprised more than just close ties to the Kronen
Zeitung. German journalist Erna Lackner describes him
as the media darling of the rest of the tabloid press,
including Wolfgang Fellner’s newspaper Osterreich and
the free newspaper Heute, which is owned by Dichand’s
daughter-in-law, Eva Dichand, and the magazine group
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News (Lackner, 2008).

It seems as if the small Austrian media market is somehow
a perfect ecosystem for close personal networks between
media owners and political leaders. During that time,
later short-term chancellor Reinhold Mitterlehner,
born in 1955 and chancellor for just nine days in May
2016, had been a cabinet minister and remembered
a meeting “with a well-known newspaper publisher”
who basically told him that his coverage’s tone would
depend on the number of paid adverts the ministry takes
out (Mitterlehner, 2019, p. 184). This demonstrates that
politicians have “allowed themselves to be held hostage
by the tabloid media,” on one hand, as described by
Josef Trappel, and on the other, that without government
advertising, the tabloid press could not survive (ORF,
2018a). Press subsidies, also very prominent in the work
of Cook (2010), play an important role in the small
Austrian media market.

The head of the magazine group News, Horst Pirker,
perfectly summarizes these mutual dependencies, stating
in 2018 that it is no longer possible to determine which
sentence came first: “You get a lot of money, so be nice.
Or vice versa: I’ll be nice, but in return, I want as much
money as possible” (ORF, 2018b). When asked about the
differences between the Faymann and Kurz systems of
advertisement, Pirker replied: “Simply professionalism.
Faymann took it to a new level in terms of intensity and
quantity, but under Sebastian Kurz, it has been amplified
many times over” (ORF 2021).

However, before Kurz, Christian Kern, born in 1966,
served as chancellor in 2016-2017. While studying
communication science at the University of Vienna,
Kern was also editor in chief of the university magazine
Rotpress from the Association of Socialist Students in
Austria (VSStO). Kern was known for “his rhetorical skills
and an active media presence” (Rathkolb, 2022, p. 140).
When Faymann resigned suddenly in May 2016, Kern
was appointed to the chancellery and can be described
as the first real social media chancellor. While Faymann
is said to have resisted excessive staging on digital
platforms, Kern’s social media team focused primarily on
chic images on his Instagram page (Zochling, 2016) and
more direct communication with the public via Facebook
(Die Presse, 2016).

Social media communication enables politicians, as
well as athletes or sports teams, to build up their own
networks outside of offline news media. This act of
“bypassing traditional media” (Nolleke & Birkner,
2019) can be understood as an important facet of a
possible fifth mediatization phase. Kurz grew up as a
politician with these possibilities. Still, it seems as if
he and his team were convinced that their “message
control” (Fleischmann, 2023) was best served via
tabloid media. As former journalist Thomas Schrems
from Kronen Zeitung described it in the weekly Falter in
2021, Kurz had perfected a “game of give-and-take to
the point of perversion” (Klenk, 2021). Between Kurz’s
first and second term, Hartwig Loger, born in 1965,
was acting chancellor of Austria from May 28 to June
6, 2019, and then Austrian President Van der Bellen
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installed Brigitte Bierlein, born in 1949, as Austria’s first
female chancellor, who served from June 3, 2019, to
January 7, 2020. Then Kurz returned.

Kurz, born in 1986 and chancellor from 2017-2019
and 2020-2021, is certainly the most prominent figure
in recent Austrian politics and media history. Kurz knew
of the importance of powerful pictures in the media.
When shutting down the so-called “Balkanroute” in
2016 as Austrian foreign minister, he declared: “It won’t
be possible without ugly pictures” (Ronzheimer, 2018,
p. 130). When German journalist Paul Ronzheimer
confronted Kurz with refugees’ suffering, he told
him that these images were important as a deterrent,
Ronzheimer wrote in his book Sebastian Kurz — the
biography (Ronzheimer, 2018, p. 9). In her “official”
biography of Kurz, Judith Grohmann (2019) wrote
extremely positively about Kurz, with no apparent
journalistic distance, which elicited much criticism
(see Kazim, 2019). Many journalists lost their critical
distance during the Kurz era. As the video of Strache
in Ibiza ended the first Kurz administration, his second
term in office was also ended with a media scandal. After
the chat protocols of Thomas Schmid were discussed
in public, journalists such as Rainer Nowak from
Die Presse resigned due to “inappropriate proximity”
(Nowak, 2022) between press and politics — but just
one year later, he began working for Kronen Zeitung
(Mark, 2023) and in 2025 returned to Die Presse (Fidler,
2025b). This demonstrates that the affair did not end his
journalistic career.

Following Kurz’s second resignation, Alexander
Schallenberg (OVP) became the next chancellor, briefly,
from October 11 to December 6, 2021. Schallenberg,
who was only intended to serve as a temporary solution,
was succeeded by Karl Nehammer and also became
his successor again for a few months. After the 2024
elections, early in January 20235, it looked as though
Herbert Kickl, leader of the right-wing FPO, would
become the next Austrian chancellor, which would
have drastic consequences for press freedom (Trappel,
2025). Instead, and after a short interim period with
Schallenberg at the helm again, Christian Stocker (OVP)
became chancellor of Austria on March 3, 2025.

Research perspectives

Particularly in recent years, digital media have helped
us gain a more comprehensive understanding of the
relationship between media and politics than ever
before. Austria serves as an excellent example of this
development, as the hidden networks between media
and politics in Austria became visible through private
chats from the first Kurz government, involving several
of the nation’s most powerful media managers. These
networks can be viewed as digital traces (Hepp et
al., 2018) of Verhaberung. Text messages between
influential journalists and political figures can now be
analysed through linguistic tools (Werner & Michael,
2024) and network research methods (Jinger &



Girtner, 2023), alongside publicly visible connections
on social media platforms (Eder, 2023; Nuernbergk,
2016; Hepp, 2015). Still, the so-called chat protocols,
the text messages from Schmid that led to Kurz’s
resignation in 2021, are being evaluated legally and
are not yet fully accessible to the public. Therefore, the
following research perspectives are only preliminary
and should be explored in future studies. This growing
digital dataset enables communication science to go a
step further in understanding the complex relationship
between media and politics, potentially leading to a fifth
mediatization phase, in which politicians use digital
platforms to connect with powerful media companies
on one hand (private digital communication), and
create their own “news” on the other (public digital
communication). In the following, we list a few initial
topic suggestions for conducting network analyses of
the relationship between politics and the media in the
digital space in Austria.

Network analysis may enable us to “make latent
structures visible” (Kocks, 2025, p. 424; see also Hepp
et al., 2025). Since influential politicians nowadays
have large strategic communication departments behind
them, it cannot necessarily be assumed that public
connections between individual journalists and high-
ranking politicians will be apparent on social media. In
order to identify connections between individual media
figures and high-ranking politicians, investigative
insights are required, such as archival and biographical
research. Therefore, the question arises, particularly
in the case of social media chancellors like Kern and
Kurz, concerning the extent to which they have used
social media to produce news outside the “unwelcome
filter of journalism” (Fellner, 2016) on one hand, and to
express latent preferences for certain media companies
in Austria through public communication on the
other. Future research should examine how Austrian
chancellors reveal their preferences for Austrian media
on social media with a comprehensive social media
network analysis, for example, by analysing links and
mentions. A short initial exploration reveals already
interesting avenues of research for future projects.
Besides referring to the ORF very often, both chancellors
have rather different networks with the Austrian media.
The more left-liberal chancellor Kern from the Social
Democrats (SPO) has an intense connection to the left-
liberal Standard. Instead, Kurz from the Conservative
OVP has strong ties to the domestic tabloid press,
such as Kronen Zeitung or OE24. The politically more
conservative TV station Servus TV and the German
tabloid newspaper BILD also appear more frequently
in Kurz’s posts. Interestingly, toward the end of their
terms in office, both chancellors also appear to have
stronger links to new online media in line with their
political orientation. While Kern increasingly links to
the left-wing SPO blog Kontrast, Kurz, at the end of
his second term as chancellor, quotes the right-wing
populist Exxpress more frequently.

So, it seems as if the public social media networks
were used to highlight the ties with more traditional
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media. The investigative disclosure of private chats,
such as those involving Kurz and his entourage, offers
the opportunity for future research endeavours to
reveal individual power networks between the nation’s
political elites and dominant media makers. Of course,
these networks will and should be exposed only if clear
evidence of abuse of power is found and if they are of
public interest. In October 2021, it was revealed how
the Kurz administration allegedly may have used state-
funded ads to buy favourable coverage in the country’s
most powerful tabloid media with the help of his close
confidant Schmid to secure the chancellorship. In this
context, the numerous chats that have been published so
far reveal a large network between powerful politicians
from the OVP and FPO, pollsters and the media, the
extent of which was previously unknown in Austria.
Compared with analogue networks in the past, the large
volume of chat messages potentially offers a much more
comprehensive view of how politics and the media are
intertwined in Austria through Verhaberung. Although
digital communication today often takes place via a
“facilitator”, such as Schmid in this case, it does so to
an extent that simply would not have been possible in
the analogue age.

The available material suggests the existence of a
closely-knit relational structure linking political actors
and media makers. Rather than treating the allegedly
involved players as isolated individuals, the available
data point toward a relational configuration in which
political decision-making, strategic communication/
public relations, polling and the media are structurally
intertwined. The relevance of individual actors
arguably derives less from their formal (political
and organizational) positions alone than from their
involvement within overlapping professional, political,
communicative, and perhaps personal networks. A
systematic mapping of these relational structures —
based on approaches from social network analysis —
would allow future studies to examine how informal
communication channels of the new age and personal
relations contribute to agenda-setting processes and the
establishment of political narratives.

Conclusion

The historical trajectory of Austrian chancellors’
interactions with the media reveals a dynamic continuum
ofthe mediatization of politics— from Raab’s personalized
networks with key editors during mediatization’s first
phase to the televisualization of politics that started the
second phase, culminating in a functional equilibrium
between media independence and political influence
during the Kreisky era. The end of the 20th century
saw Vranitzky and Klima carefully navigating through
mediatization’s third phase, with Faymann pushing
forward mediatization’s fourth phase at the beginning
of the 21st century. The technological and societal shift
in digitalization then enabled chancellors such as Kern
and Kurz to construct tailored media networks that
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bypass traditional journalistic gatekeeping. While Kern’s
social media strategy reinforced ideological affinities
with left-liberal outlets, Kurz’s approach consolidated
ties to tabloids and conservative media, illustrating
the ideological polarization in media engagement.
Moreover, the publication of private chats during the
Kurz era provides unprecedented insight into previously
opaque structures of media influence, revealing systemic
entanglements facilitated by both digital platforms
and personal intermediaries, such as Schmid. These
developments suggest the emergence of a fifth phase
of mediatization, characterized by hybrid networks
combining public digital communication with private,
individualized media interventions. Coming back to the
differentiation of the logic of negotiations and the logic
of publicity (Sporer-Wagner & Marcinkowski, 2011;
Birkner, 2015, 2023b), social media networks and private
instant messaging add to this complex picture. On the one
hand, politics seems to be more publicly visible than ever.
On the other hand, it found new modes for backroom
logics, while journalists developed new strategies of
hacking and leaking in the digital age, sometimes
against the interests of politicians, sometimes with their
collaboration (Di Salvo, 2025). Both perspectives need
to be considered in future research designs. However,
comparing both analog and digital networks has its
limitations and presents significant challenges, as it
requires researching analog and digital sources with
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