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ABSTRACT: 

Do politicians talk to each other or talk past each other? In the last few years there has 
been renewed interest in the strategic thinking that drive politicians to engage in political 
dialogue with peers from a different political color. Most of this research, however, has been 
limited to understanding political dialogue in the campaign trail or in Congress. The dynamics 
of daily political dialogue in the written media, by contrast, have received limited 
attention. This research explores the dynamics of political dialogue through a statistical analysis 
of op-ed articles written by over 400 politicians in Venezuela. Using more than 6,000 articles 
published in the Venezuelan media in 2004, I analyze the degree to which politicians engage in 
political dialogue.   
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Do politicians talk to each other or talk past each other? In the last few years there has 

been renewed interest in the strategic thinking that drives politicians to engage in political 

dialogue with peers from a different political color. Most of this research, however, has been 

limited to understanding political dialogue in the campaign trail or in Congress. The dynamics 

of daily political dialogue in the written media, by contrast, have received limited 

attention.  This research aims to explain the dynamics of routine political dialogue and to explore 

the degree to which issue salience and issue ownership shape the decision to engage their peers 

through op-ed articles in Venezuela�s main media outlets. 

The implications of this study are of both normative and theoretical importance. From a 

normative perspective, politicians that engage each other inform the decision making process of 

citizens to a much larger degree than  the selective disclosure of information on issues own by 

actors of only one political faction. Dialogue signals voters that issues are subject to capture and 

interpretation, facilitates the flow of information, and enhances the visibility of issues important 

to voters. At a more theoretical level, the issue of why politicians would ever engage in dialogue 

is very problematic. Prior research, for example, has argued that rational politicians should only 

talk on issues that will provide them with some electoral benefits. Therefore, a politician that is 

at a disadvantage on an issue should neither initiate nor respond to discourses that increase the 

salience of those issues. Politicians, therefore, should never talk to each other. As this research 

shows, however, politicians do engage in political dialogue, providing voters with competing 

cues and interpretations of the political process.  

The organization of this paper is the following: in the next section I present two 

contrasting views of political dialogue that dominate the current literature. I highlight the 

different theoretical implications of the literatures that emphasize issue salience or issue 
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ownership when explaining dialogue. In the third section, I provide a brief overview of 

Venezuela�s current political environment, highlighting the increasing polarization that 

characterizes government and opposition political actors. Venezuela is a particularly promising 

case to explore political dialogue, given that parties� ideological polarization has enhanced the 

sensitivity of voters to political discourses and increase the level of activity of political actors in 

the written media. In the fourth section I describe a unique dataset that will allow me to track 

political dialogue for over twenty issues and four hundred political actors. The results highlight 

interesting asymmetries in political dialogue, where the different parties are selective about the 

issues chosen to engage in political dialogue.  

 

1. Dialogue 

Normatively speaking, dialogue is considered an essential ingredient of the democratic 

process.1 Dialogue amongst political opponents, in particular, relays information that enhances 

democratic accountability. At the center of the responsible party government model, for example, 

we have politicians that not only need to communicate consistent ideological messages to voters 

but that, more importantly, inform voters about the ideological location of issues and policies. Of 

particular importance in the literature has been to understand political dialogue in campaigns, 

where prior perceptions of issue ownership and salience are juggled by politicians that strive to 

be (re)elected to office (Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1994; Kaplan et al. 2005; Kelley 1960; 

Petrocik 1996; Sides 2006; Simon 2002). To a lesser degree, political dialogue has also been 

                                                
1 Procedural definitions of democracy include among its many necessary characteristics freedom of speech and 
freedom of information (Rueschemeyer et al. 1992); both of which allow for the free exchange of ideas amongst the 
people. These discussions will eventually lead to rational decision making which in itself is considered essential to 
democracy (Bessette 1994; Page 1996). Political dialogue amongst opposing groups bases its premises on these 
exchanges and aids those listening in making rational political decisions. In essence, the existence of political 
dialogue is necessary for democracy. 
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studied in regards to Congress, emphasizing mc�s strategic talk to get re-elected (Mayhew 1974) 

or the evolution of topic discussion in the legislative chambers (Quinn et al. 2007). Political 

dialogue in the media, however, has not received enough attention. It is in the arena of the mass 

media, I argue, where theories of political dialogue can be most effectively tested. 

Let me begin with a simple working definition of political dialogue: First, political 

dialogue requires for an individual to publicly communicate its policy preferences in response to 

a prior message by a politician from a different political color (Government-Opposition; 

Republican-Democrat; Left-Right; Extreme Right-Right; etc). Second, dialogue only exists if the 

response communicates ideological positions on the same issue or issues. 

The presumption that at least two individuals engage each other should require very little 

justification. Political dialogue is important not because it relays information to voters but 

because it is done with the purposeful intention of providing an alternative interpretation. 

Different political color, on the other hand, indicates that the two individuals in dialogue are not 

reinforcing the same message. Therefore, politicians of the same political color are not 

considered to be in dialogue since it is assumed they hold similar views on issues and are just 

finding new ways of communicating the same position or attempting to set the agenda.  

Second, for politicians to engage in dialogue requires that they talk on the same issue or 

issues rather than attempting to increase the visibility of issues not raised by their opponent. 

Politicians that talk to each other, therefore, are politicians that talk in response to a prior 

message and discus the same issue or issues. Politicians that respond to a previous message from 

a political opponent but do not engage on the same issue are presumed to talk past each other 

and, therefore, not to engage in dialogue. The nature of this issues is a central concern and, it is 
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my presumption here, that the topic needs to be policy related or relate to political institutions 

and or mechanisms (Kaplan et al. 2005) i.e. courts, parliament, elections, etc.  

For methodological reasons, I will add a third component to my definition of dialogue: 

dialogue will also be modeled as a continuous, iterative, and interactive process (Simon 2002), 

where positions expressed by an individual A increase the likelihood of response on that issue by 

an individual B. Dialogues continue if the probability of individual A addressing that issue 

increases in response to B�s response. Dialogue, as shown in Figure 1, may be continuously 

observed for long periods of time, observed over a limited period of time, or it may not exist at 

all. In the modeling strategy proposed ahead, dialogue is therefore open to response by an actor 

B until this actor decides to speak on this or any other topic. This dynamic property of dialogue 

needs to be represented in the theoretical and methodological mechanisms used for the analysis. 

 

[Figure 1 About here] 

 

As already indicated, prior analyses of political dialogue have focused on legislative 

speeches (Mayhew 1974; Quinn et al. 2007), or the dynamics of the campaign trail 

(Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1994; Kaplan et al. 2005; Kelley 1960; Petrocik 1996; Sides 2006; 

Simon 2002). However, these focuses ignore the continuous, or routine, debate that takes place 

in the media between political actors. The purposeful dismissal of debate outside of the 

legislature or the campaign trail is justified in the immediateness of the evaluations of results. 

Campaigns have a clear ending and a clear winner the days the votes are cast. Legislatures have 

also a clear time frame and a clear outcome with regards to debate. On the contrary, daily 

dialogue in the media does not have this immediateness of results. Instead, it provides useful 
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information and gives us insight into what political elites are saying outside the institutional 

features of the state, and how they are interacting with each other. This dialogue, which could 

very well be just like that of the campaign trail, or like that in the legislature, sets the pace of the 

divergent interactions between the actors of the system.  

 Given the unrestricted number of political actors that exist in democracies, of particular 

interest to this study is who is �talking� with whom, and on what issue or issues are they doing 

so. These interactions give insight into what issues are raised between same constituency 

competitors and also between different constituency competitors. For instance, two leftist actors 

could discuss social expenditures, while at the same time one of these actors is dialoguing with 

another actor on the right regarding taxes.  

 

2. Why should politicians engage in dialogue? 

There are currently two competing frameworks explaining political dialogue among 

political actors: the issue dominance and the issue salience theories. In the first framework, there 

is a theoretical presumption that politicians will only talk about issues they dominate or that 

nobody dominates (Budge and Farlie 1983; Petrocik 1996; Riker 1986). Domination of an issue, 

in turn, comes either from expertise in that particular area or from the identification or 

attachment to a particular constituency convinced about the higher performance of a politician on 

a given area (Petrocik 1996). Because a politician that does not dominate an issue sees no gain in 

spending time and resources for no electoral gain, politicians from different political colors 

specialize in different issues and talk past each other. Therefore, under the issue dominance 

framework, we should only find dialogue on issues in which no one has an advantage (dispersed 

issues). For example, democrats should presumably avoid issues of defense and crime while 
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republicans should not talk about health and education. There is plenty of evidence, however, 

that parties talk to each other on issues which are prima facie dominated.  

To answer this question, Ansolabehere and Iyengar (1994) propose an alternative 

framework based on issue salience. Their theory, �riding the wave�, proposes that when issues 

are high in the priority list of citizens candidate will engage in dialogue. Issues that lack salience, 

on the other hand, will not foster dialogue among political actors. Candidates, within this 

theoretical framework, are motivated �to appear responsive to the public�s concerns�salient 

issues are likely to motivate voter decision making, and a party that has not made an effort to 

speak to that issue may be perceived as indifferent� (Sides 2006 412) . 

 Although both theoretical frameworks are logically consistent, they have divergent 

theoretical expectations. The evidence in support of each approach, moreover, has been limited 

both in terms of the number of issues analyzed and the time frame explored.  

 In testing the competing claims of issue dominance and issue salience, I also provide a 

richer political environment in which politicians address multiple issues in each speech and 

engage each other with a different probability p.  Using the flow of op-ed articles written over 

the curse of a year in major news media en Venezuela, I provide evidence of significant political 

dialogue which increases with the salience of the issues and is more restricted by dominance. I 

model the type of strategic interactions that facilitate these two different incentives. The result of 

this research is to show that politicians are both responsive to the public and sensitive to the 

strategy of their opponents.  

 

3. Case Selection, Data and Model 

Case Selection 
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Once considered an exemplary democracy, Venezuela has become since the mid 1990�s a 

case study of how static institutions can imperil the democratic experiment.  

Having had a legitimacy crisis due to the failure of the system to adapt to the demands of 

citizenry, political elites tried unsuccessfully to repair the damage done to the institutions of the 

state by the 1989 popular revolt and the 1992 failed coups. These events triggered a discontent 

with the state of affairs that reached its climax in 1998 with the election of Hugo Chavez to the 

presidency (Alvarez 2003; Ellner 2003; Hellinger 2003). Since then, successions of events have 

altered the traditional institutions of society, the groups holding power, and the level of societal 

polarization (Maya 2006; Roberts 2003). 

Through these changes the institutions of the state, namely the legislature, have shifted 

from having a highly divided representation of the different sectors of the country in 1999 to 

having a completely pro-government body after the withdrawal of opposition actors from the 

legislative elections in 2005.  

These institutional adjustments and representative changes, such as the shifting pattern of 

opposition representation in the legislative body and other institutions; the discrediting of the 

party system as agents of representation (Molina and Alvarez 2004; Roberts 2003); and, the 

emergence of the media as new representatives of society (Diaz Rangel 2007), have left the 

media as the only arena where opposition actors can communicate with broad sectors of society 

and with the institutions of the state. 

These changes in Venezuela and their effects on extra-governmental actors, exemplifies 

an extreme case of why we need to understand daily political dialogue both inside and outside 

the institutions of the state.  

Data  
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The building blocks for the data this study will look at are the opinion articles written in 

Venezuela during 2004. The articles come from the three most important newspapers of national 

circulation: El Universal, El Nacional and Ultimas Noticias. Key in these articles is their 

authoring by active politicians. Because of the large size of the dataset (more than 6,000 articles) 

these articles will be processed through automated mechanisms of analysis to obtain the different 

pieces of information necessary for this study. These mechanisms will be grouped in two sets, 

first, a content analysis, and second, an ideal point estimation. After these processes are executed 

the dependent and independent variables can be created.  

• Word-Count Matrix  

Before the Content Analysis and the Ideal Point Estimation processes can be executed the data 

needs to be taken from its raw form (articles) into a manageable dataset. To do so the texts are 

parsed by using Perl into a word count matrix. The parser reads every article from a text file and 

obtains all the words, and then for each it creates a count of the number of times the word was 

mentioned in the article2. Finally, the parser also returns information about the article such as its 

author, the date of publication, and the source where it was published. 

Because the few mentioning of certain words adds noises in the analysis, since it doesn�t 

allow for appropriate comparisons between units of analysis a second step consisting of deleting 

unnecessary words was done. In this stage all the words that were absent from 0.05% of the 

articles were deleted. By doing so the number of words in the analysis diminishes from 90,708 to 

4403, leaving the dataset with 990,000 total observations. 

                                                
2 Through this analysis all the words with a length smaller than 3 characters where ignored, so that a wide range of 
connectors (�y�, �o�) and personal pronouns (�el�, �tu�, �yo�)  unnecessary for the analysis where effectively 
removed. 
3 There were 797 words in more than 0.05% of the articles however 357 of these were deleted for they where 
meaningless altogether. Some of the words deleted include words such as: cualquier (any), tambien (also), decir 
(say). The cluster analysis done in latter stages is robust to the exclusion of these words. 
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• Content Analysis 

Once the word count matrix is generated the next step is to construct a measure for the 

issues being dialogued in the op-eds. Quinn et al. (2007) suggest the appropriateness of using 

fully automated mechanisms for coding documents, given the nature of the data and the objective 

of the analysis a clustering algorithm which infers relationships from the data itself is fully 

appropriate and will be used(Kaufman and Rousseeuw 1990) (Rudra, 2007). 

Using the agnes algorithm from the cluster library in R we were able to observe a highly 

structured clustering with an agglomerative coefficient of 0.62. The results are further analyzed in 

two simultaneous steps: (1) determine the number of cluster groups in existence; and (2) find out which 

words fall into which cluster. 

 To obtain the number of clusters and simultaneously classify the words into these clusters the 

natural breaks and hierarchy provided in the results were used. This analysis provided a list of 22 

categories which group from 5 to 50 words (the list of categories and a sample of the words from 

each can be found in Appendix 1); Figure 2 shows how the categories are related to one another. 

[Figure 2 About here] 

Once the different clusters or topics of dialogue were found, the probability that an article 

would mention a particular issue was estimated. To do so a measure for the number of words 

(wi) mentioned in each article for each topic (i) was generated and divided over the total number 

of words in the article.  

 

Based on this measure articles can either be clearly assigned to one category or are 

mixtures of different issues. As a result of this analysis each article has 22 measures which 
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represent the probability that the article will belong to a given topic. Table 1 shows the 

descriptive statistics for each issue. 

[Table 1 About here] 

The last step of the pre-analysis stage consists of generating a measure for each issue by 

groups of actors. To do so, each actor was identified with one of three contemporaneous political 

positions of the current Venezuelan elite. Actors could either be Government, Opposition or 

Neither one, nor the other (Ni-Ni). Table 2 shows the division of actors by group and printed 

source.  

[Table 2 About here] 

Finally with this information measures of group discussions were created. First a measure 

of group speech by day was needed. In it all the words of the different actors for each group were 

added, per topic, and divided by the total number of words per day group (a process similar to 

the above mentioned for individual actors). With this information a moving average was created 

for the mention of each topic by the group in the previous five days. Figure 3 shows the 

evolution of dialogue on the topic of �elections� during the year in general and for the three 

groups individually. 

[Figure 3 About here] 

• Ideal Point Estimation 

 To finish the construction of the dataset a measure of ideological positioning for the 

actors was needed beyond the threefold classification. To do so, the same dataset of word counts 

per actor was used to generate Ideal Point Estimates for each speaker. The only alteration was 

that for each author the word count went from being per article to being per year since it�s 

believed that actor will maintain a relatively static ideological position within a year. With this 
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matrix of author-words, an affiliation matrix was created to determine the distances between the 

different actors. These distances were analyzed using a simple principal component mechanism 

and its three main estimates were kept and normalized. These measures well serve as control 

variables for the different authors. Figure 4 shows the results for the Principal Component 

analysis, where the existence of groups of authors by political affiliation can be identified, yet 

with some overlapping. 

[Figure 4 About here] 

Methods 

 Once the dataset was concluded it included information about the author (Ideal Point 

Estimates, group affiliation, and media affiliation), information about the frequency of discussion 

for each topic by groups, and a measure of issue salience consisting on the probability of a topic 

being raised the day before. Given this information a linear regression was used to understand 

the nature of the dialogue. To do so the dataset was divided into 66 individual datasets one for 

each topic and group, this will allow for an analysis for each topic and group differently 

identifying the interactions for each individually. The regression followed the formula: 

 

 

 In this regression the dependent variable y is the probability of a topic being addressed in 

a particular article. The main independent variables GOB, OPO, and NINI are the 5 day moving 

averages for the probabilities of a topic being raised by actors of the given groups; and 

salience is the probability of an issue being raised the day before. Of particular interest in the 

analysis of the results will be whether the variables, of the two groups to which the actor doesn�t 

belong and the measure for issue salience, are statistically significant and their direction. 
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 The control variables used are the first three components of the Principal Component 

analysis (pc1, pc2, pc3) and the newspaper where the article was published (media). There 

are no major expectations with these variables except to control for variance across actors. 

 

4. Results 

Due to volume of discourse five topics were chosen to be represented in this section, 

however, the full results can be found in Appendix 3. The five topics chosen were: Change & 

Future, Corruption, Elections, Institutions and Negotiation.  

As described above, three regressions were run for each topic. In each regression one 

group of actors was used for the dependent variable. The purpose behind this was to account for 

the differences across the three groups of actors individually. Each of these regressions is 

identified by the group chosen. Table 3 shows the results for these five regressions. As it can be 

seen from a first glimpse different topics indicate different mechanisms at work. Of main interest 

in analyzing the results is which of the four past mentioned variables are significant and what are 

the signs of the coefficient. 

 [Table 3 About Here] 

At a first glance Table 3 shows that the issue salience variable is only statistically 

significant for all the actors in the topics of Elections and Corruption meaning that the more 

salient the issue the more actors will talk about it. For the other three topics this measure is not 

statistically significant, except for Opposition actors talking about Institutions, implying that 

compared to the other two groups (Government and Ni-Ni) the Opposition is more responsive to 

salience on this issue. 
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Moving to the analysis of dialogue across the different issues it can be observed how 

political dialogue is issue dependent, as discussed above. In a topic such as Corruption actors are 

only responding to those of their same color and not engaging in dialogue, and when actors of 

other affiliation talk on the issue the coefficient is in fact negative. This result shows that 

corruption cases are not an issue where political actors will like to engage in dialogue with 

opponents since specially Government and Opposition since they�ll be probably attacking each 

other. 

A topic where actors are actually engaging in dialogue, even when controlling for issue 

salience, is Elections. In this topic is where we actually see more dialogue happening. The 

Opposition engages when persons from every group discuss the topic and the Ni-Ni talk when 

either Opposition or Ni-Ni actors talk.  Although the Government actors are not engaging in 

dialogue in this topic they are the most responsive to the salience of the issue. 

[Figure 5 About Here] 

[Figure 6 About Here] 

Figure 5 and Figure 6 show the predictions for each of the five topics and each of the 

three actors. As it can be seen it corroborates the results discussed above. The main findings are 

that the opposition on three of the five topics replies mainly to itself. While on the last two it 

switches and one replies to the Ni-Ni and the other one to the Government. On a different note, 

the government actors reply in two instances to the opposition, in two to the Ni-ni, and in the 

other one to themselves. Finally, the Ni-Ni reply in most of the cases to the opposition, in one to 

themselves, and in another one to both the opposition and the government. Figure 7 shows how 

Issue Salience affects differently actors and issues. It can be seen that the Government seems 

more responsive to changes in Issue Salience, yet reacting to salience in issues differently. 
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[Figure 7 About Here] 

Overall, the results show varying instances of political dialogue, Appendix 3, shows the 

results for the regressions for all 22 topics. In these we can find differences across issues. For 

instance with regards to talking about the coup d�etat, the more the Government mentions this 

topic the less the Opposition discusses it, but the more the Ni-Ni talk about it too, only as 

salience of this topic increases is the Opposition talking; this implies that because the topic 

clearly benefits the Government, the Opposition actors are ignoring it as much as they can. On 

Political Parties the more the Government speaks or the more salient the issue is the more the 

Opposition speaks. Understanding the dynamics of these processes is at the core of this project, 

however as far as the results go so far we can be optimistic to have found differentiated instances 

of dialogue. 

 

5. Discussion and Conclusion 

Both normatively and theoretically political dialogue is important. Theoretically the 

literature has created opposing expectations as to whether political dialogue should exist or not. 

This paper explores political dialogue as a dynamic issue dependent process, and finds proofs for 

these propositions.  

As the results discussed above show political actors do engage in dialogue with others. In 

certain instances this dialogue seems to be continued by all the actors, while in others it doesn�t 

seem to be followed once the issue is responded to at least once. Furthermore, issue salience 

affects different issues as well as different actors differently.  In this sense, this paper provides 

reasons and proofs that political dialogue is a dynamic process where actors engage in, and 

ignore, dialogue for various reasons. Further advance in this line of research would require the 
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development of a formal model for understanding the nature of political dialogue and the 

strategic decisions political actors make. Furthermore, in a country with such a polarized society 

it would be interesting to analyze how (or why) this polarization seems to be carrying over to 

political elites in some issues areas while in others they are dialoguing with each other. 
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