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Abstract
While there is a large literature studying the determinants of public support for Euro-
pean integration, we know much less about the factors shaping attitudes towards 
various international cooperation initiatives. In this article, we study the possible 
influence of framing, a mechanism linking pre-existing values and causal beliefs, on 
preferences for cooperation with the EU. We develop six thematic frames related to 
the context of international cooperation: economic benefits, security, shared iden-
tity, traditional and liberal values, and rules and norms of governance. We test the 
effects of these frames using a survey experiment conducted in three countries in 
Eastern Europe—Belarus, Moldova and Ukraine—that are targeted by the integra-
tion projects of both the EU and Russia. We find that thematic framing has only 
small effects on international cooperation preferences: priming liberal values and 
governance increases slightly support for cooperation with the EU, but the effects 
of the remaining frames are too small and heterogeneous to be estimated precisely 
with our sample. Contrary to expectations, some of these effects are exercised by 
changing the relevant causal beliefs of citizens, even if the thematic frames were not 
designed to do so.
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Introduction

The erosion of the liberal multilateral order and return of power politics have 
forced the European Union to refocus its foreign policy on geopolitical dynam-
ics and their impact. The European Union’s Strategic Compass for Security and 
Defence came out in March 2022, just a month after the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine. Based on a shared threat assessment for the EU’s 27 member states, the 
Compass was revised to respond to the return of war in the European continent 
following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022.

The Strategic Compass emphasizes, among others, the threat presented by 
information manipulation campaigns for the Union and candidate states (Council 
of the EU 2022). The renewed attention for geopolitics, also visible in the desig-
nation of Von der Leyen’s Commission as a ‘geopolitical’ one, includes a keener 
awareness that other world powers have actively sought to counter and undermine 
what the EU has seen as its ‘soft’ or ‘normative’ power: the power of its norms, 
values and way of life to attract other states and actors in its orbit. An important 
component of normative power is the power over opinion, ideas, or ‘the ability to 
shape conceptions of “normal”’ (Manners 2002: 240). To work, this power neces-
sitates that the EU wins the hearts and minds of people in other countries. In 
its Eastern neighbourhood, however, the EU’s efforts to promote its norms and 
foreign policy objectives are met with the determination of another powerful 
actor—Russia—to keep the region within its own sphere of influence, through a 
combination of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ power methods (Dimitrova and Dragneva 2009; 
Noutcheva 2018). The EU and Russia have employed very different narratives, 
frames and communication tools to win the support of citizens in Eastern Europe 
(Keating and Kaczmarska 2019; Dimitrova et al. 2016, 2017). While Russia does 
not shy away from using fake news, disinformation campaigns and other items 
from the propaganda toolbox, the EU is more discursively constrained in how and 
what it can communicate to citizens abroad (Orttung and Nelson 2019; Wagnsson 
and Hellman 2018).

The EU could affect, however, the context in which the basis and raison d’être 
of international cooperation is portrayed: whether this is economics, security, 
shared values, or common identity. This is true at least in normal times, in the 
absence of external events such as wars and pandemics that dominate the media 
and the public sphere. In normal times, framing international cooperation in dif-
ferent ways can indirectly (dis)advantage certain actors, if people are predisposed 
to evaluate positively the EU in some context (e.g. economics or values) rather 
than in others (e.g. security or identity).

In this article, we elaborate on the theoretical mechanisms through which 
framing international cooperation could influence public opinion, and we evaluate 
empirically the impact of framing on attitudes towards cooperation with the EU 
and/or Russia using a survey experiment. Our experiment was conducted in 2018, 
well before the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. That watershed 
event has, among others, obviously affected profoundly citizen views of inter-
national cooperation, Russia and European integration. In addition, dynamics in 
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Belarus after the violent suppression of mass peaceful demonstrations for democ-
racy in 2020-2021 are very different than in Ukraine that is at war. The data and 
findings we present here, however, can be seen as an important benchmark to 
compare with  attitudes after the war started. Furthermore, while most of the 
research on framing is conducted in the USA and Western Europe, our study tests 
the effects of framing with samples from less accessible populations in countries 
that have been faced with competing integration projects.

Empirically, our experimental intervention is in the form of six vignettes that 
frame the purpose and basis of international cooperation from six different perspec-
tives, related to the economy, security, shared identity, traditional values, liberal 
values and rules and norms of governance. The frames are thematic rather than epi-
sodic. They suggest what are the appropriate grounds for international cooperation, 
but they deliberately refrain from presenting evaluations and arguments about the 
effects and desirability of cooperation with particular countries. We assess the influ-
ence of the vignettes and the frames they embody on support for closer cooperation 
with the EU and Russia in a pen-and-paper survey experiment implemented among 
a diverse, non-probability sample of citizens in Belarus, Moldova and Ukraine 
(N = 579).

Our findings grant only very limited support to the theoretical hypotheses. From 
the six frames, only liberal values and governance are significantly positively asso-
ciated with support for closer cooperation with the EU. The effects of the remain-
ing frames are too small and heterogeneous to be estimated precisely with our sam-
ple (which had the statistical power to rule out only moderate and strong effects). 
As expected, we found that the relevant causal beliefs about the effects of interna-
tional cooperation with different partners had very strong associations with attitudes 
towards closer cooperation with these partners. Contrary to our theoretical expecta-
tions, we found some evidence that the frames influenced beliefs about the effects of 
cooperation, but not beliefs about what international cooperation should be about.

Altogether, using thematic frames appears to be a rather weak method for influ-
encing attitudes towards international cooperation, at least in the ‘difficult’ context 
of Eastern Europe, even when external events do not dominate the public discourse. 
This highlights the challenge of influencing public opinion within the constraints 
that being (constructed as) a ‘normative’ power impose.

In addition to improving our theoretical understanding of how framing works, 
these findings contribute to the emerging literature on the public legitimacy of 
global governance institutions by studying the determinants of citizen attitudes 
towards participation in regional integration projects. Understanding the possibili-
ties of framing international cooperation is increasingly important. Our descriptive 
results revealed that—as of 2018—many citizens in Eastern Europe did not perceive 
cooperation with the EU and Russia as mutually exclusive options, in line with find-
ings from earlier research in Georgia (Buzogány 2019). Russia’s war against Ukraine 
has likely put an abrupt end to that from 2022 onwards.
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The study of public opinion on foreign policy and international 
cooperation

Once the potential of normative power in international relations is recognized, the 
importance of public opinion for issues of foreign policy and international coopera-
tion becomes obvious. Even if foreign policy decisions are made by politicians and 
top diplomats, the attitudes of the broader public can act as a significant constraint 
for what the elites can do. This is also the case in the EU, where the end of the ‘per-
missive consensus’ (Hooghe and Marks 2009) has forced elites to take public opin-
ion into account when developing the process of integration, also when it comes to 
issues of external relations, such as enlargement and neighbourhood policy.

Existing research on public opinion regarding choices in foreign policy1 has 
been predominantly focused on the USA and to a lesser extent on the big European 
nations (e.g. Gravelle et al. 2017). Yet the citizens of the Eastern European countries 
that we study are, in theoretical terms, an especially relevant population because 
their foreign policy allegiance is targeted by increasingly adversarial regional pow-
ers—the EU and its member states, on the one hand, and Russia, on the other. Both 
powerful external actors are seeking to increase their influence and promote their 
respective international integration projects. This makes the context in which citi-
zens form their opinions on foreign policy orientations especially complex and 
information-rich. Exposure to information that is unidirectional, persistent and clear 
can influence people’s attitudes (McLaren 2007), but in an information-rich context 
that offers competing frames citizen attitudes may remain unaffected (Althaus and 
Kim 2006; Matthes and Schemer 2012). Hence, we offer a hard test for the effects of 
different ways of affecting public preferences over issues of foreign policy and fram-
ing in particular.

The theoretical importance of studying the effects of public opinion on foreign 
policy in Eastern Europe is even greater considering that the two competing pow-
ers in the region have very different sets of communication tools at their disposal. 
Russia employs disinformation campaigns, actively ‘frames’ the image and actions 
of its perceived adversaries in a negative way, spreads fake news and enlists a wide 
network of local actors to promote its messages and interests (Pomerantzev 2015; 
Pomerantzev and Weiss 2014; Dimitrova et al. 2017; Mazepus et al. 2021). The EU 
is also subject to changing frames in Russian media (Chaban et al. 2017). The EU 
is limited in the communication channels it can use and the type of messages it can 
promote abroad, due to its complex institutional structure (Noutcheva 2015) and, 
more importantly, its construction as a normative power, ‘tied to liberal and enlight-
enment values’ (Wagnsson and Hellman 2018:1161). Even efforts to fight Russian 
disinformation (e.g. with the East StratCom Task Force) can fail the discursive crite-
ria that being a normative power impose (Wagnsson and Hellman 2018).

At the same time, it needs to be recognized that Russia can exercise its own form 
of ‘conventional’ soft power. Its conservative values and illiberal governance models 

1  See Kertzer and Tingley (2018) and Rothschild and Shafranek (2017) for recent reviews of the related 
studies.
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can attract some audiences abroad and generate support for Russian foreign policy 
(Laruelle 2020; Keating and Kaczmarska 2019). Building on these insights, we 
move the existing scholarship forward by testing empirically the potential impact of 
one type of change in its communication that the EU can realistically implement—
framing the purpose of international cooperation in different terms—on public atti-
tudes towards the EU, Russia and respective regional integration projects.

Attitudes towards regional integration projects have been intensely studied for 
European integration (Hooghe and Marks 2009, McLaren 2007; Medrano 2021), but 
almost exclusively in actual and candidate member states (for two rare exceptions, 
see Lucarelli and Fioramonti 2009, Chaban and Holland 2014). Recent experimental 
studies of attitudes towards the EU have examined the influence of strong normative 
arguments about the nature of the EU and the effects of integration (Abbarno and 
Zapryanova 2013; Goodwin et al. 2018; Yordanova et al. 2020). Yet, types of fram-
ing that focus on the topic and context of international cooperation rather than what 
European integration is good for, have remained unexplored.

Framing and support for international cooperation with the EU and/
or Russia

In this study, we focus on the possible influence of framing international coopera-
tion on support for closer cooperation with different partners. To frame means to 
select ‘some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a com-
municating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal 
interpretation, moral evaluation and/or treatment recommendation for the item 
described’ (Entman 1993:52). We understand framing to be different from persua-
sion or ‘belief content change’—the provision of new arguments and information 
that aim directly to change peoples’ value hierarchies and beliefs (cf. Kinder 2003; 
Baden and Lecheler 2012; Leeper and Slothuus 2015). Our study focuses on fram-
ing decoupled from persuasion about the preferred actor for foreign policy coopera-
tion. To do that, we develop original experimental vignettes that frame the purpose 
of international cooperation without suggesting evaluations of the effects of cooper-
ation with particular actors or trying to persuade the participants about cooperation 
with which partner would be beneficial for their country and for them personally.

Framing can be especially potent when a policy issue is complex and contains 
multiple aspects. By framing a multifaceted policy problem in a certain perspec-
tive, a message can make some values and beliefs more immediately salient at the 
expense of others, it can establish their applicability to the choice at hand (Nel-
son et al. 1997; Zaller 1992), and it can increase their relative weights. Interna-
tional cooperation is par excellence such a complex and multifaceted issue (Hur-
witz and Peffley 1987:1103). It has political, economic, military, cultural, identity 
and other aspects. It is simultaneously very immediate in its consequences and 
highly symbolic in its connotations. It combines pragmatic concerns about trade, 
migration and security with abstract expressions of the identity and destiny of the 
nation. Hence, framing the purpose of international cooperation has the potential 
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to affect individual attitudes in this domain by activating one possible purpose 
and muting the accessibility and applicability of the rest.

We develop six different frames about international cooperation in the form of 
survey-experimental vignettes (see below). The frames we selected consider key 
aspects of the EU and Russia’s integration projects and draw on a broad interdis-
ciplinary set of studies analysing how both powers have been presented in media 
in Belarus, Ukraine and Moldova. The economic frame of cooperation is linked 
to the fundamental rationale of regional integration as declared by both the EU 
and the Eurasian Economic Union created by Russia (Dragneva 2017). Next to 
economic growth and assistance, EU public communications in the context of its 
European Neighbourhood Policy and Eastern partnership emphasize reform (of 
governance), shared values and democracy (e.g. Council of the European Union 
2017). Analysis of EU communications on delegations’ websites shows that key 
frames refer to prosperity, reforms, democracy and values shared with Eastern 
partners and that reforms in governance have been especially stressed in commu-
nications with Ukraine (Dimitrova et al. 2016). References to security and stabil-
ity are present in EU policy documents as well as in Russian official discourses 
referring to the region (pre-2022) (Frear and Mazepus 2021). In addition, Russia 
has constructed traditional values as one of the pillars of its foreign policy after 
2012 (Lipman 2013; Stepanova 2015). Finally, extensive monitoring of main-
stream television news in the three countries revealed these were all valid con-
texts in which international cooperation was discussed (Dimitrova et al. 2017).

We hypothesize that some of these frames will lead to higher support for closer 
cooperation with the EU, some will lead to higher support for closer cooperation 
with Russia, and some will have mixed effects that are hard to specify ex ante, 
because they crucially depend on the causal beliefs of the participants.

We expect that framing international cooperation in terms of the economy, lib-
eral values and norms and impartial rules of governance will increase support 
for closer cooperation with the EU, relative to support for closer cooperation with 
Russia. The EU is associated with economic prosperity, and majorities in Eastern 
Europe consider trade and cooperation with the EU economically beneficial to 
their countries, even if substantial shares of the population considers the lost mar-
kets of the former Soviet Union with nostalgia.

In the region of Eastern Europe, the EU is strongly associated with liberal 
values, such as tolerance, media pluralism, protection of minorities, personal 
freedoms, rights of (political) expression and opposition to the death penalty (a 
salient issue in Belarus). This association comes from the actions of the EU repre-
sentations in the region as well as political statements by EU leaders and numer-
ous resolutions and statements of the European Parliament. Liberal values also 
enjoy widespread support in the region, even if at levels lower than in Western 
Europe and subject to high variability in different segments of the populations.

The EU is also associated with the promotion of norms and rules of governance 
that emphasize impartiality, lack of corruption and insulation of the economicy from 
politics. Again, these are governance norms that large parts of citizens in Eastern 
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Europe appreciate and connect to the EU due to its programmes for supporting good 
governance.2

In contrast, we expect that framing international cooperation in terms of secu-
rity,3 traditional values and (shared) identity will increase support for closer coop-
eration with Russia, relative to support for closer cooperation with the EU. Russia 
has been promoting itself as a champion of traditional values, such as traditional 
way of life and family model, respect for authority and social solidarity (based on 
research of narratives associated with the EU (Cianciara 2017) and Russia (Keating 
and Kaczmarska 2019; Feklyunina 2016). These values also enjoy widespread sup-
port in Eastern Europe: as the respondents in our sample indicate, support for liberal 
and traditional values are not seen as mutually exclusive.

When it comes to security, the Russian role in the region is much greater (but 
also more controversial) than the one of the EU, which lacks significant military and 
crisis prevention capabilities. Russia is also involved directly or indirectly involved 
in several conflicts in the region. Even if one sees Russia’s role as destabilizing (e.g. 
in Ukraine), one can still consider engagement with the EU even riskier. The EU has 
relatively small military capabilities, and it has, until the recent geopolitical turn, 
refrained from asserting itself as a player in the area of security, especially in the 
region of Eastern Europe. To the extent that attitudes towards the EU and NATO 
are correlated, the EU could indirectly increase its standing among people who find 
security an important basis for international cooperation and NATO a powerful 
potential partner. But, altogether, we expect that framing international cooperation 
as an issue primarily of security could privilege the role of Russia and increase its 
attractiveness as a foreign policy partner.

When it comes to identity, notions of pan-Slavic, Greater Russian or Orthodox 
identity are still popular if not prevailing in the region, next to attachments to Euro-
pean identity; see White (2016) on the ‘divided’ identity in Belarus and Pop-Eleches 
and Robertson (2018) on Ukraine. On Russia’s official identity discourse, see Teper 
(2016). Moreover, it is likely that for people who identify with Slavs, Russia, Rus-
sian-speakers or Orthodox Christians, identity as a construct will play a bigger role 
in their evaluation of international cooperation patterns. People with predominantly 
or exclusively European identity are more likely to weigh the costs and benefits of 
international cooperation in utilitarian terms.

Research design

Frames and experimental vignettes

To test the effect of framing on attitudes towards international cooperation, we 
employ an experimental research design in which the frames were embodied in short 

2  See, for example, the data provided by EU NEIGHBOURS EAST project, available at: https://​www.​
eunei​ghbou​rs.​eu/​en/​east/​stay-​infor​med/​publi​catio​ns/​opini​on-​survey-​2019-​regio​nal-​overv​iew
3  Except in Ukraine, post-2014 and due to the annexation of the Crimea and the conflict with separatists.

https://www.euneighbours.eu/en/east/stay-informed/publications/opinion-survey-2019-regional-overview
https://www.euneighbours.eu/en/east/stay-informed/publications/opinion-survey-2019-regional-overview
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vignettes that specified what international cooperation should be about (its purpose) 
and what it should be based on (its basis or rationale).

We use thematic frames that ‘focus on political issues and events in a broader 
context and present collective, abstract, and general evidence’ rather than epi-
sodic frames that focus the attention of an audience on a concrete event and provide 
human interest details (Aarøe 2011, 209–210, see also Iyengar 1996). We use the-
matic frames despite their lower power to affect attitudes (Aarøe 2011) to increase 
external validly as these correspond more closely to the character of most common 
EU communications about international cooperation in the target region (Dimitrova 
et al. 2016).

Each vignette emphasizes one aspect of international cooperation in order to 
increase its relative salience and defines the problems and objectives of foreign pol-
icy in the light of it (for the full text, see Table 1). These six aspects are at a more 
operational level than the main factors of foreign policy attitudes identified by the 
existing literature, such as militarism, cooperative internationalism, unilateralism 
or ‘global justice’ (e.g. Gravelle et  al. 2017). Each vignette describes social ben-
efits that a particular aspect of cooperation could bring and informs about the losses 
resulting from the lack of cooperation, but it does not focus on a particular event, 
international actor or person. The vignettes do not directly promote cooperation with 
a particular partner. Instead, they provide an interpretation of the purpose of interna-
tional cooperation and try to persuade the reader what this purpose should be.

We used a between-subjects design and assigned participants randomly to one 
condition. There were seven conditions in total: six treatment conditions, in which 
participants read a vignette with one of the frames, and one control condition, in 
which participants did not read any vignette and proceeded directly to the question-
naire. The structure of vignettes was kept as uniform as possible.4

Operationalization and variables

We focus on one important aspect of international cooperation attitudes—relative 
support for closer cooperation with the EU. We measured this variable as the dif-
ference between support for closer cooperation with the EU and support for closer 
cooperation with Russia, both measured on 11-point agreement scales from 0 (‘fully 
disagree’) to 10 (‘fully agree’) with 5 serving as a neutral point. (The precise word-
ing of the questions is available in Supplementary Material.)

We measured the perceived salience of different purposes of international coop-
eration—a variable that can help disentangle how the effects of framing occur—by 
asking participants for their evaluation of the importance of a set of statements cor-
responding to the theme of each vignette, such as ‘Cooperation should bring eco-
nomic benefits to our people’, ‘Cooperation should enhance security of our coun-
try’ and so on, on a scale from ‘0—Completely unimportant’ to ‘10—Extremely 

4  Although the structure and language of the frames were kept very similar, we did not attempt to create 
equivalence frames, which entail ‘different, but logically equivalent’ phrases (Druckman 2004:671). Yet, 
ours are not typical issue frames either, as these can be couched in very different language and structure.
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Table 1   Text of the experimental vignettes

C1 (no vignette: control condition)
Please answer the questions in line with your views, opinions and preferences. Thank you for your 

participation
Intro C2-C7: Please read the text below and answer the questions attached after it in line with your 

views, opinions and preferences. Thank you for your participation
C2 (economy frame)
Economic interests are the basis of international cooperation. Cooperation between countries should 

bring economic benefits to citizens. Belarus should closely cooperate with those countries that bring 
investments and increase the prosperity of ordinary people. Working closer together with other 
countries improves people’s lives and contributes to building a prosperous future for society and our 
children in particular. If countries do not cooperate, ordinary people’s lives are negatively affected: they 
miss out on good opportunities to develop and improve their own material situation

C3 (security frame)
Security interests are the basis of international cooperation. Cooperation between countries should bring 

security benefits to citizens. Belarus should closely cooperate with those countries that contribute to 
ordinary people’s security and safety. Working closer together with other countries improves people’s 
lives and contributes to building a secure future for society and our children in particular. If countries 
do not cooperate, ordinary people’s lives are negatively affected by the uncertainty and unstable situa-
tion, which they find themselves

C4 (identity frame)
Shared identity—common history, language, or religion—is the basis of international cooperation. 

Cooperation between countries should be based on shared identity, for example on historical origins, 
language or religion. Belarus should closely cooperate with those countries, where ordinary people 
have similar identity to us, i.e. they are similar to us. Working closer together with other countries 
requires being a part of the same broader community, based on shared history, language, or religion, 
which will be preserved for our children. If countries with shared identity do not cooperate, ordinary 
people’s lives are negatively affected, because they miss the connection with people who share history, 
language, or religion

C5 (traditional values frame)
Shared values are the basis of international cooperation. Cooperation between countries should be based 

on shared traditional values. Belarus should closely cooperate with those countries, where ordinary 
people preserve the traditional family model and follow the traditional way of life. Working closer 
together with other countries requires that our societies share the traditional values that can be passed 
on to our children. If countries with shared values do not cooperate, ordinary people’s lives are nega-
tively affected, because traditional values and traditional way of life are being lost

C6 (liberal values frame)
Shared values are the basis of international cooperation. Cooperation between countries should be based 

on shared liberal values: individual rights and freedoms, tolerance and freedom to choose your way of 
life. Belarus should closely cooperate with those countries, in which individual rights and freedoms are 
respected, people are tolerant, and they can choose their way of life. Working closer together with other 
countries requires that our societies share the liberal values that can be passed on to our children. If 
countries with shared values do not cooperate, ordinary people’s lives are negatively affected, because 
individual rights and freedoms are not respected, people become less tolerant, and cannot choose their 
way of life
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important’. This shows whether the vignettes have managed to persuade the respond-
ents about the appropriate basis of international cooperation. We also measured rel-
evant values and causal beliefs that differ per frame (e.g. for the economy frame, the 
relevant belief was captured by agreement with the statement that ‘Closer coopera-
tion with the EU brings economic benefits to our people’5). These beliefs can show 
whether any possible effects of the experimental vignettes are moderated by the rel-
evant beliefs about the consequences of cooperation with different actors (which we 
do not try to manipulate). We collected demographic data and further information 
about media consumption and political knowledge of the participants, and we incor-
porated alertness and comprehension checks in the design of the survey (see below).

Sample

The survey was administered to a non-probability sample in a pen-and-paper for-
mat. The sampling was implemented independently in each of three countries (Bela-
rus, Moldova and Ukraine). Participants were selected in a way to obtain relatively 
diverse samples within each country in terms of type of locality (capital, big city, 
small town or village), age and type of employment. Our purpose was to reach a het-
erogeneous group of participants in order to achieve higher external validity, in the 
knowledge that heterogeneous samples might increase the variability of the effects 
we tested and, as a result, decrease the power and precision of the analysis.6

Table 1   (continued)

C7 (formal norms of governance)
Shared norms of governance are the basis of international cooperation. Cooperation between countries 

should be based on similar norms of governance. Belarus should cooperate with those countries that 
follow clear formal rules when investing and providing funding to people or regions. The funding 
should be distributed in a transparent and accountable manner following objective criteria, so that 
citizens can see where the money goes. One’s personal or party connections/connections in the govern-
ment should not matter. Working closer together with other countries requires following formal rules 
and norms, so that our children’s (personal and professional) life opportunities will not depend on per-
sonal connections. If countries with shared norms of governance do not cooperate, ordinary people’s 
lives are negatively affected: they cannot influence public policy and lose the opportunity to participate 
in addressing societal problems that affect their lives

5  To be consistent with the operationalization of the outcome variable, we take the difference between 
agreement with these statements and the corresponding statements about the benefits of close coopera-
tion with Russia.
6  Alternative methods of sampling and administration of the survey, for example, online panels of suffi-
cient quality, were not available to us in these countries. Further details on how the survey was conducted 
are available in Supplementary Material.
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Empirical analysis

Sample distribution

Overall, we obtained 579 completed survey questionnaires in the three countries 
(207 in Belarus, 183 in Moldova and 189 in Ukraine; we removed seven non-cit-
izens).7 The sample was moderately diverse, and it was well balanced across the 
experimental conditions. Descriptive statistics and contingency tables exploring the 
balance are available in Supplementary Material. There are several ways in which 
the distribution of the sample deviates significantly from the target country popula-
tions: There are more women (in particular in the Moldovan sample), more people 
with higher education (in particular in the Ukrainian sample), more private sector 
workers (in Belarus) and fewer people in the 55 + age category (in all three coun-
tries, but still 14% of the sample is in this category).

Comprehension check

To check whether the survey participants had read and understood the experimental 
vignettes, we asked them to identify the main theme of the short text they had to 
read from a list of six options (corresponding to the themes of the six vignettes). In 
total, 226 participants, or 55% of the total, picked the correct option. Together with 
the control group participants, who did not have to pass a comprehension check, this 
resulted in a subsample of 297 participants, or 61% of the total (after removing inat-
tentive respondents, see Supplementary Material).

The framing condition was highly significantly associated with the chance of 
selecting the corresponding correct answer, but a relatively large share of the par-
ticipants did not answer the question about the theme of the vignette in the way we 
intended. In the analysis below, we present results based on the full sample, while 
in Supplementary Material we report the models based on the subsample of partici-
pants who pass the comprehension check.8

We present the empirical results in the following order: First, we discuss the total 
effects of the frames on the support for cooperation. Then, we explore what could 
be driving these results by looking into the effects of the frames on the perceived 
importance of different cooperation aspects and the relevant beliefs about the effects 
of cooperation.

7  During the design stage, we performed statistical power analyses to determine the minimum number 
of participants that we need to recruit per condition. For 90% power (Type II error probability) and sig-
nificance level of 0.05 (Type I error probability), to detect a difference of 1 on our scale, with a standard 
deviation of 1.5 (and a two-sided alternative hypothesis), we calculated that we would need around 50 
observations per condition. To account for possible incomplete questionnaires, smaller effect sizes and 
higher variability, we instructed the partners to collect 180 responses per country (540 total, 77 per con-
dition).
8  Conditioning on a post-treatment variable, such as the comprehension check, can induce significant 
bias (Montgomery et al. 2018), so we have to be cautious in the interpretation of the results based on the 
subset of respondents who passed the comprehension check.
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The total effects of the frames

We begin the discussion of the empirical results by focusing on the analysis of the 
total effects of the frames on relative support for closer cooperation with the EU. 
Table 2 presents the results of two linear regression models, estimated on the full 
sample and on the restricted sample of respondents who passed the comprehension 
check. The differences in the means of relative support for closer cooperation with 
the EU between the control group and each of the framing conditions are not signifi-
cant at the 0.05 level, when the full sample is considered.

Altogether, the effects of the frames are in the anticipated directions, with the 
security and traditional values frames having negative signs, while the rest having 
positive ones. But only the positive effect of the governance frame is estimated with 
enough precision to obtain a p-value smaller than 0.10.

When we look at the subsample of participants who passed the comprehension 
check, the differences with the control group are sharper despite the smaller sam-
ple size. In this subsample the effect of the liberal values frame is significant at the 
0.05 level and the effect of the governance frame is still significant at the 0.10 level. 
However, this subsample is more EU-supportive across all frames, so we should not 
attribute all the differences to the effect of the frames, as it might be partly con-
founded by uncontrolled factors related to the chance of passing the comprehension 
check.

When we re-estimate the models decomposing the outcome variable into its two 
parts: support for cooperation with the EU and support for cooperation with Russia, 
we note that there are no significant effects of the frames, with the exception of a 

Table 2   Direct effect of the frames on relative support for cooperation with the EU (linear regression 
model results)

Significance codes: ^p < .10 * p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001

Coefficients Support for close cooperation with the EU (vs. Russia):

Full sample Restricted sample

Estimate Std. error Estimate Std. error

(Intercept = Control) 2.63 *** 0.54 2.14 *** 0.56
Economy 0.74 0.69 0.73 0.74
Security -0.07 0.68 0.53 0.84
Identity 0.83 0.68 1.15 0.82
Traditional values -0.20 0.68 0.41 0.84
Liberal values 0.38 0.67 1.75 * 0.82
Governance 1.30 ^ 0.70 1.52 ^ 0.85
Country
Moldova 0.12 0.44 0.85 0.60
Ukraine 1.85 *** 0.44 2.73 *** 0.54
Number of observations 497 295
R2/adj. R2 .054/.038 .110/.085
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positive effect of the liberal values on cooperation with the EU and negative effect 
of the governance frame on cooperation with Russia (both in the restricted sample, 
p-values between 0.05 and 0.10; for details, see Tables A11a and A11b in Supple-
mentary Material).

Frames and the salience of different international cooperation aspects 
and relevant beliefs

Overall, our empirical results provide only weak evidence that the thematic frames 
influenced citizen preferences for international cooperation partners in the hypoth-
esized directions. To understand why, we looked into the effects of the frames on 
two sets of variables that possibly mediate and moderate their effects on preferences. 
These sets of variables relate to ideas about the purpose of international cooperation 
and beliefs about the effects of cooperation with different partners. Table 3 shows 
the results of models of the perceived salience of different purposes of international 
cooperation on the frame condition and two variables– age and country.

The results from the analysis reveal the expected positive associations between 
the framing condition and the corresponding salience belief in all cases but one. 
However, the associations are not statistically significant at the 0.05 level for any of 
the framing conditions.

When the regressions were run on the subset of respondents who passed the com-
prehension check, both the security and the governance frame obtained p-values 
lower than 0.10, which provides some weak evidence that the frames might have 
increased the perceived salience of the corresponding purpose of international coop-
eration. But, overall, the effects turned out to be too small and variable to be esti-
mated with precision with the current sample.9

Lastly, we look at the effect of the frames on the beliefs of the participants about 
the effects of cooperation with the EU and Russia (e.g. on the economy) and on their 
perceptions about what these actors stand for (e.g. support for ‘traditional values’). 
When we regress these relevant causal beliefs and actor perceptions on the framing 
conditions, we find some limited evidence for effects of the frames (see Table A7 in 
Supplementary Material). The coefficients of the relevant frames are mostly posi-
tive, yet for all cases but one (the economy frame) the associated p-values are larger 
than 0.10. When we consider the same set of models when estimated on the sub-
sample of participants who passed the comprehension check, the effects are again 
sharper, with the effect of the liberal frame gaining significance below 0.10 as well.

9  One possible reason for the lack of evidence might have to do with the way we measured the perceived 
salience of different aspects of cooperation. We allowed the respondents to score each aspect indepen-
dently, which resulted in highly correlated responses that clustered towards the high end of the scales 
for almost all aspects. In hindsight, forcing participants to choose the one most salient aspect or to rank 
order the aspects (cf. Nelson and Oxley 1999) in terms of salience might have been better approaches to 
measurement. Jaccard et al. (1995) review different methods for measuring belief importance, including 
free elicitation.
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Conclusion

In this article, we provide another perspective on the EU’s soft power, aiming 
to establish whether it reaches citizens from countries in its Eastern neighbour-
hood through the values, norms and governance it represents or promotes. We set 
off to test several hypotheses about how framing international cooperation could 
affect support for closer cooperation with the European Union and/or Russia in 
the region. Altogether, our findings grant only very limited support to the theo-
retical hypotheses.

To summarize our results, we found that relevant values and causal beliefs 
about the effects of international cooperation with different partners had very 
strong associations with attitudes towards cooperation with these partners. But 
framing affected only lightly the perceived salience of these cooperation aspects, 
and just as much the causal beliefs about and perceptions of different actors. We 
expected a greater effect on the former and no effect on the latter. Ultimately, the 
frames had some weak total effects. Framing international cooperation in terms 
of liberal values and impartial rules of governance increased slightly support for 
closer cooperation with the EU. But the other frames did not produce the hypoth-
esized effects, at least in the moderate to big effect sizes we planned for. Our 
study was not sufficiently powered to detect small effects, so these remain a pos-
sibility. In sum, even if framing might work, it is unlikely to produce big effects 
and it is possible that it works through different channels than we anticipated. It 
might be that framing provides an extra encouragement of pre-existing beliefs 
about what cooperation with particular actors is good for. But, altogether, our 
results suggest limits to framing, and communication-based interventions more 
generally, to influence support for international cooperation. These findings fit a 
recent overview of the evidence for framing effects in the political domain, which 
finds that such effects are ‘real, but limited’ (Amsalem and Zoizner 2022).

Our findings shed light on the web of interactions between values, beliefs 
and frames in producing attitudes towards international cooperation in a context 
where different foreign media and political elites compete for the opinions and 
allegiances of the people. As Rothschild and Shafranek (2017) argue, the fram-
ing of foreign policy information should receive more scholarly attention, espe-
cially when it comes to the actual mechanisms of influence and persuasion. In 
this respect, the empirical setting of our study—three countries in Eastern Europe 
where both the EU and Russia compete for influence and the support of the citi-
zens to their respective integration projects—highlights the difficulties of using 
framing in an information-rich environment on issues of high stakes for the 
people.

Our study has several important limitations. The most obvious one is the use 
of a non-probability sample. We opted for a heterogeneous sample that could not 
have been reached through an online survey. Nevertheless, we were only partly 
successful in recruiting participants that represented broad and diverse societal 
preferences on foreign policy issues. The facts that the sample still ended up hav-
ing very strong support for cooperation with the EU and that this level of support 
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was correlated with understanding the experimental vignette created methodo-
logical complications for the analysis and might partially account for the weak 
results we find. But in substantive terms, these difficulties underscore the difficul-
ties any communication campaign will have in a real life setting in reaching and 
persuading people in the EU’s Eastern neighbourhood that are negative about the 
EU.10

The second major limitation of our study concerns the nature of the frames. The 
thematic frames we used proved to be a rather weak method for influencing attitudes 
towards international cooperation. Again, this reflects to some extent the constraints 
the EU is facing in reality in its official communication on its activities abroad. But 
future research can devise more potent frames that employ different, more emotive 
language or rely on episodic frames containing personal interest stories and other 
techniques to elicit stronger responses, even if they still refrain from providing nor-
mative evaluations of different cooperation partners as such.

Despite these limitations, our results imply that the discursive constraints that the EU 
faces from being constructed as a normative power connected to liberal values (Toshkov 
et al. 2021, Wagnsson and Hellman 2018) are indeed important. There is little hope for 
the EU to win the hearts and minds of citizens in Eastern Europe through shifting the 
debate about the purpose and basis of international cooperation. In contrast, other exper-
imental studies show that (some) direct persuasion arguments might affect more strongly 
attitudes towards European integration, yet such arguments are often outside the remit of 
how the EU can communicate abroad (Abbarno and Zapryanova 2013; Goodwin et al. 
2018). Our study suggests that what really matters for citizen’s support for cooperation 
with the EU are beliefs about what the EU is good for. Hence, further studies could focus 
on investigating what shapes these beliefs and test the role of factors such as evidence of 
tangible effects of cooperation available to citizens and positive and repetitive experience 
of the EU as an actor in this contested region.

Supplementary Information  The online version contains supplementary material available at https://​doi.​
org/​10.​1057/​s41295-​023-​00351-7.
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