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3 
Television coverage of the European Union in routine and summit periods 

Although nearly 70% of the EU citizens watch television news every day, we know little 
about the everyday coverage of the EU in television news. As outlined above, the few existing 
content analyses of the television coverage of the EU are confined to EU key events such as 
elections of the European Parliament (e.g., Blumler, 1983) or the 1999 introduction of the 
euro (de Vreese et al., 2001). Only Norris (2000) tried to describe the television coverage in 
non-election periods. By reanalyzing data gathered from 1995 to 1997 in a study on the 
European Union in the press and in television (European Commission. 1995/1997), she 
concludes that EU coverage is generally scarce and only peaks around the summits of the 
heads of government. However, the reports Norris (2000) reanalyzes do not outline such 
essentials as the procedure of the study, category definitions, and inter-coder reliabilities so 
that it remains questionable whether the study meets basic social scientific standards. 
Therefore, it seems necessary to check Norris' findings especially with respect to the 
divergence between the coverage of summit and other, non-summit, non-election periods 
which will be further referred to as routine periods. Moreover, some more substantive 
categories will extend the breadth of the analysis. 

This chapter is set up similar to the previous chapter. In a first step. I will focus on the 
formal characteristics of EU coverage during routine and summit periods. The amount and the 
prominence of EU coverage will be investigated in comparison with the amount and the 
prominence of the political coverage that does not deal with the EU. Amount and prominence 
of EU coverage present important indicators of the size and location of Europe on the 
landscape of political news. Moreover, they define the frame of all analyses of more 
substantive categories. In a second step, three substantive categories will be investigated, both 
for routine and summit periods: the visibility of EU officials, the evaluation of the EU as a 
whole, and the depicted performance of the EU. The visibility of EU officials (i.e., members 
of EU institutions or persons appointed by the EU) will be analyzed because the coverage of 
EU officials, as a more specific group than EU representatives, is generally understudied. The 
same is true for the evaluation of the EU as a whole. Often, the valence of the EU coverage is 
deduced from the explicit evaluation of their representatives (see the preceding chapter). 
However, this procedure may neglect what news conveys as explicit judgments of the EU in 
its entity. In a further extension of existing research, I will deal with the depiction of the 
general performance of the EU. Single-country content analyses have demonstrated that the 
media more strongly emphasize the failure of political actions than their success (e.g., 
Kepplinger. 1998). Bearing in mind that the EU is often considered the epitome of 



60 Part I - Chapter 3 

bureaucratic inefficiency and tedious negotiations (Angres, Hutter, & Ribbe, 2000), it seems 
useful to study how the performance of the EU, i.e., the success or failure of EU politics, is 
depicted in television news. 

As far as its analytic procedure is concerned, this chapter is again structured like its 
predecessor. First, the two formal and three substantive characteristics of routine coverage 
and summit coverage will be described. The descriptive account will be followed by 
explanatory analyses that seek to render the broader patterns of EU coverage visible. The 
study draws on data from a content analysis done in five EU member states: Denmark, 
France, Germany, the Netherlands, and the UK. As I have argued in section 2.1.1, it is 
difficult to include data on country-specific news styles in an explanatory analysis of EU 
coverage. If, further, it cannot be ruled out that country-specific news styles do affect EU 
coverage, then it is beneficial to select countries that are at least similar in their media system 
and some broad indicators of news styles (or at least less dissimilar than other EU countries). 
The media system of all five countries consists of strong public broadcasting and private 
networks (Siune & Hulten, 1998) and their news styles tend to be similar, particularly in 
comparison with Southern European countries (Heinderyckx, 1993). Conversely, in the 
European election study, the five countries have proven sufficiently different in terms of the 
variables to be investigated: the amount and valence of EU coverage and the visibility of EU 
officials. Moreover, the five countries differ in a series of factors that might influence the 
coverage. 

3.1 Research questions and expectations 

In what follows, I will briefly specify the research questions for the descriptive part of the 
chapter, followed by an outline of what may influence formal and substantive characteristics. 
Much of the reasoning is comparable to section 2.1 so that I will offer a more compressed 
reasoning. 

3.1.1 Formal characteristics - amount and prominence of coverage 

As outlined in section 1.1, coverage of the EU can be defined as coverage that sufficiently 
addresses EU affairs, EU institutions and politicians, or events at the EU level. This definition 
encompasses stories dealing with obvious EU issues (e.g., EU enlargement, common 
agricultural policy). However, the definition also integrates stories about issues not inherently 
associated with the EU (e.g., immigration, defense) if EU policies or EU institutions or EU 
politicians are essential components of the story. This extension seems necessary because 
research has shown that both domestic politics (e.g., Gerhards, 2000) and the coverage of 
domestic issues have become Europeanized (e.g., Gavin, 2000). Stories that do not fit in this 
definition make up the political non-EU coverage.38 Routine periods are periods in which no 
prescheduled European key event such as European elections, EU referenda, or EU summits 

Like in Chapter 2. the term political coverage is used as summarizing term. Recall that it may also comprise 
economic stories if they have political implications. Consequently, political coverage seems to be an appropriate 
comparison standard for EU coverage that typically has political or political-economic implications. 
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are held. However, it may encompass meetings of the council of ministers. Summit periods 
consist of the days before, during, and after the meetings of EU heads of governments, which 
typically take place four times a year. The definition of the prominence of coverage is 
identical to the one given in section 2.1.1. 

As mentioned above, Norris (2000) found in her secondary analysis of Euromcdia data 
that the little coverage of the European Union only peaked in summit periods. This pattern 
was also reported for the coverage of another EU key event, the 1999 introduction of the euro 
(de Vreese et al., 2001). As a result, it can be presumed that there will be more EU coverage 
in summit than in routine periods. The first set of research questions, then, focuses first on the 
share of EU coverage in the political coverage (research question la) and, second, on whether 
the share of EU coverage in the political coverage is higher in summit periods than in routine 
periods (research question lb). 

Like all following research questions, the two research questions mentioned are 
addressed in a cross-national fashion. Although existing research is too scarce to help specify 
country differences, I will - where possible - try to give a rough notion of what such 
differences might look like. As to potential country differences in the amount of EU coverage, 
the aforementioned study on the 1999 introduction of the euro (de Vreese et al, 2001) may 
provide some first insights. The study, which was partly based on routine news, found that 
Danish news devoted more time to the euro than did British, German, and Dutch news. If this 
was purely the result of Denmark not having joined the euro-zone, then one could have 
expected a similar pattern for British news. However, this was not the case. The finding also 
dovetails with the results from Chapter 2 where Denmark consistently showed high amounts 
of coverage. Consequently. I expect the coverage of European affairs to have a greater share 
in the political coverage on Danish television than in the television news of the other 
countries. 

The prominence of EU stories has for the first time been investigated in the preceding 
chapter and the findings there may serve as a first orientation point. Election stories were 
typically less prominent than other stories. If this applies to the coverage of an important EU 
event, it may be also expected for EU coverage in comparison with non-EU coverage both 
during routine and summit periods. Whether EU coverage is more prominent in summit 
periods than in routine periods, is an open question. With respect to country differences, only 
German television coverage of the elections stood out as markedly less prominent than the 
election coverage in the remaining three countries. If anything, country differences may then 
be expected only in terms of the German coverage. The second set of research questions 
centers upon whether, first, EU coverage is less prominent than non-EU coverage (research 
question 2a) and, second, whether EU coverage is more prominent in summit periods than in 
routine periods (research question 2b). 
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Potential influences 

One of the potential influences on the amount and prominence of EU coverage has already 
been implicitly discussed - summit versus routine periods. Drawing on Norris' (2000) results, 
the expectation has been raised above that there will be more EU coverage in summit periods 
than in routine periods. It goes without saying, however, that a potential influence of the 
period of coverage may turn out as spurious when controlled for other potential influences. As 
the analyses in the second chapter have shown, there were also some other factors impinging 
upon the amount of election coverage. Due to the lack of comparable analyses with respect to 
EU coverage, I will develop the explanatory model based on the considerations and findings 
in the second chapter. 

The number of European election stories was affected by the public broadcasting 
nature of an outlet, satisfaction with domestic democracy, and polarization of elite opinion. 
Public broadcasting outlets devoted more stories to the European elections than private 
outlets. Given the debates about the news styles of public broadcasting versus private outlets 
and their presumed effects (see exemplary the debate between Brants (1998. 1999) and 
Blumler (1999)) along with the lack of cross-nationally comparative empirical evidence, it 
seems important to include this predictor as a potential influence on the amount and 
prominence of EU coverage. In line with the findings of the preceding chapter and some more 
general studies on the differences between public broadcasting and private outlets in political 
news reporting (e.g., for Germany: Gerhards, Grajczyk, & Klingler, 1999; Pfetsch, 1996; for 
Britain: Norris et al., 1999), I expect that there will be generally more EU coverage in public 
broadcasting outlets than in private outlets. Based on the results of the second chapter, 
however, I expect that public broadcasting and private outlets will not differ in how 
prominently they cover the EU. 

Opinions about the EU usually have their foundation in domestic politics (e.g., 
Franklin et al., 1994). Satisfaction with domestic democracy in particular has proven a 
powerful predictor (Anderson, 1998). Therefore, satisfaction with democracy may be relevant 
to the investigation of EU matters. Although I have outlined in detail why satisfaction may 
play a crucial role for the amount of coverage of European elections (and found empirical 
evidence for it), some further explication is necessary as to why satisfaction with domestic 
democracy might also shape the amount of EU coverage in non-election periods. I start here 
where the reasoning in section 2.1.1 turns to the importance of satisfaction with domestic 
democracy for election coverage and the European Parliament and try to generalize the line of 
argument to general EU coverage and the EU as a whole. 

Because satisfaction judgments are based on comparisons with comparison standards 
(e.g.. Sulls & Wills, 1991), it can be assumed that, in the aftermath of the Cold War, the EU 
may serve as a comparison standard when domestic governance is evaluated. Conversely, the 
domestic political system may be used as comparison standard when the EU is to be judged. 
In any case, there is a comparative relationship between the domestic political system and the 
EU. Contrary to an election campaign with the European Parliament being salient, it is 
probably the EU as a whole that is most salient during routine periods and also during the few 
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summit periods. If, then, there is a comparative relationship between satisfaction with 
domestic democracy and the EU, the EU may become more politically relevant, the greater a 
country's dissatisfaction with its domestic democracy is (and vice versa). Because (political) 
relevance is an important news value, higher political relevance of the EU is reflected in more 
and longer news stories. Thus, I expect the amount and prominence of EU coverage to 
increase as satisfaction with domestic democracy decreases. 

Polarized elite opinion can be assumed to introduce conflict into EU politics, which is 
typically perceived as inaccessible, overly bureaucratic, and abstract (Meyer, 1999). Conflict 
is an important news value in news coverage in general (e.g., Galtung & Ruge, 1965; Schulz, 
1976) and in EU coverage in particular (de Vreese, 2002). The analysis of impact factors on 
the amount of election coverage has demonstrated that polarized elite opinion increased the 
amount of European election coverage. Assuming that general EU coverage follows the same 
logic, I expect that there will be more EU coverage in countries with polarized elite opinion as 
compared to countries with consensual elite opinion. As far as the prominence of EU 
coverage is concerned, the election study suggests that polarized elite opinion is not 
influential. In want of other evidence, I expect that this will also apply to coverage of the EU 
in routine and summit periods. 

Given the special country selection - two rather EU-skeptic countries and three rather 
EU-supportive countries - it might be advisable to also include the level of EU support in the 
various countries as a control variable. Though I have outlined the domestic foundations of 
EU-related opinions, it cannot be ruled out that positive or negative public opinion about the 
EU shapes coverage of the EU apart from and beyond the remaining explanatory factors. In 
line with studies pointing out that news coverage focuses more strongly on negative aspects 
than on positives ones (e.g., Kepplinger & Weissbecker, 1991; Westerstahl & Johansson, 
1986; Wilke, 1984), I expect that less support of the EU leads to more emphasis on the 
contentious and controversial, in other words: negative aspects of the EU and, consequently, 
to more coverage. 

In sum, the explanatory model for both the amount and prominence of EU coverage 
encompasses five potential impact factors - the outlet as belonging to a public broadcasting or 
a private network, period of coverage (summit versus routine), levels of satisfaction with 
domestic democracy, nature of elite opinion, and levels of public EU support in the various 
countries. 
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3.1.2 Substantive characteristics - visibility of EU officials, evaluation and depicted 
performance of the EU 

In contrast to the preceding chapter, the focus in this chapter does not lie on EU 
representatives, but on EU officials. In the preceding chapter, for example domestic 
candidates running for the European Parliament were integrated in the group of EU 
representatives because of the special topic under investigation, the European election 
campaign. This extension is no longer useful when analyzing general EU coverage during 
routine and summit periods. For these, only members of EU institutions (e.g., European 
Commission, European Parliament, European Central Bank) or persons appointed by the EU 
such as Javier Solana can be regarded as representing the EU. These persons are called EU 
officials in order to also express the difference between the two definitions linguistically. 
Evaluations of the EU refer to explicit judgments of the EU as a whole and can have 
favorable, unfavorable, or ambivalent meaning. The depicted performance of the EU refers to 
the extent to which EU politics is reported as success or failure. In a broader sense, it refers to 
whether EU politics is depicted as efficiently completed achievement or inefficient quarreling 
without results. Thus, success and failure refer to effective achievements or problems in 
everyday EU politics. More abstract conceptualizations of future plans or programmatic ideas 
such as a constitution for Europe are not meant here. The main focus lies on the EU's record 
in terms of translating goals into action (or at least into successfully completed negotiations). 

As far as the countries of the present sample are concerned, EU representatives have 
been found to outnumber non-EU representatives only in Denmark and, at a very low level, in 
the Netherlands. However, as outlined in the previous paragraph, in this chapter the focus lies 
on the (more restricted) group of EU officials. As a consequence, even in Denmark and the 
Netherlands the visibility- of EU officials in television news may be reduced in comparison to 
non-EU officials. Especially during summits of the domestic EU heads of government, EU 
officials may be covered only infrequently. As the findings of the second chapter suggest, this 
pattern can be expected for all countries in the sample. More generally, the third set of 
research questions focuses, first, on whether EU officials are less visible than non-EU 
officials (research question 3a) and, second, on whether EU officials are less visible in 
summit than in routine periods (research question 3b). 

The valence of EU coverage has consistently been found to be predominantly neutral 
and this also applied to the tone towards EU institutions or the EU as a whole (Leroy & Siune, 
1994; Reiser. 1994; Siune, 1983). However, when evaluations indeed occurred, early studies 
found different evaluative tendencies than more recent investigations. During the 1979 
European election campaign, themes that concerned EU institutions tended to be more 
positive than negative (Siune, 1983). This was true for all countries that had been members of 
the then European Economic Community. During the 1989 European election campaign, 
however, Danish television coverage displayed a slightly negative evaluation of the then 
European Community (Leroy & Siune, 1994). Although being more positive in its evaluation 
of the European Community, Belgian television coverage took a slightly negative stance 
toward the European Single Act. For the mid 1990's, Norris (2000) reports a generally slightly 
negative slant in news coverage of the EU. This may be an indicator that the evaluations of 
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the institutional configurations preceding the EU became less positive in the past twenty 
years. Assuming that this tendency has continued, I expect that the coverage of the European 
Union will have a slightly negative direction. Existing research is silent about whether 
evaluations may have a different direction in summit periods than in routine periods. Previous 
studies are equally inconclusive with respect to country differences. However, based on the 
results of the second chapter, it may be assumed that the overall evaluative direction will be 
negative in all countries. The fourth set of research questions focuses, first, on whether 
evaluations of the EU tend to be predominantly negative, when they appear (research question 
4a). Second, it will be asked whether evaluations of the EU have a different direction in 
summit periods in comparison with routine periods (research question 4b). 

The depicted performance of the EU has not yet been studied. Popular-scientific works 
in particular often sketch the EU as technocratic giant wasting enormous sums of money on 
ridiculous attempts of harmonization (Angres et al, 2000). Kepplinger (1998) found that 
Germany's leading newspapers depicted national institutions and the political system as 
incapable of achieving solutions or as increasing the problems by flawed decisions. In other 
words, the depicted failure of political actions clearly outnumbered their depicted success; the 
performance of the German political system was negatively depicted. It remains an open 
question whether this applies to the EU as well and to what extent this differs between 
countries. However, it can be argued that performance depictions during summit periods may 
be more positive (or less negative) because summits typically serve to reach agreements. The 
fifth set of research questions comprises two questions - first, whether the performance of the 
EU is positively or negatively depicted (research question 5a) and, second, whether the EU's 
performance is more positively depicted in summit periods than in routine periods (research 
question 5b). 

Potential influences 

The analysis of potential influences on substantive characteristics of election coverage has 
shown that more specific predictors such as trust in political parties or trust in the European 
Parliament did not have an impact. On the contrary, the analyses by and large revealed that 
predictors either affected both formal characteristics and substantive characteristics or did not 
have any influence. Due to this result and for reasons of analytic parsimony, I will apply the 
explanatory model outlined in section 3.1.1 for formal characteristics to the analysis of the 
substantive characteristics as well. In other words, I will investigate whether the three 
substantive characteristics are affected by: the period of coverage (summit versus routine), EU 
support, satisfaction with domestic democracy, the nature of elite opinion, and the outlet as 
belonging to a public broadcasting or a private network. In what follows, the expectations will 
be specified separately for each of the three substantive characteristics. 

I expect the pattern of influence on the visibility ofEU officials to be as follows: 

• As could be seen in the election study, public broadcasting outlets generally put more 
emphasis on election coverage. This might also translate into the attention given to EU 
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officials. Consequently, I expect that EU officials are more visible in public broadcasting 
outlets than in private outlets. 

• I have argued above that EU officials are less likely to occur in summit periods because 
summits of the heads of governments are dominated by domestic politicians. As a result, I 
assume EU officials to be more visible in routine than in summit periods. 

• If conflict and controversy create newsworthiness and if members of anti-EU parties are 
likely to articulate controversial opinions on the EU, then these - domestic - politicians 
have a good chance of being covered. This, in turn, reduces the chances of EU officials 
occurring in a news story especially given their inaccessibility (Gerhards, 1993; Meyer, 
1999). Thus, the existence of an anti-EU party and, thus, polarized elite opinion may 
impede the visibility of EU officials. 

• The final argument in my reasoning about the importance of satisfaction with domestic 
democracy was that lower degrees of this type of satisfaction increase the political 
relevance of the EU. In turn, a higher political relevance of the EU manifests itself in 
more attention to the EU and, as a consequence, in more coverage. This reasoning may 
also hold for the visibility of EU officials as embodiments of a potentially better political 
system. Thus, the greater the dissatisfaction with domestic democracy in a particular 
country, the more politically relevant EU officials are. And the more politically relevant 
they are, the more visible they become in television news coverage. Consequently, the 
visibility of EU officials increases with lower levels of satisfaction with domestic 
democracy. 

• If less public EU support leads to a focus on controversial issues, then these controversial 
issues may be predominantly discussed at the domestic and not at the EU level. This, in 
turn, reduces the chances of EU officials being covered. Conversely, higher levels of 
support may increase the visibility of EU officials. 

Analogous to the reasoning concerning the visibility of EU representatives in section 2.1.2, 
the just presumed effects may be mediated by the number of EU stories. The more frequently 
the EU is covered, the higher, in principle, the chance of EU officials to be covered. To 
establish this causally more complex pattern of influence, recall that three conditions must be 
met according to Baron and Kenny (1986). First, the aforementioned predictor variables 
indeed influence the visibility of EU officials. Second, the predictor variables affecting the 
visibility of EU officials also influence the number of EU stories broadcast. Third, when 
controlling for the number of EU stories broadcast (i.e., the mediating variable), the original 
impact of the predictor variables disappears or clearly diminishes. 

The aforementioned five predictors may affect the evaluation of the EU as follows: 

• In Chapter 2, public broadcasting outlets were not found to be more critical of EU 
representatives than private outlets. This suggests that public broadcasting and private 
outlets may also not differ with respect to the evaluation of the EU. 
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• If Norris' (2000) finding holds that coverage of the EU peaks in summit periods and if it is 
true that the coverage has a slightly negative slant, one may expect that the evaluation of 
the EU is more negative in summit periods than in routine periods. 

• Assuming that members of anti-EU parties voice criticism of the EU, the evaluation of the 
EU may be more negative in countries where elite opinion is polarized. 

• Given that higher levels of dissatisfaction with domestic democracy may increase the 
hopes associated with the EU and, thereby, its political relevance, evaluations of the EU 
may be presumed to become more positive as satisfaction with domestic democracy 
decreases. Conversely, the EU may be judged more negatively, the greater the satisfaction 
with domestic democracy is. 

• Because support for the EU and evaluation of the EU are intertwined, higher levels of EU 
support will result in more positive evaluations of the EU. 

And, finally, the expected pattern of influences on the depicted performance of the EU: 

• If public broadcasting channels did not significantly differ from private ones in terms of 
evaluations of EU representatives, then it is unlikely that they will differ from private 
outlets in terms of the comparable measure of depicted performance of the EU. 

• It has been mentioned above that summits typically serve to reach agreements and to 
finalize decisions. In this sense, summits are associated with successful political action. 
As a result, the performance of the EU may be depicted more positively in summit than in 
routine periods. 

• Anti-EU parties are likely to point out the failures and negative sides of the EU. If the 
existence of an anti-EU party and, thus, polarized elite opinion increases EU coverage 
because of more conflict in debates about the EU, then there will also be more focus on 
the shortcomings and failures of the EU. 

• The greater political relevance of the EU in countries with high levels of dissatisfaction 
with democracy and potentially resulting hopes associated with the EU will lead to more 
attention to the positive aspects of EU decision-making. Likewise, the performance of the 
EU will be depicted more negatively when levels of satisfaction with domestic democracy 
are higher. 

• The more the EU is supported, the more attention will be given to its success. Conversely, 
lower levels of EU support lead to a more critical approach to the EU and, thus, to a focus 
on the failures and problems of the EU. In other words, the performance of the EU will be 
depicted more positively, the higher the EU support is in a particular country. 
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3.2 Method 

3.2.1 Procedure and measures 

For the period between February 2000 and December 2000, per country the main evening 
news outlet of the most widely watched public broadcasting and private channel were content 
analyzed (see Table B3 in Technical Appendix B for detailed information). For the summit 
periods in March (Lisbon), June (Feira), October (Biarritz), and December (Nice), the three 
days preceding the summit, the two summit days and the two days following the summit were 
content analyzed, thus in total 28 days.39 The routine periods consisted of a natural week 
sampled in the months without summit, resulting in 49 days of coverage (i.e., seven months a 
seven days). For routine periods, the weeks were rotated monthwise (i.e., first complete week 
in April, second complete week in May etc.). 

The coding proceeded in two steps. First, all stories of a bulletin were coded with 
respect to formal characteristics, its political character, and EU references. In a second step, 
EU stories were coded with respect to more substantive categories such as actors, EU 
evaluation, and success and failure. A news story was generally defined as a semantic entity 
with at least one topic delimited from another story by a change of topic, and this constituted 
the unit of investigation in the content analysis.40 The news stories were coded by teams of 
native speakers from the five countries who had been trained several weeks before coding and 
were supervised throughout the whole coding period. All training and coding took place 
centrally at the University of Amsterdam from December 2000 to July 2001. 

The reliability testing followed a procedure that tries to take into account the various 
pitfalls of cross-national content analyses (Peter & Lauf, 2002). Because the coders were 
trained in country groups and were supervised by different coder trainers, it was checked in 
the first place that the coder trainers sufficiently agreed in their understanding of the coding 
protocol in order to avoid artifactual country differences as the result of variations in the 
training. Thus, before the coder trainers started training the coders, the coder trainers had to 
take an inter-trainer reliability test which showed that the trainers agreed in their coding (for 
detailed information, see Table B5 in Technical Appendix B). Given that the coder trainers 
came from different countries, the inter-trainer reliability test was assessed on randomly 
selected English news stories. After the trainers had trained the coders, in each country group 
the inter-coder reliabilities were assessed along with the reliabilities between coders and 
coder trainer. The test between coders and coder trainers serves to control to what extent the 

Actually, 11 days surrounding the summits in March, October, and December were content analyzed. For 
reasons of comparability with the routine periods, I chose to include only seven days in the analysis. Moreover, 
as will become clear later, some analyses have to be based on absolute figures instead of percentages so that 
results from an eleven-day period would be no longer comparable with results from a seven-day period. 
40 If coders were in doubt whether a new news story had begun, they were instructed to start coding a new news 
story whenever the anchor reappeared. This, of course, did not apply to interviews or talks in which the anchor 
was involved but which pertained to the previous story. 

The reliabilities between coders and coder trainers could not be assessed for the French group because none of 
the coder trainers was a French native speaker. The Dutch EU stories were coded by a coder trainer and checked 
by another one to establish inter-"coder" agreement. 
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training was successful and to what extent the coders code what they are supposed to code. 
Furthermore, assuming sufficient levels of agreement, such a test links the various country 
groups and ensures the comparability of the reliabilities and the coding between the country 
groups. In line with the two-step procedure of the coding, the reliability tests were first 
performed on a random sample of all stories including non-political, political, and EU stories. 
At least 31 stories were coded per country. For EU stories (coded in a second step), a second 
reliability test was conducted in which at least 12 randomly selected stories were coded per 
country. The reliabilities of all measures used in this study are documented for both trainer-
coder and inter-coder reliability test and separately for each country in Table B5 and B6 in 
Technical Appendix B. 

Levels of analysis 

Similar to the European election content analysis, three different levels of analysis have to be 
distinguished. These three levels are important to understand the operationalization of the 
concepts below. The descriptive account of the number and prominence of EU stories and the 
evaluation and performance depictions of the EU are based upon the story level of analysis. 
Visibility of EU officials is investigated at the level of the particular actor. In other words, the 
actor and no longer the story (in which up to six actors could be coded) constitutes a single 
case. Technically, this implies a disaggregation of the data from the higher story level to the 
lower actor level.42 Overall, 1,389 actors were coded. For the explanatory analysis, the 
coverage of a particular outlet in a particular month was the level of analysis. Thus, for each 
of the ten outlets it was studied what the coverage looked like in February, March, April etc. 
In other words, for each of the ten outlets, the coverage in each of the eleven months can be 
traced. The outlet level was chosen for analysis because the focus of the analyses lies on the 
EU coverage of particular outlets across countries (for a more elaborate reasoning, see 2.2.1). 
The coverage of the particular outlets was split up into the various points of time in order to 
investigate whether the coverage differs between summit and routine periods after controlling 
for other potential influences. Technically speaking, the data were aggregated such that the 
coverage of each particular outlet in a particular month constituted the case for further 
analysis. With 10 outlets and 11 months content analyzed, this led to 110 cases. 

Measures -formal characteristics 

EU stories were defined as stories in which EU policies, EU events, EU institutions, or EU 
decision-making were mentioned in at least two complete, independent sentences. The inter-
coder agreement was 99% in Germany and 100% in the remaining countries. Political stories 
were operationalized as stories in which regional, national, EU, or international politics and/or 
politicians and/or political institutions/organizations were mentioned verbally at least once 
and depicted at least once. In stories without film material, they had to be mentioned at least 
twice or had to be mentioned and shown in a picture. The inter-coder reliabilities for the 

_ The disaggregation of the data set allows more elaborate statistical analyses than the multiple response option 
offered in statistical software packages. 
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pertinent categories were between 91% in the Netherlands and 100% in the UK. As described 
in section 2.2.1, the prominence measure is based on the length of a news story and the 
appearance of an anchor and of visuals. The measure of length of news stories was 
straightforward and coded in seconds. Coders were instructed to also include concluding 
remarks of the anchor when stopwatching the length of a news story. The appearance of an 
anchor introducing or just reading out a particular story and of visuals accompanying a story 
were assessed with dichotomous categories. Coders perfectly agreed in their coding decisions 
concerning the three categories. 

Measures - substantive characteristics 

In line with the definition given above, EU officials were operationalized as members of EU 
institutions or persons appointed by the EU (e.g.. the so-called "three wise men" negotiating 
with Austria about the lifting of the EU sanctions). All remaining actors who did not fit in this 
definition were collapsed in the category of non-EU actors. In each story, up to six different 
actors could be coded with the same actor coded only once. To qualify as an actor, a person, 
group or institution had to be either depicted and mentioned (or quoted) at least once. For 
stories without film material, a person, group, or institution had to be mentioned verbally at 
least twice or mentioned once and shown in a picture. The main actor was chosen in terms of 
his/her/its importance in the story (operationalized as amount of information given about 
him/her/it, frequency of being mentioned, degree of visibility, and number of quotes). The 
remaining five actors were coded in order of appearance. The inter-coder agreement ranged 
between 74% in the UK and 96% in France. 

The evaluation of the EU was assessed as explicit judgment of the EU in the news 
story. It was ensured that the EU was explicitly mentioned and that the evaluation clearly 
referred to the EU. The coding categories were 0 (neutral), 1 (unfavorable), 2 (mixed), and 3 
(favorable). As dependent variable for the explanatory analyses, I computed, for each week 
analyzed and per outlet, an evaluation differential by subtracting the number of unfavorable 
evaluations from the number of favorable evaluations of the EU. The inter-coder reliabilities 
were between 83% in Germany and 100% in Denmark and the UK. The depicted performance 
of the EU was operationalized as difference between the degree of depicted success in a 
particular story and the degree of depicted failure. The depiction of success was gauged on a 
four-point scale with the anchors 1 (No utility, success, progress discernable) and 4 
(Breakthrough, major success, major progress). The depiction of failure was also measured 
on a four-point scale with the anchors 1 (No damage, failure, lack of success discernable) and 
4 (Extreme damage, failure, lack of success, very serious problems). Similar 
operationalizations were previously applied in content analytic research (Eilders, 1997; 
Schulz. 1976: Staab. 1990). For the computation of the depicted performance, the value of 
one was subtracted from each of the values of the two categories so that the value one became 
zero, two became one etc. As a result, the depicted performance as difference between the 
degree of success and the degree of failure could range between +3 meaning very successful 
performance and -3 meaning very unsuccessful performance. Inter-coder agreement was 
between 80% and 91% for depicted success and between 78% and 93% for depicted failure. 
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Measures - explanatory analysis 

In section 2.2.1, I have outlined the statistical problems associated with the operationalization 
of dependent variables in cross-nationally comparative analyses of television content data. To 
recapitulate, percentage-based measures may account for outlet differences (such as different 
numbers of stories broadcast), but might no longer be linearly predictable and tend to gross 
distortions when based on low absolute figures. Especially the latter problem is paramount in 
the present case with the coverage of ten outlets measured at 11 different points of time. The 
alternative use of absolute figures requires some control measure in the explanatory analysis 
to avoid spurious effects because, for example, a high number of EU stories may only be the 
result of an outlet generally covering a lot of stories in its bulletins. 

With respect to the dependent variables, this means the following. The number of EU 
stories broadcast, operationalized as the sum of EU stories broadcast by a particular outlet at a 
certain point of time, will be controlled for the number of the remaining stories broadcast by 
the particular outlet at that point of time. The number of EU officials covered, operationalized 
as the sum of EU officials covered by a particular outlet at a certain point of time, will be 
controlled for the number of the remaining actors covered by the particular outlet at that point 
of time. The evaluation of the EU measured as the difference between positive and negative 
evaluations of the EU across stories will be controlled for the number of EU stories broadcast 
by a particular outlet at a certain point of time - it might be possible that a large difference is 
rather the result of more EU stories broadcast than of a particular evaluative tendency. For the 
same reason, the performance depiction of the EU is controlled for the number of EU stories 
broadcast by a particular outlet at a certain point of time. The prominence measure gauged as 
the mean prominence of EU stories at a certain point of time is inherently relative and takes 
outlet differences into account. Therefore, no control variable is needed for the analysis of 
that measure. 

The independent variables were operationalized as follows. In order to account for 
variations in countries' EU support and satisfaction with domestic democracy within the 
period of investigation, the relevant values were computed from three Eurobarometer surveys: 
Eurobarometer 52 (conducted in October and November 1999). 53 (April and May 2000) and 
54.1 (November and December 2000). Thus, I added three different sets of values of the two 
variables to the content analysis data. For February and March, I added the data obtained from 
the October/November 1999 Eurobarometer. For the period April until October, I added data 
computed from the April/May 2000 Eurobarometer, and for November and December, I 
added data retrieved from the November/December 2000 Eurobarometer. Overall, there was 
not much variation in EU support and satisfaction with domestic democracy in the five 
countries. Nevertheless, adding data from three different points of measurement may increase 
the precision of the predictors. " EU support was operationalized with the question "Generally 
speaking, do you think that [your country's] membership of the European Union is...? and the 
response categories 1 (A good thing), 2 (A bad thing) and 3 (Neither good nor bad). The 

4 Because in both East and West Germany at least 1000 respondents had been interviewed, the German data 
were weighted according to the population size of the two parts of Germany. The British data do not include the 
Northern Irish respondents. 
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response categories were recoded such that 1 meant A bad thing, 2 Neither good nor bad, and 
3 A good thing. Don't know answers were excluded from the analyses. Satisfaction with 
domestic democracy was gauged with the question "On the whole, are you very satisfied, 
fairly satisfied, not very satisfied or not at all satisfied with the was democracy works in [your 
country]?" where the anchors were 1 {very satisfied) and 4 {not at all satisfied). For the 
analysis, the scale was reversed. Don't know answers were eliminated from analysis. 

The polarized or consensual nature of elite opinion was assessed via the existence of a 
sufficiently visible anti-EU party. To identify anti-EU parties, Ray's (1999) expert survey was 
used. Anti-EU parties had to have an average score of 2 or lower (opposed to European 
integration) on a seven point-scale. Moreover, they had to have gained at least 5% of the 
votes in the latest general election, which was assessed with reference to the year 2000. 
Whether a story was broadcast in a summit or a routine period, was tapped with a 
dichotomous variable where summit periods were coded as one. All country-specific values of 
the measures discussed above are documented in Table B4 in Technical Appendix B. 

3.2.2 Data analysis 

Mediated influences 

To investigate patterns of influence, number and prominence of EU stories, visibility of EU 
officials, EU evaluation, and EU performance depictions were regressed on the five predictors 
plus the pertinent control variable. The presumed mediating effect of the number of EU 
stories on the visibility of EU officials was analyzed following the procedure outlined in 
section 2.2.2. Thus, three regression models were estimated: (1) visibility of EU officials 
regressed on the six predictors, (2) number of EU stories regressed on the six predictors, and 
(3) visibility of EU officials regressed on the six predictors plus the number of EU stories. 

Problems with significance testing in the explanatory analyses 

Section 2.2.2 outlined which problems arise when aiming at a cross-nationally comparative 
analysis of content data. In a nutshell, the problems are associated with the sample and 
especially with the hierarchical data structure, which may lead to an underestimation of the 
standard error in regular OLS regressions and, consequently, to a higher chance of a type-1 
error. Again, it should be emphasized that the selection of outlets does not present a random 
sample, yet can be considered to represent the television coverage within the particular 
countries well (Hans-Bredow-Institut, 2002; European Journalism Centre, 2002). Moreover, it 
does not seem advisable to completely make do without significance testing as it otherwise 
becomes very difficult to decide when to consider an effect robust. Therefore, I consider the 
significance of an effect as an indicator of its robustness noting that further inferences to a 
larger universe outside the five countries investigated are problematic. 

The explanatory analyses presented in the second chapter took into account the 
hierarchical data structure by using the 'sandwich' standard error (Huber, 1967; White, 1980). 
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This seems also appropriate for the present data structure with its 11 measurements for each 
of the ten outlets. Put differently, the corrected standard error takes into account that the 11 
measurements of the television coverage are clustered within a particular outlet and are, thus, 
not independent of one another. This also entails that the critical /-value is assessed with 
number of clusters (i.e., outlets) minus one degrees of freedom. For ten outlets, the pertinent 
degrees of freedom are nine. 

3.3 Results - non-election periods in television news 

3.3.1 Formal characteristics - somewhat like the moon 

What was the share of EU stories in political news (research question la)? Table 3.1 shows 
that, during routine periods, the share of EU stories in political news was not higher than 5%, 
except in Denmark. During summit periods, the share of EU stories increased to 10-11%, 
Denmark again presenting an exception (research question lb). The findings thus suggest that 
the EU is more visible in summit than in routine periods. EU coverage thus seems to be a 
cyclical phenomenon, appearing predominantly in summit periods. 

Table 3.1: Share of EU stories in political coverage in routine and summit periods 

Denmark 
France 
Germany 
Netherlands 
United Kingdom 

EU stories 

% 
19 
2 
4 
5 
2 

Routine 

Non-EU 
stories 

% 
81 
98 
96 
95 
98 

Total 

N 
574 
596 
499 
394 
412 

EU stories 

% 
25 
11 
10 
II 
10 

Summit 

Non-EU 
stories 

% 
75 
89 
90 
90 
90 

Total 

N 
325 
465 
309 
256 
244 

Note. Further information on absolute figures can be found in Table B3 in Technical Appendix B. 

Were EU stories less prominent in the bulletins than non-EU stories as had been predicted 
based upon the results of the election study (research question 2a)? The answer is "no" as 
Table 3.2 shows. Both in routine and summit periods, EU stories were at least as prominent as 
political non-EU stories. In most of the cases, EU stories were even more prominent than 
political non-EU stories. Only German EU stories broadcast in routine periods were less 
prominent than non-EU stories. The prominence of EU stories broadcast in summit periods 
was higher than the prominence of EU stories broadcast in routine periods in Denmark, 
Germany, and the UK (research question 2b). In France and the Netherlands the prominence 
of the EU stories did not vary by the period of coverage. 



74 Part I - Chapter 3 

Table 3.2: Average prominence of EU stories in routine and summit periods compared to 
political non-EU stories 

Routine Summit 

EU stories Non-EU stories EU stories Non-EU stories 

Denmark 
France 
Germany 
Netherlands 
United Kingdom 

2.52 
2.54 
1.90 
2.37 
2.36 

2.13 
2.14 
2.15 
2.35 
2.27 

2.65 
2.51 
2.73 
2.36 
2.69 

2.06 
2.09 
2.03 
2.34 
2.29 

Note. Information on absolute figures can be found in Tables 3.1 and B3 in Technical Appendix B. 

What influenced the amount of EU coverage? As one can see in Table 3.3, summit periods 
clearly led to more EU coverage than routine periods. This finding is robust even when outlet 
differences are controlled for by including the number of the remaining stories as control 
variable. Higher levels of satisfaction with domestic democracy were also associated with 
more EU coverage. Conversely, the amount of EU coverage was unaffected by the public or 
commercial character of outlets, the nature of elite opinion and EU support. Three of the five 
predictors also turned out to affect the prominence of EU coverage (see Table 3.3). Public 
broadcasting outlets tended to cover EU affairs more prominently than did private outlets. 
Furthermore, summit periods led to a higher prominence of EU coverage than routine periods. 
Additionally, the prominence of EU coverage increased with rising levels of satisfaction with 
domestic democracy whereas it was unaffected by a country's level of support for the EU. 
Polarized elite opinion had no impact, either. Generally, however, the explanatory power of 
the model was lower for the prominence than for the amount of EU coverage. 
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Table 3.3: Influences on the amount and prominence of EU coverage 

Public broadcasting outlet 

Polarized elite opinion 

Summit period 

Satisfaction with domestic 
democracy 

EU support 

Number of remaining stories 
broadcast 

Constant 

R square 

Amount 
(N= 110) 

2.31 
(1.60) 

4.50 
(2.76) 

5.90*** 
(.82) 

25.97** 
(8.00) 

-7.00 
(4.02) 

-.03 
(.05) 

-48.71 

.46 

Prominence 
(N = 110) 

.68** 
(.21) 

32 
(.18) 

.76** 
(.20) 

1.98* 
(.72) 

-.42 
(.46) 

-3.40 

.29 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 (t-test, two-tailed) 
Note. Cell entries are unstandardized multiple regression coefficients, robust standard errors in brackets. 
Data sources: Eurobarometer 52-54, Content analysis EU coverage in summit and routine periods 

3.3.2 Substantive characteristics - in search of faces, positivity, and success 

As far as EU coverage was concerned, were EU officials less visible than actors not working 
for the EU (research question 3a)? Table 3.4 shows that this was clearly the case. In the 
majority of countries, not even one in ten actors who appeared in EU coverage was an EU 
official. Only during routine periods, were EU officials slightly more visible in French, 
Dutch, and German coverage, but were still outnumbered by non-EU actors (however, note 
the generally low number of actors covered at all). With the exception of the Danish coverage, 
EU officials were less visible in summit periods than in routine periods, which was in line 
with the expectations (research question 3b). 
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Table 3.4: Share of EU officials in all actors in the EU coverage during routine and summit 
periods 

Routine Summit 

Denmark 

France 
Germany 

Netherlands 

United Kingdom 

EU 

officials 

% 
7 

14 

44 

27 

8 

Non-EU 
actors 

% 
93 

86 
56 

73 
92 

Total 

N 

396 
44 

55 
80 

25 

EU officials 

% 
10 

9 
5 

7 

5 

Non-EU 

actors 

% 
90 
91 

95 

93 
95 

Total 

N 

278 

198 
118 

88 

107 

Note. Total N refers to the number of actors. The absolute number of EU stories can be found in Table B3 in 
Technical Appendix B. 

Research question 4a asked whether evaluations of the EU tended to be negative when they 
appear. Table 3.5 indicates that the EU was mostly neutrally depicted. When, however, the 
EU was evaluated, a negative slant predominated in both routine and summit periods, with the 
exception of the two weakly positive evaluative directions in German and British routine 
coverage. In answer to research question 4b, this also indicates that the evaluative direction in 
summit and routine periods did not differ. Put differently, there was almost always a slightly 
negative slant in explicit evaluations of the EU regardless of whether EU routine politics or 
extraordinary EU events were covered. This applied to the vast majority of the countries 
investigated. 

Table 3.5: Evaluation of' the EU in the EU coverage during routine and summit periods 

Routine 
Neutral Unfavorable Ambivalent Favorable Evaluation differential 

Denmark 

France 

Germany 

Netherlands 

United Kingdom 

Summit 

Denmark 

France 

Germany 

Netherlands 

United Kingdom 

100 

7 

17 
17 

6 

Neutral 
67 
34 

18 

17 

19 

6 

3 

1 
4 

0 

Unfavorable 
8 

10 

6 

9 
2 

4 

1 

0 

0 
1 

Ambivalent 
3 

5 

4 

1 

3 

1 

0 
2 

0 
1 

Favorable 
3 

1 
4 

1 

0 

-5 

-3 

1 
-4 

1 

Evaluation differential 

-5 

-9 
-2 

-8 
-2 

Note. Cell entries refer to the number of EU stories. This is, the evaluation of the EU refers to the story as a 
whole. 
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Given that the EU was predominantly evaluated negatively, how was the EU's 

performance depicted (research question 5a)? In both routine and summit periods, the average 

depicted performance of the EU was negative (Table 3.6). EU stories focused more on failure 

than on success, the only exceptions being the French coverage during summit periods and 

the British coverage during routine periods. Contrary to my expectations (research question 

5b), in the Danish and the Dutch coverage, the EU's performance was depicted even more 

negatively during summit periods, with this tendency weakly present also in the German and 

the British coverage. Only French television depicted the EU as more successful during 

summit periods than during routine periods. 

Table 3.6: Average performance depiction of the EU in the EU coverage during routine and 
summit periods 

Routine Summit 

Denmark -.26 -.46 
France -1.09 .06 
Germany -.30 -.34 
Netherlands -.48 -.79 
United Kingdom 0 -XJ8 
Note. The absolute number of EU stories can be found in Table B3 in Technical Appendix B. 

Influences on the visibility of EU officials and evaluation and performance depictions of the 

EU 

Of all the influences presumed to shape the visibility of EU officials, only the public 

broadcasting character of an outlet proved to be a robust predictor (Model 1, Table 3.7). 

Public broadcasting outlets more frequently covered EU officials than did commercial outlets. 

None of the other presumed influences affected the visibility of EU officials (with exception 

of the control variable, which mainly indicates the varying number of EU stories and, thus, 

actors). More important is the question whether the influence of public broadcasting outlets 

on the visibility of EU officials was mediated by the number of EU stories broadcast. As we 

know from Table 3.3 (i.e., identical to model 2 to be estimated for the mediation analysis), 

there were not more EU stories in public broadcasting outlets than in private ones. In other 

words, the second condition for mediating effects was not met - the potentially mediating 

variable was not affected by the variable that was presumed to exert a mediating impact. 

Consequently, if the presumed mediator, the number of EU stories, was included in the model 

(Model 3, Table 3.7), the effect of public broadcasting television remained sufficiently strong 

and robust though it diminished somewhat. Thus, the effect of public broadcasting television 

was not mediated by the number of EU stories broadcast. However, it should be noted that the 

number of election stories affected the visibility of EU officials in addition to the influence of 

the public broadcasting nature of an outlet. 
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Table 3.7: Influences on the visibility of EU officials in the EU coverage 

Visibility of EU officials Visibility of EU officials 
(N=110) (N=110) 

Model 1 Model 3 

Public broadcasting outlet 

Polarized elite opinion 

Summit period 

Satisfaction with domestic 
democracy 

EU support 

Number of non-EU actors in 
EU stories 

Number of EU stories 
broadcast 

Constant 

.84* 
(.31) 

.01 
(.38) 

-.33 
(.49) 

.14 
(.95) 

.84 
(.83) 

.06* 
(.02) 

-2.09 

.59* 
(.20) 

-.14 
(.26) 

-.37 
(.47) 

-.42 
(.92) 

.78 
(.60) 

-.09 
(.07) 

.58* 
(.22) 

-.50 

R square .37 .48 

* p < .05 (t-test, two-tailed) 
Note. Cell entries are unstandardized multiple regression coefficients, robust standard errors in brackets. 
Data sources: Eurobarometer 52-54, Content analysis EU coverage in summit and routine periods 

The explanatory analysis of the evaluation and the performance depiction of the EU can be 
summarized quickly. None of the predictors influenced evaluations of the EU as Table 3.8 
shows. This was also true with respect to performance depictions. 
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Table 3.8: Influences on the evaluation and the performance depiction of the EU in the EU 
coverage 

Evaluation 
(N= 110) 

.1 1 
(.16) 

.04 
(.20) 

-.21 
(.14) 

.73 
(.75) 

-.69 
(.41) 

-.10 
(-05) 

Performance depiction 
(N = 110) 

-.01 
(.10) 

-.09 
(.07) 

.20 
(.19) 

.03 
(-35) 

-.49 
(.25) 

-.02 
(.01) 

Public broadcasting outlet 

Polarized elite opinion 

Summit period 

Satisfaction with domestic 
democracy 

EU support 

Number of EU stories 
broadcast 

Constant -.26 .90 

R square .27 .06 

Note. Cell entries are unstandardized multiple regression coefficients, robust standard errors in brackets. 
Data sources: Eurobarometer 52-54, Content analysis EU coverage in summit and routine periods 

3.4 Discussion - not covering an issue 

3.4.1 Formal characteristics - invisible importance 

With the exception of the Danish coverage, only one in ten political stories dealt with EU 
affairs in summit periods, in routine periods this was even less. The Danish exceptionalism in 
term of EU coverage is to some extent due to the euro referendum held in September 2000, 
thus exactly in the period of investigation. However, even in the months after the referendum, 
there was still more EU coverage in Denmark than in other countries, as post hoc analyses 
(not shown) revealed. Moreover, Danish television coverage of EU affairs had also stood out 
in routine news coverage after the 1999 introduction of the euro (de Vreese et al., 2001). 
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Thus, there is reason to believe that EU affairs are differently approached in Denmark as 
reflected, amongst other things, in the amount of EU coverage. 

Both the descriptive and the explanatory analysis revealed that there is generally little 
EU coverage and that it only peaks around the summits of the EU heads of government. Both 
types of analyses also confirmed that EU coverage is more prominent during summit periods 
than during routine periods. EU summits lead to a change of the placement, length, and 
presentation of EU stories. The EU, then, is somewhat like the moon: though of major 
influence on the ebb and flow of Europe, it is only cyclically fully visible. These findings 
confirm and extend Norris' (2000) secondary analysis of the Euromedia data (European 
Commission 1995/1997) and may generally serve as rule of thumb when dealing with the 
dynamics of EU coverage. In the light of news values research, however, the finding that 
coverage peaks around EU summits is hardly surprising. Summits of the heads of government 
provide a lot of news values such as prominent, powerful actors and important issues, which 
can be boosted by conflicts among the actors (see the Nice summit). 

More important, therefore, seems the question of whether the EU is indeed visible if, 
during summit periods, only one in ten political stories is European, whereas, during routine 
periods, this is even less than one in 20 (except in Denmark). This rate would be even smaller 
if compared to all stories, not just political ones. Such findings may inevitably lead to the 
question of how little is enough accompanied by probably endless discussions about 
comparison standards and statistical analyses. However, several scholars have clearly shown 
that both the economy and politics have been increasingly Europeanized (e.g., Gerhards, 
2000; Lepsius, 1990; Wessels, 1997), with parts of national sovereignty transferred to the EU. 
For example, EU legislation has become more and more important, EU law overrules national 
law, EU institutions have become increasingly differentiated, their meetings more numerous, 
the European Commission controls the implementation of EU legislation, and EU member 
states can be sanctioned by the EU, just to name a few aspects of Europeanization. It would be 
close to dogmatic blindness to claim that such complex and omnipresent processes can be 
adequately represented in a maximum of one out of ten political stories. With the exception of 
Denmark, the implications, ramifications, and complexities of the EU are largely invisible in 

. . . 44 

television coverage. 
This finding dovetails with more recent studies on the communication policy of the 

European Commission and, more generally, the diagnosis of a communication deficit of the 
EU (Gramberger, 1997; Meyer, 1999). Based on a longitudinal study of the development of 
the Commission's public relations, Gramberger (1997) argues that since the 1950s the 
European Commission has tried to withhold information from public scrutiny, which is in part 
due to the concern that public awareness of EU affairs would endanger support for further 
integration. Along these lines, Meyer (1999) suggests that the Commission's communication 
deficit results from poorly coordinated communication activities devalued as minor tasks and 

44 One could argue that the EU may not be presented as the main topic of a story, but might be referred to in 
stories, for example, about domestic issues. However, even if one checks whether the EU or its officials and 
institutions were just mentioned, the overall picture does not change. The EU is hardly mentioned in stories that 
do not deal with European affairs. 
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from inadequate staffing. Apart from that, it seems generally hard for journalists to cover EU 
affairs because EU decision-making is complex, lacks transparency, and is usually kept away 
from the public eye. In other words, the lack of being communicated may be connected with 
the EU's lack of communicating. 

However, a crucial qualification has to be made. EU coverage was by and large more 
prominent than the remaining political coverage - and this applies to routine and summit 
periods alike. The EU may be invisible, but it is not unimportant. In other words, it is an 
invisible importance that characterizes the coverage of the EU. If the EU is covered, it is 
covered prominently - the backdrop being that the EU is rarely covered. This result runs 
counter to the paradox of the 'unimportant visibility' of European election coverage identified 
for many countries in the preceding chapter. It seems as if the EU has to choose between 
quantitative or qualitative media attention. 

Two factors shaped both the number and the prominence of EU stories: summit 
periods (discussed above) and satisfaction with domestic democracy within a particular 
country. Higher levels of satisfaction with domestic democracy were associated with more 
visible and more prominent coverage of EU affairs - in contrast to the expectations and the 
results of the European election study. Two explanations are possible. First, the result depends 
partly on the special selection of countries and the specific period of investigation. Denmark 
had by far the most EU stories that were usually also prominently covered and Danes were the 
most satisfied with their domestic democracy. Moreover, the satisfaction measure became, in 
the majority of the countries, somewhat more positive at the end of the period of investigation 
when also the EU coverage peaked in the context of the Nice summit. A second explanation 
could be that the direction of the impact of satisfaction with domestic democracy is 
conditional on whether or not EU citizens have the chance of deciding about EU politics. If 
EU citizens have a say in EU politics and, thereby, in another form of governance (as is 
typically the case during European elections), dissatisfaction with domestic democracy may 
be the incentive for television outlets to cover this alternative more strongly, both in terms of 
the number and the prominence of EU stories. If EU citizens cannot participate in EU politics 
(as is typically the case in routine and summit periods), then dissatisfaction with domestic 
democracy may lead television outlets to focus on dissatisfying domestic governance. Clearly, 
further research with a bigger sample of countries and at different points of time is needed. 
However, even if the direction of the influence of satisfaction with domestic democracy is not 
clarified yet, the concept as such has proven its explanatory potential, which concurs with 
research from political science (e.g., Anderson. 1998; Rohrschneider, 2002). 

Public broadcasting outlets did not report more frequently about the EU than did 
private outlets. However, the EU was more prominently covered in public than in private 
television. In other words, the visibility of EU affairs was equally low in both public 
television and commercial television, but public outlets attributed more importance to EU 
affairs than did commercial television. Thus, EU affairs are less important in private 
television than they are in public television. This finding has an important consequence for the 
old, but still unresolved debate about differences or similarities between public and private 
television. The debate has either been based on proper empirical data and been confined to the 



X2 Part I - Chapter 3 

national context (e.g., exemplary the German discussion: Bruns & Marcinkowski, 1996; 
Pfetsch, 1996; Schatz, Immer. & Marcinkowski, 1989) or the debate has taken on a more 
international flavor at the expense of adequate data (e.g.. the discussion between Blumler, 
1997, 1999, and Brants, 1998, 1999). This study demonstrates in a cross-nationally 
comparative fashion that public television differs from private television in the importance 
attributed to a crucial development in Europe. More specifically, the study shows that the 
tradeoff between empirical depth and cross-national breadth can be avoided - in favor of 
promising results. Future research might try to further investigate why public and private 
outlets differ in the amount and prominence of EU coverage depending on whether election or 
non-election periods are studied. Such an investigation might also benefit from conducting the 
study presented in this chapter in other EU member states, preferably Mediterranean countries 
or countries that acceded to the EU only lately. 

Unlike in the preceding chapter, polarized elite opinion did not influence the amount 
of EU coverage. This may simply be the result of a different period of investigation and of a 
reduced selection of countries. However, it seems also plausible that polarized elite opinion 
especially about something as remote as EU politics comes only to the fore in decisive 
periods such as election campaigns. Moreover, elite opinion was operationally defined as the 
existence of a sufficiently visible anti-EU party. Obviously, anti-EU parties will be the most 
proactive in a campaign for the European Parliament. Their faces will be seen, their voices 
will be heard best during such an campaign and this may ultimately affect the coverage. 
Conversely, in non-election periods, anti-EU parties and with them elite opinion about the EU 
may be less salient and, thereby, less influential on EU coverage. However, future research on 
this subject should not abandon the concept as potential impact on EU coverage. As outlined 
in section 2.4.1, consensus or polarization of elite opinion may indicate more general lines of 
how the EU is approached in particular countries. Investigating this could be both an 
interesting and original contribution to our knowledge about what shapes the coverage of the 
EU. 

3.4.2 Substantive characteristics - slightly negative, not successful, and a little bit absurd 

In terms of its officials, the EU is faceless. Given the power of an institution such as the 
European Commission, it is amazing how absent its officials were in the television coverage 
of EU(!) affairs. The coverage conveys the impression that EU politics is decided upon by 
anyone, but definitely not by EU officials. EU coverage resembles a play without its inherent 
protagonists. Theorists of modern drama would not hesitate to call it absurd; scholars of the 
EU would probably term it the stepwise degradation of EU politics in television coverage. It 
has also been shown that, during European elections, a second order event is accompanied by 
third-order coverage of EU representatives. During non-election periods, a third-order issue 
has produced fourth-order coverage of EU officials. The only problem is that EU officials are 
not fifth-class politicians. 

The fact that EU officials are hardly visible in television news may again be associated 
with the EU's general communication deficit. Especially for television as a medium forced to 
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visualize and personalize, the coverage of an issue may largely depend on whether the issue 
can be visualized and to what extent politicians or officials are accountable for decisions. 
Meyer (1999) points out that political accountability is obfuscated by Member States to 
circumvent public scrutiny. If the media are provided with information about who advocated 
what, this information cannot be attributed to politicians, but to unnamed diplomatic sources. 
However, as Meyer (1999) argues, "without the personalization of political debate and 
decisions, political accountability remains invisible" (p. 633) - a conclusion which is 
accurately mirrored by the findings. 

It seems that public television tried to render the unaccountable accountable more 
often than did private television: there were more EU officials on public television than on 
private television. This effect was direct although the number of EU stories broadcast also 
strongly influenced the visibility of EU officials. Keeping in mind that EU coverage was more 
prominent on public television than on commercial television, the division of the EU in 
television has come full circle. The EU, its policies and officials are considered more 
important in public television. Exclusive viewers of private television outlets will be 
confronted with the EU as a marginalized, nearly invisible, and faceless institution. In terms 
of the five countries investigated, this result may be of even more political relevance given 
that none of the other potential influences affected the visibility of EU officials. In all five 
countries, it largely depended on public-broadcasting television whether the EU was depicted 
as an accountable, personalized agent instead of as an inaccessible, technocratic abstractum. 

In terms of its valence, EU coverage has a slightly negative slant. However, in the vast 
majority of cases, the EU is depicted neutrally. This finding dovetails with results from the 
European election study and confirms earlier research (Leroy & Siune, 1994; Norris, 2000). 
Moreover, the finding indicates a trend in news reporting of the EU, which, in turn, concurs 
with general trends of news coverage. Overall, news reporting is neutral. When, however, 
evaluations occur, they tend to be negative (e.g., Kepplinger & Weissbecker, 1991; 
Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2001; Reinemann & Wilke, 2001). Therefore, it does not seem justified 
to attribute the negative slant in EU coverage to hostility towards the EU. Rather, the EU is 
covered like other political institutions - usually neutral, yet in sum slightly negative. 
Although this finding is clear-cut, it could not be explained with any of the factors presumed 
to affect the evaluation of the EU. Interestingly, not even a country's support for the EU or 
satisfaction with domestic democracy translated into a particular tone towards the EU. This 
suggests that the evaluation of the EU depends on factors located in journalists' opinions 
about the EU. 

In terms of how the performance of the EU was depicted, the coverage focused more 
strongly on failures and problems of EU politics than on achievements and success. What 
Kepplinger (1998) has reported for the coverage of the German political system thus also 
applies to the coverage of the EU. However, with none of the predictor exerting a robust 
influence, the explanation of the EU's depicted performance remained very much just an 
attempt. What has been said in the preceding paragraph about future explanation of the 
evaluation of the EU is probably also true for the depicted performance of the EU - the real 
causes may lie in what journalists think about the EU. 
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3.5. Summary and outlook 

Where does all of this leave us? Five broad aspects are worth pointing out: 

1. The coverage of EU affairs in routine and summit periods is characterized by invisible 
importance. Usually there are only a few stories, but they are prominently presented in the 
bulletin. 

2. EU affairs are more prominently presented in public broadcasting outlets than in private 
outlets. 

3. Country-specific developments such as satisfaction with domestic democracy are 
conducive to how frequently and how prominently EU affairs are reported. 

4. Public television outlets more frequently cover EU representatives than do private outlets. 
Overall, however, the EU is largely presented as faceless, as an institution without 
officials. 

5. Both the evaluation of the EU and the depicted performance of the EU are negative. 
However, it remains unclear what shapes this tendency in EU news reporting. 

As argued above, an analysis of how television news covers the EU is an investigation in its 
own right. The implications of the findings, which I sketched in the discussion section of this 
and the preceding chapter, may confirm this. However, before one can turn to the bigger 
picture of Europe on the television screen (see Chapter 8), it is paramount to study a probably 
even more important question: whether EU coverage affects opinions and fears about the EU 
and European integration. For example, Chapter 2 showed notable differences in how often 
the European election campaign was covered in the various countries. Do the varying 
amounts of election coverage make a difference in, for instance, the perceived importance of 
European integration? Chapter 2 also demonstrated a slightly negative coverage of EU 
representatives. Does this negative slant of EU coverage affect EU citizens' support for 
European integration? In this chapter, it was found that the EU's record is typically depicted 
negatively. Do the negative depictions of the EU diminish people's support for the EU? Such 
questions will, amongst others, be investigated in the following second part of this book. 


