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Introduction
Mediated crises: How European citizens learn about politics
The European Union, over the past decade, faced a diverse range of
obstacles and challenges. As European Commission President Ursula von
der Leyen (2019) put it: “The whole world is being challenged by disruptive
developments that have not passed Europe by.” The economic and immigration
crises undermined public support for the EU, and political actors in different
member states began opposing the Union and questioning its legitimacy.
Levels of distrust in the EU grew among citizens. This wave of 21st century
Euroscepticism culminated in the British vote to leave the EU in June 2016, as
well as in the electoral success of Eurosceptic parties in the 2019 European
Parliamentary Elections. These developments suggest that the European
Union may be falling out of its citizens graces and could be facing an uncertain
future.
When citizens learn about politics, economic developments, or immigration
flows, they do so primarily through the media. In the EU, over 500 million
citizens of 28 member states, speaking 24 official languages, find themselves
in a complex political system with many layers of regional, national and
European legislation. Information about this intricate political landscape is
provided by an increasingly fragmented and diverse media environment.
A Lithuanian may read about bailout packages for Ireland and Greece in a
newspaper, watch refugees seeking asylum in Germany on TV, hear about an
anti-European rally in France on social media, discuss national politics with
friends, and then hear about a corruption scandal in the European Commission
on the radio. Any of these pieces of information could impact the public’s trust
in the EU. When political institutions lose citizens’ trust, they also lose their
legitimacy. In a democracy, public opinion changes election results and thus
political reality – and public opinion can be informed by the media. However,
academic research has not often taken media content into account when
explaining changes in attitudes towards the EU, and specifically political trust.
How do the media shape trust in the European Union? This dissertation
addresses a core question about the formation – or dissolution – of democratic
legitimacy. It takes into account media coverage of the EU, the economy, and
immigration and studies how this content can impact political trust in the
EU, using a combination of survey data, experiments, and both automated
and manual content analysis. In addition, this dissertation considers how
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media effects interact with pre-existing attitudes towards the EU, national
politics, immigration, and economic evaluations. This work contributes to our
understanding of how citizens form opinions about the EU in a constantly
changing political landscape, in which European institutions and politicians
become ever-more important actors.

The three pillars of support for the European Union
European citizens live in a multi-level governance structure, with regional and
national authorities, as well as the overarching EU institutions. Hooghe and
Marks (2009) argue that, until the 1990s, most viewed the EU as a far-removed
institution and European integration as an elite issue with limited consequences
for most citizens – a period dubbed as “permissive consensus”. The European
Parliamentary Elections were viewed as “second order elections” (Reif &
Schmitt, 1980). The 1992 Maastricht Treaty marks a turning point: It increased
European integration in many areas and most notably paved the way to the
creation of a common currency, the Euro. This development also had political
consequences: With more and more decisions being made on the European
level, a “constraining dissensus” has developed since the early 1990s (Hooghe
& Marks, 2009). Eurosceptic voices are now driving the discourse more than
ever before (Kriesi, 2016) and growing politicization, polarization, and conflict
surround European issues (Grande & Hutter, 2016; Hutter & Grande, 2014).
Aside from ongoing European integration, attitudes towards the EU were also
shaped by specific crises. As a result of the European debt crisis, negative
perceptions of the economy led to a decrease in satisfaction with democracy
in the EU (Armingeon & Guthmann, 2014), especially in countries that
were more severely affected by the Euro crisis (Cordero & Simón, 2016). In
these countries, economic and European issues increasingly merged due
to the EU’s interference in economic policy (Otjes & Katsanidou, 2017). The
European migrant crisis further contributed to negative changes in public
opinion about the EU (Harteveld, Schaper, De Lange, & Van Der Brug, 2018).
Finally, increased European integration has also made the deep and complex
connection of national and European politics more salient. The emergence
of Eurosceptic parties has fueled negative perceptions of the EU (De Vries &
Edwards, 2009), culminating in calls for legislation or referendums aimed at
ending EU membership altogether.
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To an extent, the major challenges and crises that the EU has faced in recent
years also reflect scholarship on the predictors of attitudes towards the
EU. Hooghe and Marks (2005) divide antecedents of EU support into three
categories: economic calculus, identity, and cues. For the present dissertation,
this framework is a starting point for studying media effects on political trust
in the EU. All three categories could be reflected in the news media, and
media information about them could, in turn, result in changing attitudes
towards the EU.

Economic calculus
The first category is the line of research with the longest tradition. Economic
calculus, utilitarian in nature, encompasses evaluations of the EU’s performance,
most often in terms of economic considerations (Eichenberg & Dalton, 1993;
Gabel & Palmer, 1995; Gabel & Whitten, 1997). This tradition speaks to the
historical focus of the EU on economic and trading issues. EU membership
and European integration were mostly challenged in terms of whether or not
they benefit countries and their citizens economically. There is support for the
assumption that citizens evaluate the EU in terms of its economic performance:
Positive economic evaluations predict higher support for the EU (de Vreese
& Boomgaarden, 2005), whereas unemployment, inflation and economic
downturn decrease trust in European institutions (Gomez, 2015; Wessels, 2009).
Economic considerations were particularly important in countries (Otjes &
Katsanidou, 2017) and for individuals (Hobolt & De Vries, 2016) that were more
affected by the European debt crisis.

Identity-based considerations
The second category encompasses identity-based considerations. In
principle, these relate to group loyalties, and specifically loyalties to one’s
nation (Hooghe & Marks, 2005). They have mostly been operationalized as an
exclusive national identity or as anti-immigration attitudes to predict attitudes
towards the EU. As a result of the EU’s increasing involvement in various
policy domains (Hobolt & Tilley, 2014), some citizens perceive a decline in
national sovereignty. Furthermore, the EU’s laws of free movement facilitate
immigration within the EU and may also be perceived as facilitating immigration
from outside of the EU. Both factors may induce a feeling of threat or loss of
identity in those with strong national identities (e.g. Hooghe & Marks, 2005).
Empirically, an exclusive national identity (Luedtke, 2005; McLaren, 2007)
and anti-immigration attitudes (de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2005; de Vreese,
Boomgaarden, & Semetko, 2008; Lubbers & Scheepers, 2007; McLaren,
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2002) are related to increased Euroscepticism. These concerns are stronger
in Northern, net-immigration countries (Otjes & Katsanidou, 2017). Particularly
the refugee crisis (Harteveld et al., 2018), but also general increases in
immigration (Toshkov & Kortenska, 2015), have increased Euroscepticism.

Cues
The third category includes cues, which are not inherent to the EU itself.
National and EU politics are intertwined in complex ways, and citizens do
not always have distinct opinions or extensive knowledge about the EU.
Therefore, it is not surprising that many rely on proxies and cues from, for
example, political elites and parties to form their opinions (Hooghe & Marks,
2005). Particularly, support for the government and other national political
institutions at the individual level are important predictors for support for the
EU – a mechanisms typically referred to as “extrapolation” (Anderson, 1998;
de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2005; Harteveld, van der Meer, & De Vries, 2013;
Hobolt, 2012; McLaren, 2002). Even though cues and heuristics can be useful,
a strong reliance on them can make political judgments less accurate (i.e. less
in line with actual issue positions), especially for citizens with low political
sophistication (Lau & Redlawsk, 2001).
In line with this framework, Harteveld, van der Meer, and De Vries (2013) use
similar categories to systematize the driving factors behind political trust in the
EU: the logic of rationality, the logic of identity, and the logic of extrapolation.
Given that these three main antecedents are important for EU public opinion,
and also specifically for trust in the EU, one can assume that new information
about related issues could result in changing attitudes towards the EU.

The fourth estate: How the media influence attitudes towards
the EU
To most citizens, the EU is more distant than national political institutions,
which is why they typically have more knowledge about national politics
than EU politics (Clark, 2014). However, the news media may be able to
remedy this deficit to an extent: Exposure to news about the EU can increase
citizens’ knowledge about it (Marquart, Goldberg, van Elsas, Brosius, & de
Vreese, 2019). The media do not only impact citizens’ knowledge, but also
their attitudes and behavior. If citizens are exposed to more positive media
coverage of the EU, they are less likely to vote for Eurosceptic parties (van
Spanje & de Vreese, 2014). When there is higher media attention, EU issue
voting increases (De Vries, van der Brug, van Egmond, & van der Eijk, 2011);
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however, a greater amount of EU news coverage does not necessarily increase
turnout (Kleinnijenhuis & Van Atteveldt, 2016). Media content has effects
especially in countries with a one-sided message flow (Desmet, van Spanje,
& de Vreese, 2015; Peter, 2004); a two-sided media environment can increase
polarization on EU issues (van Klingeren, Boomgaarden, & de Vreese, 2017).
Furthermore, changes in the media environment can influence support for
EU enlargement (Azrout, van Spanje, & de Vreese, 2012), while conflict and
benefit framing in EU media coverage are related to aggregate-level changes
in EU support (Vliegenthart, Schuck, Boomgaarden, & de Vreese, 2008).
There is also experimental evidence that exposure to news stories impacts
EU enlargement preferences (Maier & Rittberger, 2008). The effect of real-life
events, such as increasing immigration rates, on EU support is in part mediated
by media reporting (Harteveld et al., 2018). Overall, there is broad evidence
that media information can change the public’s knowledge and attitudes
towards the EU. This effect occurs at two levels: Both changes in individual
news media consumption (e.g. van Spanje & de Vreese, 2014) and changes in
the general media environment (e.g. Azrout et al., 2012) can impact citizens’
opinions about the EU.
Findings about the impact of media information on public opinion necessitate
examining what kind of information about the EU citizens can receive from
the media. In general, day-to-day EU politics is not covered extensively in the
media, but the coverage does increase around important events and crises
(de Ruiter & Vliegenthart, 2018; Peter & de Vreese, 2004; van Noije, 2010).
However, Gattermann (2013) shows that the European Parliament is regularly
covered and that the coverage remains steady even throughout national
elections. Research also shows that there has been an increase of the EU’s
media visibility over time (Boomgaarden, Vliegenthart, de Vreese, & Schuck,
2010; de Vreese & Azrout, 2019; Kleinnijenhuis & Van Atteveldt, 2016). When
the coverage is evaluative, it tends to be negative (de Vreese & Azrout, 2019;
de Vreese, Banducci, Semetko, & Boomgaarden, 2006; Peter, Semetko, & de
Vreese, 2003). Importantly, there is substantial variation of the amount and
type of coverage that the EU receives in different countries (Boomgaarden
et al., 2013; de Vreese & Azrout, 2019), resulting in European citizens having
different access to information about the EU. In general, however, coverage is
increasing, albeit remaining rather negative.
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An important limitation of the current state of research on media effects on
EU attitudes is that most studies have exclusively focused on coverage of the
EU itself. However, research on the three pillars of EU support shows that EU
attitudes are also related to economic evaluations, attitudes towards immigration,
and opinions about national politics. It is therefore plausible to assume that
media information about these issues could impact attitudes towards the EU,
particularly given the EU’s increasing responsibilities for policy areas such as
the economy or immigration. Therefore, in addition to coverage of the EU itself,
the present dissertation also considers media coverage of the economy and
immigration and its impact on trust in the EU. Previous research shows that
economic news coverage influences citizens’ views of the economy (Damstra
& Boukes, 2018) and can increase their economic knowledge (van Dalen,
Svensson, Kalogeropoulos, Albæk, & de Vreese, 2018). Koehler et al. (2019) find
that the framing of the EU in news pieces about the economic crisis influenced
citizens’ pro- or anti-European attitudes (Koehler et al., 2019). Similarly, news
coverage of immigration influences attitudes towards immigration and support
for anti-immigration parties (Boomgaarden & Vliegenthart, 2007; Damstra,
Jacobs, Boukes, & Vliegenthart, 2019; Schlueter & Davidov, 2013; van Klingeren
et al., 2017; van Klingeren, Boomgaarden, Vliegenthart, & de Vreese, 2015), but
also support for the EU (Harteveld et al., 2018).
There is, however, no previous research regarding media effects on political
trust in the EU specifically. Evidence on the impact of the three pillars and their
media coverage is scattered across a host of different dependent variables
that vary in the degree of specificity of support for the EU. EU attitudes are
multidimensional and can be, for example, utilitarian, affective, performanceand identity-related, or focused on EU strengthening (Boomgaarden, Schuck,
Elenbaas, & de Vreese, 2011; de Vreese, Azrout, & Boomgaarden, 2019).
Explanations of EU support can relate to these dimensions differently (see
e.g. Boomgaarden et al., 2011; van Elsas & van der Brug, 2015). In light of
the multidimensionality of EU attitudes, the present dissertation focuses on
one of the most fundamental forms of political support: political trust, which
encompasses elements of both diffuse and specific support, and is related to
all three of the pillars of support for the EU (Harteveld et al., 2013). Having
citizens’ trust is of vital importance for the EU’s legitimacy.

Political trust
Even though there is no universally agreed upon definition of trust, most
include three elements: The person who trusts (the “truster”), the person or
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institution who is trusted (the “trustee”), and an expected behavior (Baier,
1986). According to these definitions, person A subjectively evaluates the
probability that person or institution B will act in a certain way C in the future
(Coleman, 1990). In short: A trusts B to do C. In the context of political trust, the
truster is often a citizen; the trustee is often a political institution. Thus, political
trust is the belief of citizens that political institutions are likely to fulfill their
expectations. Such a definition also implies that trust can change in response to
new information about (non)compliance with specific expectations. Therefore,
political trust is evaluative in nature.
Political trust is important for democratic societies, as citizens elect
representatives that exercise their power for them. “A democratic political
system cannot survive for long without the support of a majority of its citizens.”
(Miller, 1974, p. 951) A certain level of distrust towards political institutions
can be the result of citizens being well-informed about policy decisions that
they are dissatisfied with, which is part of a healthy democracy. Yet, pervasive
levels of distrust threaten a system’s legitimacy and existence. Consequently,
concerns about declining levels of political and social trust have been frequent
in the past decades (Abramson & Finifter, 1981; Citrin, 1974; Hetherington,
1998; Miller, 1974; Robinson et al., 1968)1.
The debate around the implications of declining or fluctuating political
trust is rooted in different assumptions about the nature of trust. Easton
(1965) first introduced the distinction between diffuse and specific support.
Specific support refers to performance evaluations of certain actors, such
as the government, and their policies, whereas diffuse support refers to a
more fundamental support for the political system. Miller (1974) views trust
as a form of diffuse support. Consequently, lower levels of trust would be a
concerning symptom of a general discontent with the political system among
citizens. Citrin (1974) challenges this view. He argues that declining trust is a
result of policy dissatisfaction, which is merely directed at incumbents. The
question is thus whether declining levels of trust “reflect a basic withdrawal of
support for the political system as a whole, or […] merely reflect disaffection
with the particular political leaders who currently hold power” (Abramson
1

Regarding political trust on the national level, newer research has pointed out that, in contrast to
the more pessimistic views from the 1970s and 80s, there is little empirical evidence to support
the notion of ever-declining levels of political trust. In many countries, trust has been fluctuating,
rather than consistently declining (Marien, 2011; Van de Walle, Van Roosbroek, & Bouckaert,
2008).
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& Finifter, 1981, pp. 291–298). The answer, most likely, lies somewhere in
between: Hetherington (1998) argues that political trust is related to both
diffuse and specific support. This middle-ground position makes political trust
an important measure of general political support; it is based on evaluations,
but, at the same time, acts as a “buffer against temporary output fluctuations”
(Wessels, 2009, p. 165; but see De Vries, 2018, who conceptualizes trust in the
EU as a reflection of regime evaluations, rather than policy evaluations).
Political trust can be linked to a number of factors. Research has focused
mostly on government performance (Choi & Woo, 2016; Wong, Wan, &
Hsiao, 2011), particularly corruption (Ares & Hernández, 2017; Hakhverdian
& Mayne, 2012; Morris & Klesner, 2010; van der Meer, 2010; van der Meer
& Hakhverdian, 2017) and economic performance (Foster & Frieden, 2017;
Torcal, 2014; van der Meer, 2010; van der Meer & Hakhverdian, 2017; Van
Erkel & van der Meer, 2016), but scholars have also considered characteristics
of politicians (Citrin & Green, 1986; Combs & Keller, 2010), context factors
(Marien, 2011; Miller & Listhaug, 1990; Rahn & Rudolph, 2005; van der Meer,
2010), or sociodemographic and other individual-level variables (Christensen
& Lægreid, 2005; Cole, 1973; Schyns & Koop, 2010; Zmerli & Newton, 2008).
The present dissertation follows the trust-as-evaluation approach, but also
considers an often-neglected question: How are evaluations of political
institutions, i.e. the basis of trust, formed in the first place? Citizens typically
receive information about governmental and economic performance from
the media (Iyengar & Kinder, 1987), particularly when an institution is far
removed from its citizens’ daily lives. One can assume that citizens react to
new information about a political institution by adjusting their evaluations of
it and consequently their trust in it. There is, however, no conclusive answer
to the question of how news media information changes political trust.
Previous research shows mixed results regarding the association between
media use and political trust. General news use was found to be associated
with higher (Strömbäck, Djerf-Pierre, & Shehata, 2016), lower (Pietsch &
Martin, 2011), or unchanged (Moy & Scheufele, 2000) levels of political
trust. TV news exposure has been associated with higher (Gross, Aday, &
Brewer, 2004) as well as lower (Avery, 2009) trust. Reading online news and
newspapers has been associated with higher political trust (Ceron, 2015).
This inconsistent pattern of results is likely due to correlational approaches,
which can lead to different outcomes depending on context, respondents’
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pre-existing attitudes (Avery, 2009; Ceron & Memoli, 2015) and the actual
media content. More negative, personalized, or “horse-race” news, and
uncivil discourse can decrease levels of trust in politics (Cappella, 2002;
Kleinnijenhuis, Hoof, & Oegema, 2006; Mutz & Reeves, 2005). There are,
however, very few studies that take specific media content into account when
studying changes in political trust. This is particularly the case in the complex
EU context, in which governance operates at different levels. This dissertation
aims at narrowing this gap in our knowledge. It examines how citizens form
their (dis)trust in the EU by studying the effects of cues from national politics,
the effects of media coverage about the institution itself, and the effects of
coverage of policy areas related to important predictors of EU attitudes,
namely the economy and immigration.

Research Question
The research question of the present dissertation is how the news media
shape political trust in the European Union. In four empirical chapters, I study
different types of information that could have an impact on citizens’ trust. First,
media coverage of the EU itself; second, media coverage of the economy;
third, media coverage of immigration; and fourth cues about national politics.
In the following, the chapters are briefly outlined.
Chapter 1 studies how trust in the EU changes when the news environment
changes in ten countries between 2004 and 2015. Visibility of the EU in the news
media and the tone of the coverage are analyzed using an automated content
analysis. The changes in media content are connected to Eurobarometer
survey data on trust in the EU. In particular, the chapter focuses on how a
changing media environment could moderate cue-taking, i.e. the relationship
between trust in national political institutions and trust in the EU. The direct
effects of the media are limited, but the chapter shows that changes in the
available information about the EU can dampen or amplify cue-taking.
Chapter 2 studies the impact of utilitarian considerations in the form of
economic news coverage. Since the economy is one of the core criteria of EU
performance evaluations, one can expect that new or changing information
about the economy in connection to the EU should impact trust. Using a
combination of an automated content analysis and nine-wave LISS panel data,
collected between 2007 and 2016 in the Netherlands, this chapter shows that
citizens who are exposed to a greater amount of economic news in the EU
context lose confidence in the economy as well as trust in the EU. Yet, while
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exposure to negative EU economic news has a negative effect on economic
confidence, it has a positive effect on trust in the EU. This could mean that,
specifically in times of crisis, some citizens see the EU as a trustworthy actor.
Chapter 3 focuses on identity-based considerations. In the EU context, such
considerations most often include attitudes towards immigration. This chapter
tests whether news coverage of immigration influences trust in the EU, and
whether these effects are different for coverage of a specific type of immigration:
refugees seeking asylum. Using a combination of content analysis data and
survey data from three rounds of the European Social Survey between 2012 and
2017 in 18 countries, this chapter shows that changes in the media environment
regarding immigration and refugees influence trust in the EU. However, the
effects depend on citizens’ ideological leaning and content characteristics.
Furthermore, the findings show that the impact of immigration attitudes on
trust in the EU becomes more important over the course of the refugee crisis.
Chapter 4 investigates the micro-mechanisms of cue-taking induced by survey
context in five countries. By manipulating the order and proximity of survey
items about trust in the EU and the national government in six experiments, this
chapter provides novel micro-level evidence for the extrapolation mechanism
according to which citizens rely on cues from national politics when they form
their trust in the EU. In addition, the chapter shows that the survey design
of commonly used datasets, such as the Eurobarometer and the European
Social Survey, could produce consistency effects that may bias research on
institutional trust.
In sum, this dissertation studies the effects of different types of media information
and cues on political trust in the European Union. It ties together literature on
antecedents of EU attitudes, the formation of political trust, and media effects.
Its main contributions lie in offering insights into how new information can (or
cannot) change political trust in the EU and its institutions.
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Chapter 1
Effects of the media
information
environment on trust
in the European Union
and cue-taking
This chapter was published as Brosius, A., van Elsas, E. J., & de
Vreese, C. H. (2019). Trust in the European Union: Effects of the
information environment. European Journal of Communication,
34(1), 57–73.
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Effects of the media information environment on trust in the European Union

Trust is an important factor for creating and stabilizing support for political
institutions. In recent years, however, many European citizens have lost trust in
the European Union. EU trust levels are slowly recovering after a considerable
decline following the European debt crisis. Yet, according to Eurobarometer
trends, far less than half of all European citizens trust the EU or its institutions
(European Commission, 2017). Pervasive levels of distrust threaten the EU’s
democratic legitimization. Not only does distrust inhibit political participation,
particularly turnout (Levi & Stoker, 2000), and satisfaction with democratic
processes (Hetherington, 1998), it may also further the crumbling of the
Union, as exemplified by the British vote to leave the EU. Given these farreaching potential consequences, understanding the determinants of political
trust is essential. Previous research indicates that trust in the EU depends on
emotional attachment and utilitarian considerations (Harteveld et al., 2013; see
also Introduction). The most important predictor of trust in the EU, however, is
not inherent in the EU itself. Due to a lack of actual knowledge about the EU,
citizens extrapolate from trust in national institutions. That means, trust in the
EU is heavily influenced by trust in national institutions (Harteveld et al., 2013).
However, these three determinants do not arise in a vacuum. Citizens receive
most information about the EU from the media (Gattermann & de Vreese,
2017; Vliegenthart et al., 2008), which may influence attachment to the EU as
well as utilitarian evaluations. Furthermore, the media may provide citizens
with information that they can use to form (dis)trust in the EU instead of relying
on cues from national politics. At this point, the role of media information for
EU trust is unclear. Mere visibility of the EU in the media environment might
increase trust, as citizens grow more familiar with it. On the other hand,
visibility of an institution might not always reflect positively on it; increased
negative reporting could decrease trust in the EU. We expect direct effects of
media visibility and tone on trust in the EU. But media information may also
moderate the impact of other factors, particularly by dampening the impact
of extrapolation – i.e. relying on cues from national political institutions. The
lack of knowledge and distinct opinions that causes extrapolation may in
part be explained by a lack of media reporting on the EU – citizens have few
opportunities to learn about the EU and how it functions. When there is more
media coverage of the EU or when the Union is evaluated more positively
or negatively, citizens may have more opportunities to form a judgment.
Therefore, we hypothesize that the mechanism of extrapolation is weaker when
media visibility of the EU is higher or when the coverage is more evaluative.
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These assumptions are tested using a mixed effects multilevel approach,
combining 23 rounds of Eurobarometer survey data (N=193,182) and an
automated content analysis of EU and Euro coverage from ten European
countries between 2004 and 2015. The results of this study contribute to a
better understanding of media effects on the formation of political trust in the
European Union.

Determinants of trust in the EU
A certain extent of trust in political institutions is vital for a democracy in
which citizens feel adequately represented (van der Meer, 2010). While a
moderate amount of distrust can be healthy, too much causes dissatisfaction
(Hetherington, 1998) and discourages citizens from political participation (Levi
& Stoker, 2000). As van der Meer (2010, p. 518) puts it, “political trust functions
as the glue that keeps the system together and as the oil that lubricates the
policy machine”. Trust can be conceptualized as the evaluation of a social
relation, based on violations of or compliance with certain expectations (Baier,
1986; Coleman, 1990; Kasperson, Golding, & Tuler, 1992).2 This implies that
trust is continually re-established in the light of new information. For political
trust, evaluations can relate to, among other factors, the level of corruption, the
degree of proportional representation in government, and macro-economic
performance (van der Meer, 2010; van der Meer & Hakhverdian, 2017).
Harteveld and colleagues (2013) systematized the three main explanations for
why citizens trust or distrust the EU. First, the “logic of rationality” assumes
that citizens’ trust is based on the perceived performance of the EU. Second,
the “logic of identity” conceptualizes trust as a consequence of emotional
attachment to the EU. These two logics have also been identified as the central
explanations of Euroscepticism in a broader sense (Hooghe & Marks, 2005).
However, for trust in EU institutions, a third logic is particularly important: the
“logic of extrapolation”, according to which citizens base their trust in the EU on
their trust in more familiar national institutions. On the individual level, citizens
who trust their own government also trust the EU more than those who distrust
their government (Anderson, 1998; Armingeon & Ceka, 2014; Harteveld et al.,
2013; Muñoz, Torcal, & Bonet, 2011); their trust in the national government
functions as a proxy for trust in the EU. However, the pattern reverses on
the aggregate level: Citizens from countries where the average trust in the
2

The “trust-as-evaluation” approach is juxtaposed in the literature to trust as a stable disposition
that exists irrespective of the object, but this latter approach has found less resonance in the
political trust literature.
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government is low tend to trust the EU more than those from countries where
the average trust in the national government is higher (Hobolt, 2012; Muñoz
et al., 2011). See Armingeon and Ceka (2014) for a number of arguments that
support the causal effect of trust in national institutions on trust in the EU (and
not vice versa).
One reason for using proxies is a lack of knowledge (Lau & Redlawsk, 2001).
The relation between trust in national institutions and trust in the EU is weaker
for individuals with greater knowledge about the EU (Armingeon & Ceka,
2014; Muñoz, 2017); knowledgeable citizens base their evaluations more on
actual characteristics and developments of the EU (Harteveld et al., 2013; van
der Meer & Hakhverdian, 2017).

Media effects on political trust
In order to gain knowledge and form political opinions, citizens rely on the
mass media, particularly when an issue is distant and abstract, such as the
EU and how it functions (Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2006; Vliegenthart et al., 2008;
Mazzoleni, 2014). Yet, evidence on the effects of media content on political
trust is inconclusive so far. In some studies, the consumption of online news
(Ceron, 2015), newspapers and radio news (Avery, 2009), and news media
more generally (Strömbäck et al., 2016) is associated with higher political trust.
In others, media use is associated with decreased political trust (Pietsch &
Martin, 2011), or reinforces previously held trust judgments (Ceron & Memoli,
2015). A third group of studies found no effects of media use on political trust
whatsoever (Gross et al., 2004; Moy & Scheufele, 2000).
A possible explanation for these inconsistent findings is that most of these
studies rely on self-reported media use and do not take actual media content
into account. Media visibility (the sheer amount of coverage of a topic) and
media tone (the evaluation of a topic) can have complementary effects on
political attitudes and behavior (Geiß & Schäfer, 2017; Hopmann, Vliegenthart,
de Vreese, & Albæk, 2010).
Mere exposure to an object can create a more favorable evaluation of the
respective object, as long as it is not connected to negative cues (Zajonc,
2001). Increased media reporting about political institutions provides more
transparency (Moy & Hussain, 2011). Transparency (Norris, 2001), familiarity,
and knowledge about a political institution (Armingeon & Ceka, 2014; Karp,
Banducci, & Bowler, 2003) in turn increase political trust. Especially in the case
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of the rather distant EU, increased media reporting has the potential to increase
trust. Higher media visibility of the EU is associated with increased knowledge
about it (de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2006; Hobolt & Tilley, 2014), which in turn
is associated with more support (Scharkow & Vogelgesang, 2010; Vliegenthart
et al., 2008). Exposure to the EU can reduce Euroscepticism (de Vreese,
2007). Previous research showed that attitudes towards EU enlargement were
influenced by the general media environment, rather than by individual media
exposure (Azrout et al., 2012). We therefore assume that sheer increased
visibility of the EU in the general media environment increases citizens’ trust
in the Union.
Hypothesis 1: (a) Higher media visibility of the EU is associated with higher
trust in the EU.
However, not all publicity is good publicity. Besides visibility, tonality of media
reporting can also change political attitudes (Balmas & Sheafer, 2010). In line
with the media-malaise hypothesis (Robinson, 1976), particularly negative
information about politics (Ceron, 2015) and uncivil political discourse (Mutz
& Reeves, 2005) decrease political trust. Like political news in general (Soroka
& McAdams, 2015), the EU is often subject to rather negative media coverage,
particularly in the older member states (de Vreese et al., 2006; Peter et al.,
2003). Negative news has stronger effects on recipients than positive news
(Soroka & McAdams, 2015); however, positive news has also been found to
positively affect EU attitudes (Desmet et al., 2015). Based on this evidence, we
hypothesize the following.
Hypothesis 1: (b) More positive media coverage of the EU is associated with more
trust in the EU, while (c) more negative coverage is associated with less trust.
When the news environment provides citizens with more information about
the EU, citizens might also rely more on it, and less on cues from national
politics. As discussed, previous research found proxies from trust in the
national government to be the strongest predictor of trust in the EU, but less
so for individuals who are more knowledgeable about politics (Armingeon
& Ceka, 2014; Muñoz, 2017). We hypothesize that citizens will rely less on
proxies from the national government when forming their EU trust when the
EU is more visible in the media environment, because they can acquire more
information to base their judgment on. A similar mechanism is plausible for
tonality: Very positive or negative information might make citizens rely more
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on these media evaluations of the EU instead of extrapolation, seeing that
more emotional information tends to have a stronger effect on attitudes than
neutral information (Soroka & McAdams, 2015).
Hypothesis 2: The impact of trust in the national government on trust in the
EU is weaker when the EU is (a) more visible in the news and when the news
coverage is (b) more positive or (c) more negative.

Method
We combined data from an automated content analysis with survey data. The
content data are obtained from a newspaper archive for the following ten
countries: Austria, Denmark, Germany, United Kingdom, France, Ireland, Italy,
the Netherlands, Poland, and Spain. For each country, we chose the broadsheet
with the largest circulation that is also available in the archive (see Appendix
1A). We made this methodological choice for three main reasons. First, there
is evidence that EU coverage in broadsheet newspapers reflects a diverse
range of stances towards the EU (Conti & Memoli, 2017). Second, broadsheet
newspapers often set the agenda for other news outlets, or are influenced
by them in a reciprocal process, (Golan, 2006; Kruikemeier, Gattermann, &
Vliegenthart, 2018; Picard, 2015), and therefore reflect how a topic is covered
more generally (Vliegenthart et al., 2008). Third, by including country fixed
effects, our analytical approach focuses on changes in trust over time within
countries, while controlling for between-country differences, making the
analysis less sensitive to the broadsheets’ specific editorial stances. In sum,
albeit not a comprehensive account, we deem the selection of one broadsheet
per country suitable to the purpose of our study.
We collected two separate media corpora. The first one focuses on coverage
about the EU as an institution and includes every article that mentions the
words “European Union” or the abbreviation “EU” in the headline or subtitle.
We developed this search string with the goal to only include articles in which
the EU is the main topic. This enables us to conduct an automated content
analysis without including articles that are only remotely or not at all related to
the EU. However, one of the most important European issues of the last decade
is not necessarily covered in this corpus. The Euro crisis made European
integration a more important political issue (Otjes & Katsanidou, 2017) and
had severe consequences for citizens’ evaluations of the EU. Therefore, we
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collected a second corpus of media coverage on the Euro, which includes
articles with references to the Euro in headlines and subtitles.

1

The algorithm used to determine the tone of the headlines is SentiStrength
(Thelwall, Buckley, & Paltoglou, 2012) in Python. This algorithm automatically
estimates positive and negative sentiment in short texts in different languages3,
based on keywords, taking negation and booster words into account. Given
SentiStrength’s purpose of analyzing short units of text, we focused only on
the headlines and subtitles of the articles, which are also the most prominent
and most read part of the newspaper and reflect broader changes in the
media environment4. Positivity and negativity in our dataset reflect the average
sentiment scores in the period between the survey waves, with 1 being a neutral
sentiment and 5 being the maximum positive or negative sentiment possible5.
Visibility is measured as the average number of articles per month between
the survey rounds. In total, the EU corpus includes 53,378 articles, while the
Euro corpus includes 52,141 articles. The distribution across newspapers is
included in Appendix 1A.
The corresponding survey data were obtained from the biannual Standard
Eurobarometer from 2004 to 2015 (23 time points). It is typically conducted
in the first and the third quarter of a year. The total number of respondents
in all ten countries and at all time points in our sample is N = 193,182. Trust
in the EU and in the national government are dichotomous variables and
consist of the answer to the question whether the respondent “tends to trust”
or “tends not to trust” the EU or the government, respectively. Further control
variables include age in years, education (measured as the age at which full3

4
5

Danish is the only language in our sample that is not supported by SentiStrength. Therefore,
we automatically translated the Danish headlines into English with Google Translate and used
the English version of SentiStrength. Google Translate is useful and valid for translations that
are analyzed using bag-of-words approaches like SentiStrength (de Vries, Schoonvelde, &
Schumacher, 2018). However, it is of course only a proxy. We validated the approach by testing
it for Dutch. Analogous to the Danish headlines, we translated a random sample of 100 Dutch
headlines into English and compared the resulting scores to the ones obtained using the Dutch
version. While the average sentiment for the original Dutch version is 1.02 positive and 1.51
negative, the average sentiment for the translated version is 1.10 positive and 1.42 negative.
In order to ensure that the results do not depend on this deviation, all models were also run
excluding Denmark. This robustness check showed that almost all results held, with the exception
of direct effects of media positivity (see Appendix 1B). We take this deviation into account when
interpreting the results.
Goldberg, Brosius, and de Vreese (2019) show that analyzing headlines of newspapers leads to
highly similar conclusions about EU media content as analyzing full newspaper texts.
In Chapter 2, we assess the accuracy of the tone measurement of SentiStrength and an
alternative approach, compared to human coding of tone, and find that SentiStrength performs
at satisfactory levels.
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time education was stopped), and gender. Respondents were excluded if they
did not answer the relevant questions. Table 1.1 shows descriptive statistics of
all variables.
Using the lme4 package (Bates et al., 2015) in R (R Core Team, 2016), we
estimated a two-level mixed-effects generalized linear model with random
slopes and intercepts for the different survey waves, country fixed effects, and
media information as a contextual moderator of the relation between trust
in the national government and in the EU. Using this approach, we control
for between-country variation in the newspaper coverage due to different
editorial stances of the selected newspapers6. Individuals are at the first level
and survey waves at the second. The predictor variable trust in the national
government was group mean-centered and media visibility, positivity, and
negativity were grand mean-centered (Enders & Tofighi, 2007; Kreft, de Leeuw,
& Aiken, 1995). The results are visualized using the R packages stargazer
(Hlavac, 2015) and ggplot2 (Wickham, 2015).

Results
Figure 1.1 displays the development of EU and Euro visibility over time, while
Figure 1.2 shows the development of tonality. EU visibility decreased over the
last decade, which is in line with research on election campaign statements,
in which salience of the EU decreased in the 2000s (Hoeglinger, 2016). Euro
visibility skyrocketed during the Euro crisis (see also Chapter 2, which shows
that economic EU coverage increases considerably between 2010 and 2011).
There was some fluctuation in the positive sentiment, but in general, there is
little positivity in EU and Euro coverage. The tone became increasingly more
negative over time, particularly around the Euro crisis.

6

26

Since this approach can induce artificially low standard errors, we also replicated our results using
survey- and country fixed effects in a multilevel-model with a random intercept at the countrywave level and random slopes for the variables in cross-level interactions. This more conservative
approach results in highly similar substantive conclusions.

Table 1.1 Descriptive Statistics
1

Mean

SD

Min

Max

Trust in EU

0.45

0.50

0

1

Trust in national government

0.36

0.48

0

1

Education

18.88

4.93

0

83

Age

50.55

16.77

15

99

Gender

0.48

0.50

0 (female)

1 (male)

Visibility EU

38.51

21.89

0.67

111.71

Positivity EU

1.13

0.09

1.00

1.57

Negativity EU

1.44

0.23

1.00

1.98

Visibility Euro

38.95

36.55

0.25

166.43

Positivity Euro

1.17

0.10

1.00

1.50

Negativity Euro

1.42

0.29

1.00

2.33

Figure 1.1 Development of EU and Euro visibility over time
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Figure 1.2 Development of positive and negative sentiment in EU and Euro coverage over
time.

Table 1.2 shows the results of the stepwise specification of our model. Model 1
is the baseline model without any predictors. In Model 2, we added education,
age, gender, trust in the national government, and country dummy variables,
with fixed slopes and random intercepts at the survey level. In Model 3, we
added the group predictor variables EU visibility, positivity, and negativity and
freed the slope of trust in the national government, allowing the impact of trust
in the national government on trust in the EU to vary over time points. In Model
4, we added cross-level interaction terms for trust in the national government
and all media variables. Model 5 and 6 replicate Model 3 and 4 for the Euro
coverage variables. Given that it is not possible to compare higher-level
variances and regression coefficients across logistic models, because they
are rescaled in each model (Browne, Subramanian, Jones, & Goldstein, 2005;
Hox, 2010, pp. 133–134), we calculated predicted probabilities for statistically
significant media effects, based on Model 4 for the EU coverage and Model 6
for the Euro coverage, using the effects package (Fox & Hong, 2006, 2009) in
R (R Core Team, 2016), which averages over all other terms in the model.
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The control variables influence trust in the EU as expected: Younger and more
educated people trust the EU more, while gender has no effect. Trust in the
national government exerts a strong positive influence on trust in the EU,
which replicates previous research on the importance of national heuristics
(Anderson 1998; Harteveld et al. 2013). Turning to the hypotheses, media
visibility of the Euro and the EU has a statistically significant, but small, positive
relation to trust in the EU: If Euro visibility increases from no visibility to high
visibility (100 articles per month), the predicted probability to trust the EU
increases from 41.9% to 47.8%. For EU visibility, it increases from 43.0% for
no visibility to 45.7% for high visibility (100 articles per month). This supports
Hypothesis 1a: Higher media visibility of the EU is associated with higher trust
in the EU when media tone is held constant (see also Chapter 3, in which we find
similar results for the effect of EU visibility on trust, using data from a manual
content analysis and different survey data). We also find direct effects of the
tone of media coverage. For the Euro coverage, the predicted probability to
trust the EU increases from 43.5% in a neutral media environment (positivity
score 1) to 45.6% in the most positive media environment (positivity score
1.5). However, positive EU coverage does not exert statistically significant
effects in Model 4, and a negative effect in Model 3. Furthermore, the effects
of positive EU and Euro coverage did not hold up in the test excluding Danish
respondents (see Appendix 1B). These results offer only limited support for
Hypothesis 1b, and the effect size is marginal. Negative Euro coverage has
a significant negative effect on trust in the EU in Model 5, but not Model 6;
the predicted probability to trust the EU decreases from 45.6% in a neutral
media environment (negativity score 1) to 42.0% in the most negative media
environment (negativity score 2). However, the effect is not replicated for the
EU coverage. Hypothesis 1c is therefore also only partly supported. Overall,
the main effects remain either small or statistically insignificant and offer no
consistent support for Hypothesis 1a – c.
Turning to the interaction effects, visibility of the Euro strengthens the relation
of trust in national institutions and trust in the EU. For those that trust their
national government the least, the probability to trust the EU only increases
from 19.6% to 20.9% when Euro visibility increases (from 0 to 100 articles per
month), while it increases from 76.7% to 89.2% for those that trust their national
government the most. This indicates that, with increased coverage, people
rely more on cues from national politics when forming their EU trust judgment.
EU visibility has a similar effect, which, however, only approaches statistical
significance. Hypothesis 2a is therefore not supported.
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Table 1.2 Trust in the EU
(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

Trust in nat. gov’t.

(1)

2.28***
(0.01)

2.28***
(0.05)

2.29***
(0.05)

2.28***
(0.05)

2.29***
(0.05)

Education

0.04***
(0.00)

0.04***
(0.00)

0.04***
(0.00)

0.04***
(0.00)

0.04***
(0.00)

0.01
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

-0.01***
(0.00)

-0.01***
(0.00)

-0.01***
(0.00)

-0.01***
(0.00)

-0.01***
(0.00)

EU visibility

0.00
(0.00)

0.00*
(0.00)

EU positivity

-0.33*
(0.14)

-0.21
(0.14)

EU negativity

-0.05
(0.06)

-0.14**
(0.05)

Euro visibility

0.00***
(0.00)

0.00***
(0.00)

Euro positivity

0.18*
(0.13)

0.18*
(0.13)

Euro negativity

-0.09**
(0.03)

-0.07
(0.03)

Gender (male)
Age

Trust (nat.) *
EU visibility

-0.00
(0.00)

Trust (nat.) *
EU positivity

1.69***
(0.17)

Trust (nat.) *
EU negativity

-0.92***
(0.06)

Trust (nat.) *
Euro visibility

0.00***
(0.00)

Trust (nat.) *
Euro positivity

0.70***
(0.13)

Trust (nat.) *
Euro negativity

-0.42***
(0.05)

Constant

-0.21**
(0.07)

-1.33***
(0.10)

-1.39***
(0.11)

-1.48***
(0.11)

-1.33***
(0.10)

-1.33***
(0.11)

Log Likelihood

-129,864.99 -104,205.84 -104,055.22 -103,886.18 -104,035.80 -103,892.30

Akaike Inf. Crit.

259,733.97

208,441.69

208,150.44

207,818.37

208,111.60

207,830.50

Bayesian Inf. Crit.

259,754.31

208,594.26

208,353.87

208,052.31

208,315.00

208,064.50

Variance:
Survey (Intercept)

0.13

0.22

0.22

0.22

0.22

0.22

0.04

0.05

0.04

0.05

Variance:
Survey (Slope)

N
193,182; 23 193,182; 23 193,182; 23 193,182; 23 193,182; 23 193,182; 23
(individuals; surveys)
Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001. SEs are in parentheses.
For presentational clarity, country dummies are not displayed in the table.
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Positive information also strengthens the relation between trust in the national
government and trust in the EU: For the EU coverage, positivity decreases
the probability to trust in the EU for those that do not trust their national
government from 22.3% to 16.2 %, while it increases it from 77.1% to 84.0%
for those that trust their government.
For the Euro coverage, positivity does not change the probability to trust the
EU for those who do not trust their national government, while it increases it
from 77.9% to 83.1% for those that do trust their government. This means that
positivity reinforces the relationship between trust in the national government
and trust in the EU, which does not support Hypothesis 2b (see Figure 1.4).
Figure 1.3 Interaction effect of Euro visibility and trust in the national government on trust
in the EU
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Figure 1.4 Interaction effect of Euro and EU positivity and trust in the national government
on trust in the EU
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Figure 1.5 Interaction effects of Euro and EU negativity and trust in the national government
on trust in the EU
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Negativity, on the other hand, weakens the relationship between trust in the
national government and trust in the EU. For those that do not to trust the
national government, negativity changes the probability to trust from 17.7%
to 23.4% (EU coverage) or 19.1% to 22.3% (Euro coverage), while it decreases
the probability to trust much more substantially for those that do trust from
84.2% to 72.2% (EU coverage) or 82.1% to 74.1% (Euro coverage). This means,
negativity weakens the relation between trust in the national government and
trust in the EU, which supports Hypothesis 2c (see Figure 1.5).

Discussion
This chapter investigated how media coverage of the EU and the Euro
contributes to the formation of trust in the EU among citizens. It is the first
study to investigate the effects of media content on EU trust. While previous
studies on media effects on political trust have often relied on self-reports
of media use (Avery, 2009; Moy & Scheufele, 2000) or estimated proxies
for media content based on political positions (Ceron & Memoli, 2015), the
present study uses an alternative approach by analyzing actual media content
and connecting it to survey data in different country contexts and over a
period of 10 years. The results show that trust in the Union is higher when
the EU and the Euro are more visible in the media. Negative EU and Euro
coverage dampens the relationship between trust in the national government
and trust in the European Union, while positive EU and Euro coverage and
higher visibility of the EU amplify this relation.
This study contributes to the extant literature in multiple ways. It shows
that media coverage and EU trust are related, even though direct effects
are limited (but see Chapter 3, in which we find more consistent effects
of EU visibility and positive valence of EU coverage on trust in the EU).
Previous research found mixed results that suggested positive, negative,
and no effects of media use on political trust. The results of the present
study suggest that these differential effects on trust could be explained by
differences in both media visibility and tone. This is in line with recent findings
that media tone and visibility can have complementary effects on political
attitudes and vote choice (Geiß & Schäfer, 2017; Hopmann et al., 2010).
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The interaction effects are particularly interesting. Citizens use proxies “when
in doubt” (Anderson, 1998). The extent to which they doubt, however, may
be reduced by media information. Concerning negativity, citizens rely less on
cues from national politics if there is more negative information about the EU
available. There are two possible explanations for this. First, citizens might gain
knowledge through the negative information in the media, for example about
how the EU handled the European debt crisis. In this case, the implication
would be that media coverage helps citizens make more informed judgments
about political institutions and prevents “blind trust”. Especially seeing that
citizens generally have little knowledge about the EU, it seems plausible that
media coverage provides citizens with information to educate their political
stances. However, not everyone learns from the media under all circumstances.
A second explanation is that citizens do not actually gain knowledge, but that
they use the negative media climate as a new proxy for their judgment. In
that case, citizens would not necessarily make more informed judgments, but
rather use a different proxy to extrapolate from.
Positive media information and visibility, however, have the opposite effect
and strengthen the relationship between trust in the government and in the
EU. While the likelihood to trust the EU did not increase for those that do
not trust their government, it increased for the citizens that do trust their
government. In that sense, positive information and visibility of the EU rather
had a polarizing function, creating a bigger divide between those that trust a
number of institutions and those that do not trust any institution. This finding
is in line with some previous research (Ceron & Memoli, 2015) and has two
interesting aspects. On one hand, it supports our expectation that, when there
is more positive or neutral information available, some citizens (who already
trust their own government) are more likely to also trust the EU. This means that
positive media coverage may strengthen the cues that they get from national
politics. For these citizens, “to know it is to love it” (Karp et al., 2003). On the
other hand, there are many citizens who distrust both institutions and whose
opinions are very unlikely to be changed by media information, regardless
of whether it is positive or negative. Positive EU coverage cannot outweigh
the cues to distrust. Does this mean that some citizens have a syndrome of
distrust in political institutions that cannot be changed? This conclusion may
seem unwarranted, given that trust is a complex construct, influenced by many
factors (van der Meer, 2010) – and only one of them being media information.
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Several limitations underlie the interpretation of these findings, mostly
regarding the data used. While the Eurobarometer offers representative
survey data from different European countries and over time, the questionnaire
design also imposes certain restrictions. In particular, the trust variables are
measured on a dichotomous scale, which does not allow for analyzing varying
degrees of trust. Furthermore, the lack of some relevant individual-level
control variables could conceal hypothesized media effects. For example, it
is possible that effects of the media environment are stronger for individuals
who use more news media. Future research could overcome these problems
by employing surveys that offer more nuanced measures of political trust
and individual media use. The country-level media data also have certain
limitations, as we only analyzed one newspaper per country. Even though
changes in broadsheet newspaper coverage reflect general developments in
the media landscape, a more inclusive analysis of multiple news media outlets
could paint a more comprehensive picture of the available information about
the EU. This is particularly the case in a time in which people increasingly
lose trust in the mainstream media (Edelman, 2017) – possibly, new media
sources exert a stronger or different influence on EU trust than broadsheet
newspapers. Finally, the use of longitudinal data offers a dynamic perspective
on media coverage and EU trust, yet repeated cross-sections do not allow for
establishing causal relationships. And while it is intuitive that public opinion
is influenced by the media, especially when most citizen receive information
about the EU through the news, it is also possible that the media merely imitate
societal trends (Cappella, 2002).
Taken together, the present research suggests that trust in the EU is associated
with the amount of media reporting about the EU and its tonality in national
news media. It opens up new perspectives on antecedents of EU trust and EU
evaluations more generally, highlighting the role of news media in the recent
decline of trust in the EU. This is particularly important in a time in which
pervasive levels of distrust could threaten the democratic legitimization of
the EU, which is now dubbed a “crisis of trust” (Foster & Frieden, 2017). More
neutral and positive information may increase transparency, knowledge, and
trust and thereby reduce the EU’s democratic deficit. Increased trust could
go hand in hand with higher turnout rates, which were historically low in the
elections for the European Parliament in 2014 (European Parliament, 2014).
And while it is not possible to change the news at one’s will, this study could
help inform how the EU communicates its activities to journalists. This is
particularly relevant, given the EU’ notorious “communication deficit” and
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the fact that the EU typically only becomes visible in the media during crises
(van Noije, 2010). However, the results also show that there are some citizens
whose opinions can hardly be swayed by media content.
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Chapter 2
Effects of exposure to
economic news on trust
in the European Union
This chapter was published as Brosius, A., van Elsas, E. J., & de Vreese, C. H.
(2019). Bad news, declining trust? Effects of exposure to economic news on
trust in the European Union. International Journal of Public Opinion Research,
0(0), 1-20. doi:10.1093/ijpor/edz025
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The news media are a powerful source of information for many citizens to base
their support for a political system on. There is also a long-standing research
interest in how the economy influences support for political systems. Common
wisdom holds that political trust declines following a recession, and such a
decline has been specifically observed in the European Union after the onset
of the Great Recession in 2008. However, existing evidence for an effect of
objective economic conditions on political support is mixed (e.g. van der Meer
& Hakhverdian, 2017). Citizens’ political trust seems to be more influenced by
their subjective evaluations of the economy than by objective macro-economic
developments. We know from previous research that economic news coverage
can present a skewed image of real-life economic developments, yet is an
important source of citizens’ economic evaluations (Damstra & Boukes, 2018;
van Dalen et al., 2018). Thus, citizens’ subjective perceptions of the economy
could diverge from actual developments. This raises the question to what extent
exposure to economic news impacts citizens’ support for the institutions held
responsible for economic developments.
The present study analyzes the effects of economic news exposure on trust in
the European Union. The economy is a core policy area for the EU, and member
states’ economic affairs have become increasingly integrated – particularly
during and after the European debt crisis. As the Euro decreased in value,
unemployment rates rose, and member states were on the verge of bankruptcy,
the EU became a more important political actor. The economy was seen as the
most important issue facing the EU in the early 2010s (European Commission,
2018). In parallel to these developments, political support for the EU declined;
particularly trust in the European Union plummeted (European Commission,
2018). Economic news impacts citizens’ evaluations of the economy (Damstra
& Boukes, 2018; Hollanders & Vliegenthart, 2011). Yet, it is unclear whether
economic media coverage also impacts trust in the institutions with policy
responsibility for the economy, such as the EU. Furthermore, we know little about
the connection between the state of the economy and trust in the EU beyond the
specific context of the Euro crisis.
We study the effects of exposure to EU economic news on trust in the EU,
using a combination of an automated content analysis of the tone and visibility
of economic newspaper coverage in the EU context and individual-level
media exposure measures from a nine-wave panel survey in the Netherlands
(2007-2016). This dynamic set-up allows us to analyze how change in individuallevel media exposure and changes in the amount and tone of economic news can
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induce changes in trust in the EU. Our study is among the first to use individuallevel panel data to test the effects of news exposure on institutional trust.
Furthermore, we are able to compare these effects to those of news exposure
on economic confidence, which have been established in previous research
(Hollanders & Vliegenthart, 2011).

2

We find that citizens who are exposed to more economic news lose confidence
in the economy and trust in the European Union. To an extent, this supports the
expectation that economic media coverage is an important source of evaluations
that drive political trust. However, the results also show an important nuance to this
relationship: the effect of economic news coverage on political trust depends on
its tone. Exposure to positive economic news has a positive effect on economic
confidence but has a negative effect on trust in the EU, indicating that the EU
does not profit from positive coverage of economic growth or recovery. Yet,
while exposure to negative economic news has the expected negative effect on
economic confidence, it has a positive effect on trust in the EU. This suggests that
rather than holding the EU responsible for negative economic developments, it
may be seen as a remedy for a worsening economic situation. More generally,
this finding may indicate that citizens are able to distinguish between different
objects (i.e. the economy and the EU) when deciding to what extent they trust
them, suggesting a higher level of sophistication than often assumed.

Theory
Trust in the EU as an evaluation of economic performance. Political trust
changes as evaluations of an institution change (van der Meer & Hakhverdian,
2017) and can thus be conceptualized as a measure of generalized institutional
support. Evaluations of the European Union are generally categorized into
“soft” factors, such as identity considerations, and “hard” factors, such as
economic calculus (Hooghe & Marks, 2004; McLaren, 2002). In addition to
these factors, citizens base their EU support on cues from national politics
(Armingeon & Ceka, 2014; Harteveld et al., 2013). In the context of changing
political trust, much scholarly attention has been paid to performance of
institutions, operationalized as procedural characteristics and economic
outcomes. This is in line with the economic voting literature, which shows that
citizens vote in favor of a government when the economy develops positively,
whereas they vote against it when the economy develops negatively (e.g.
Lewis-Beck & Stegmaier, 2000).
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However, when it comes to changes in political trust, there is only mixed
evidence for the impact of objective macro-economic developments,
especially when procedural characteristics, such as corruption, are taken into
account (see van der Meer & Hakhverdian, 2017 for an overview). In the EU
context, the European debt crisis was associated with declines in political trust
(Gomez, 2015). Citizens who were personally affected by the crisis were more
likely to vote for Eurosceptic parties (Hobolt & De Vries, 2016) and EU support
dropped most in countries most affected most by the crisis (Armingeon &
Ceka, 2014). However, the relationship between economic developments
and EU support beyond this specific crisis is more contested. Eichenberg and
Dalton (2007) found that macroeconomic performance (GDP, unemployment,
inflation) and EU support are only related to each other until the early 1990s,
but afterwards (between 1991 and 2004), GDP or unemployment rates
no longer influenced EU support. Koehler et al. (2019), on the other hand,
found that higher GDP growth rates in a country are related to higher levels
of EU support between 2010 and 2012, but they find the opposite pattern
for unemployment rates: In regions where unemployment is higher, citizens
support the EU more, indicating that citizens may see the EU as the solution
rather than the problem in some cases (Koehler et al., 2019). Other studies
have found no effect of objective macro-economic factors on EU support and
trust at all (e.g. Armingeon & Ceka, 2014).
While the effect of objective macro-economic factors on institutional support
is disputed, there is more consistent (albeit numerically less) evidence that
citizens’ subjective evaluations of economic performance influence political
trust (Armingeon & Guthmann, 2014; van der Meer & Dekker, 2011). Support
for the European Union is higher when citizens perceive the economic situation
positively (de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2005; Hooghe & Marks, 2005). This
discrepancy in effects of objective indicators and subjective perceptions raises
questions about how citizens learn about the economy, how they develop
their economic evaluations and expectations, and how they translate these
evaluations into support for political institutions.
Effects of economic news coverage. In general, economic evaluations follow
real economic developments, i.e. citizens respond to information about the
economy by adjusting their evaluations accordingly (De Vries, Hobolt, & Tilley,
2018). A discrepancy between subjective perceptions of the economy and
objective developments may arise if citizens do not evaluate the state of the
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economy “correctly”, which may in part be due to how the economy is covered
by the news media. Damstra and Boukes (2018) show that economic news
coverage – the main source of information – does not always accurately reflect
real-world economic developments but is typically more negative (see also
Hester & Gibson, 2003). Furthermore, there is more economic news coverage
when the economic situation worsens than when it improves (Damstra &
Boukes, 2018; Soroka, 2012; van Dalen, de Vreese, & Albæk, 2017; but see
Casey & Owen, 2013).
However, before turning to our expectations on the effects of economic
news coverage, a first necessary step is to assess to what extent news
consumption in general impacts political trust. The existing evidence for
this is mixed. Some studies find that there is no relation between media use
and political trust (e.g. Moy & Scheufele, 2000). General news consumption
was found to be associated with both lower (e.g. Pietsch & Martin, 2011)
and higher (e.g. Strömbäck, Djerf-Pierre, & Shehata, 2016) levels of
political trust. There are also differential results for different types of media
(Avery, 2009; Ceron, 2015; Gross et al., 2004). The theoretical assumptions
about the effect of media use on political trust are often based on content
characteristics of the media, even though those are rarely tested directly.
Receiving more information about political institutions could increase
perceived transparency and political knowledge and, consequentially, trust.
However, using media outlets that contain negative information about politics
may increase cynicism and distrust. The mixed patterns of existing evidence
point to the importance of considering both general news consumption as
well as consumption of specific content.
There is no evidence regarding the effect of news consumption on trust in
the EU, specifically. We hypothesize that increased general news consumption
has a positive impact on trust in the European Union, as it could increase
transparency and political knowledge, which consequently improves political
trust (Armingeon & Guthmann, 2014; Karp et al., 2003). This could be
particularly important for an institution that citizens generally know little about
(Anderson, 1998; Hobolt, 2012).
Hypothesis 1: When citizens increase their news consumption, they trust the
EU more.
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Even if there are reasons to expect general news consumption to have a universal
effect on political trust, the actual content of news coverage is crucial for how
media effects play out. Changes in the volume and tone of available news
media information can impact trust in the European Union. The core interest
of the present chapter is the volume and tone of economic news coverage.
Despite not being a perfect reflection of economic developments (and hence
potentially inducing incorrect perceptions), economic news coverage is
able to convey some information about the state of the economy to citizens:
It generally covers broader trends correctly, i.e. it is more positive during
economic growth and more negative during recession (van Dalen et al., 2017).
Economic news coverage not only impacts knowledge, consumer confidence
(Hollanders & Vliegenthart, 2011; Jonkman, Boukes, & Vliegenthart, 2019),
internal economic efficacy (Svensson, Albæk, van Dalen, & de Vreese, 2017),
and expectations about the economy (Damstra & Boukes, 2018), especially
when citizens are not personally affected by economic changes (Jonkman et
al., 2019). Economic news coverage can also influence political attitudes and
voting behavior (Alt, Lassen, & Marshall, 2016; Shah, Watts, Domke, Fan, &
Fibison, 1999; Sheafer, 2008); Kalogeropoulos et al. (2016) show that exposure
to economic news drives evaluations of the government based on the economy.
There is some evidence that economic news coverage also impacts attitudes
towards the EU. When the media framed the EU as a “savior” for crisis-affected
countries, citizens’ pro-European attitudes were strengthened, but they were
weakened when the EU was framed as a victim of the economic crisis (Koehler
et al., 2019). Experimental evidence shows that a single media report about
the economic situation in a potential member country can influence support
for EU enlargement (Maier & Rittberger, 2008). Overall, these findings indicate
that economic news coverage may have an effect on trust in the European
Union. However, there are no studies investigating the effect of changes in
economic news coverage on support for the EU beyond the specific context
of the European debt crisis. This is somewhat surprising, given that economic
policy is at the core of the European project and impacts citizens in all EU
member countries. Furthermore, no study has assessed the effects of EU
economic news on EU support in a dynamic setting (i.e. using individual-level
panel data), which would allow for a more stringent causal test (van der Meer,
2017). In order to fill these gaps in the literature, we test several hypotheses.
First, we expect that, in the case of the economy, “no news is good news”.
Since the news media cover negative economic events more often (even
though sometimes in a neutral tone), sheer increased visibility of the economy
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in the EU context may prompt citizens to become more skeptical of the EU.
Furthermore, there is some evidence that EU news can function as a “red
cloth” and lead citizens to become more negative if they had negative views
on the EU to begin with (Wojcieszak, Azrout, & de Vreese, 2018). Therefore,
we expect that mere exposure to news about the EU economy leads to lower
trust in the EU.
This assumption is based on the aforementioned studies on the impact of
economic news on economic evaluations. To test this effect in parallel, we
include confidence in the economy as a second dependent variable. This
allows us to not only test the key assumption that citizens pick up economic
evaluations from the media, but also to compare the direct effects of media
exposure on economic confidence and on trust in the EU. Notwithstanding
the more complex, mediated causal mechanisms that could connect these
two attitudinal outcome variables, this study focuses on the direct (i.e.
simultaneous) effects of changes in EU economic news coverage on trust in
the EU and on economic confidence.
Hypothesis 2: When citizens encounter more news about the EU economy, they
lose (a) trust in the EU and (b) confidence in the economy.
However, the specific tone of economic news coverage may have differential
effects. We expect that when citizens see more negative news about the
economy in the EU, it negatively affects their trust in the EU, whereas positive
economic news should have the opposite effect. Previous research shows that
negative news has stronger effects than positive economic news (e.g. Hester
& Gibson, 2003; Soroka, 2006) and negative news can, in particular, also
adversely impact political trust (Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2006). Thus, we expect
that the effect of positive EU economic news coverage is comparatively weaker.
Hypothesis 3: When citizens encounter more negative news about the EU
economy, they lose (a) trust in the EU and (b) confidence in the economy.
Hypothesis 4: When citizens encounter more positive news about the EU
economy, they gain (a) trust in the EU and (b) confidence in the economy.
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Method
Survey Data. We use panel survey data of the LISS (Longitudinal Internet Studies
for the Social Sciences) panel administered by CentERdata (Tilburg University,
The Netherlands). This is a high-quality panel survey conducted among a true
probability sample of the Dutch population. 46.3% of the sample in this study
are female, are on average born in 1965 (SD = 18.01), and the average monthly
net income is 1474.8€ (SD = 4191.5€). The average educational attainment is
between higher secondary and intermediate vocational education.7 The substudy, “Politics and Values”, includes measures of media use and political trust,
which are collected annually towards the end of each year, with most fieldwork
occurring in December, covering the period between 2007 and 2016 (with the
exception of the skipped year 2014). For a detailed description of the panel,
see Scherpenzeel and Das (2010).
News media use is operationalized as a simple additive index of the answers
to the question: “Do you follow the news 1) on television or on the radio,
2) on the Internet, 3) in a free daily newspaper, 4) in a paid or subscriptionbased newspaper?”. The resulting variable ranges from 1 (no exposure) to 5
(all media sources). Trust in the EU is operationalized as the question of how
much trust a respondent has in the European Parliament, measured on scale
ranging from 0 (no trust at all) to 10 (full trust). There is a strong correlation
between trust in the EU and trust in the European Parliament (e.g. r = .76
(p < .00) among the Dutch population (Europinions dataset, Wave 3, Goldberg
et al. 2019). Thus, the latter can be used as a proxy (see e.g. Muñoz, Torcal, &
Bonet, 2011). Confidence in the economy was measured on the same scale,
asking respondents how confident in the economy they felt8. This question
taps general economic confidence, not referring to either the national or
European context.
Media Data. Our media corpus consists of news about the European Union
and its institutions in five Dutch newspapers, which reflect a wide range of the
political spectrum: quality newspapers, De Volkskrant and Trouw, the tabloid7
8

46

The sociodemographic variables are obtained from the wave of December 2016. Missing
values were supplemented with waves from December 2017, 2015, 2013, 2011, 2009, and 2007,
in that order.
It is noteworthy that the survey was conducted in the respondents’ native language Dutch, which
does not linguistically distinguish between confidence and trust (both concepts translate as
“vertrouwen”). However, we used the English terms from the literature, which in the context of the
economy is typically “confidence”, whereas in the context of political support, it is typically “trust”.

like Algemeen Dagblad, the tabloid, De Telegraaf, and the free newspaper,
Metro. Between 55% (2008) and 39% (2016) of panel respondents followed
the news in a newspaper. However, we assume that media reports from other
sources, such as TV and online news (see e.g. Golan, 2006; Kruikemeier,
Gattermann, & Vliegenthart, 2018 on intermedia agenda setting), cover the
economy similarly and that hence, our choices reflect the general news media
environment to which respondents were exposed, be it through direct media
consumption or incidental exposure. Of course, different media outlets can
have rather differential content overall, but since we are not able to analyze
media coverage in more detail retrospectively, we assume that relative
changes in the attention to the economy and trends in its coverage are
similar, albeit not identical, across different media outlets. We also conduct
an analysis only including the use of newspapers as a robustness check. The
time frame between 2007 and 2016 corresponds to the panel data and covers
periods before, during, and after the European debt crisis, as well as a longer
period of economic recovery and relative stability. The included articles all
contain a reference to either the EU (sometimes dubbed as “Brussels”) or
one of its institutions (European Commission, Parliament, Central Bank, the
Eurozone, or the Eurogroup) in the headline or subtitle. The corpus is reduced
to articles that are about the economy, following Damstra & Boukes (2018),
depending on whether certain economic words appear either in the headline
or the article lead (which we defined as the first 100 words of the text). The
resulting corpus (N = 4715) is one of economic news coverage with a strong
and explicit connection to the EU, and therefore most likely to impact EU
opinions. A manual check of a random sample of 100 articles showed that
99 of the articles are related to the economy; the Damstra & Boukes (2018)
identification procedure is thus reliable for our sample.
We analyzed the sentiment of the articles automatically, using two different
approaches in order to compare their reliability. First, we followed the bagof-words approach of Damstra & Boukes (2018), based on 30 positive key
words and 35 negative key words. Boukes et al. (2018) show that the Damstra
& Boukes approach, compared to other methods of automated sentiment
analysis, performs well when analyzing full articles. Second, we analyzed
text and headlines using the alternative bag-of-words based algorithm
SentiStrength (Thelwall et al., 2012), which is based on a larger corpus of
positive and negative words and also considers negation and booster words.
Sentiment scores from SentiStrength range between 1 (neutral) and 5 (very
positive or negative). Sentiment scores for the Damstra & Boukes approach
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reflect the number of occurrences of positive or negative words. For both
approaches, we weighed the headline score three times9 in the overall score,
as the headline typically has a bigger impact, yet has much fewer words that
could be detected by any automated sentiment analysis. The overall sentiment
score is the sum of the headline score and the text score.
As recommend by Boukes et al. (2018), we conducted a manual analysis to
validate which approach is more suited to analyze our specific dataset. We
analyzed a random subsample of 100 articles, regarding whether the tone
of the main text of the article was positive, negative, neutral, or mixed (i.e.
contained both positive and negative evaluations). We then classified the
automated scores into the same categories. When no tone was detected
by the automated methods, they were classified as neutral. When the same
amount of positive and negative words was detected in an article, the article
was classified as mixed. Articles were classified as positive when only positivity
was detected or when the positivity score was higher than the negativity score.
The reverse procedure was used for negative classifications. The results of
the manual analysis showed that SentiStrength classified 59% of the articles
in the same way as the human coder. If the mixed-classification allowed for
a difference of one point in negativity and positivity (even though both had
to be present), the correctly classified percentage is 72%. This result, even
though only for our specific sample, is somewhat higher than for the Damstra
& Boukes (2018) approach, which is why we conduct the main analysis using
Senti-Strength scores for sentiment.
Analytical strategy. In order to test our hypotheses, we estimate fixed effect
panel models, using the plm package (Croissant & Millo, 2008) in R (R Core
Team, 2016). Panel models offer the advantage that the effects of unobserved
time-invariant variables, such as sociodemographics or personality traits, are
controlled for. We controlled for the effects of two additional, potentially timevariant variables: political interest and trust in the national parliament (see
Model 2, 4, 6, and 8, which are replicates of Model 1, 3, 5, and 7 respectively
with the two control variables included). To measure the key independent
variable of exposure to EU economic news coverage, we create an individuallevel variable by multiplying yearly scores for the media environment (both
9
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In order to ensure that our results are not driven by weighing the headlines more, we ran our
analyses without weights as well. The weighing does not substantively change the effects
reported; most become larger in size. However, we decided to report our initial weighed results
for transparency and a more conservative interpretation.

visibility and tone) with a respondent’s total news media consumption
score in that year. This way, the media variables represent the likelihood of
encountering negative, positive, or a higher or lower amount of EU economic
news based on two time-varying variables: respondents’ individual media use
as well as the available information in the general media environment. Results
are visualized using the R packages stargazer (Hlavac, 2018) and ggplot2
(Wickham, 2016).

Results
Table 2.1 shows descriptive statistics of all the variables used in our analysis.
Most respondents watch television news, about half consume newspaper and
online news, and only a fifth reads free newspapers.
Table 2.1 Descriptive statistics
Statistic
Nat. parliament trust

N

Mean

St. Dev.

Min

Max

51,120

5.41

1.96

0

10

EU trust

50,198

4.55

2.19

0

10

Economic confidence

51,901

5.62

1.79

0

10

Political interest

53,613

1.93

0.60

1

3

Media use

53,643

3.02

0.90

1

5

Television news

53,643

0.89

0.32

0

1

Free newspapers

53,643

0.18

0.39

0

1

Newspapers

53,643

0.48

0.50

0

1

Internet news

53,643

0.46

0.50

0

1

Positivity

113,121

5.54

0.12

5.34

5.72

Negativity

113,121

7.22

0.19

6.78

7.46

Visibility

113,121

762.00

142.96

616

1,006

Fluctuations of the dependent variables over time are displayed in Figure 2.1.
Trust in the EU declines somewhat over time and is particularly low during the
economic crisis. Confidence in the economy steeply declines after 2010, at
the height of the European debt crisis, but then recovers to pre-crisis levels in
2016, likely a reaction to the improving economic situation. Trust in the EU
only slightly recovers from its decline in crisis years, but is also more stable
overall, which is typical of institutional trust (Ringlerova, 2015).
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Figure 2.2 shows the visibility of economic news between 2007 and 2016.
Newspaper coverage increased considerably in the years following the
economic crisis, particularly at the height of the European debt crisis in
2011. Arguably, the crisis made the economy a more salient topic, which
thus became more prominent in the news media. The decline after 2014 may
be due to the public and political debate shifting to other issues, such as
immigration in relation to the refugee crisis in 2015. Eurobarometer trends
(European Commission, 2018) show that, while the economy was considered
the most important issue facing the EU by citizens until 2014, other issues,
such as immigration or terrorism, became more central after that point.
The SentiStrength scores show that economic newspaper coverage, on
average, is more negative than positive. Figure 2.3 illustrates the development
of tone over time. Negativity increases from 2009 onwards, in line with the
start of the financial crisis and culminating in 2011 and 2012, at the height of
the Euro crisis. Negativity then decreases after 2012, in line with the general
economic developments. Positivity generally follows the opposite pattern.
All results from the panel analysis are displayed in Table 2.2. Model 1 shows
that general news consumption has a positive effect on trust in the EU;
however, the effect is not statistically significant when controlled for political
interest and trust in the national parliament (see Model 2). Model 3 shows the
differential influence of the consumption of specific news media on EU trust.
Newspaper readership and watching television news have a positive influence
on trust in the EU, but the consumption of online news has a negative effect.
These effects do not change substantively when control variables are included
(see Model 4). Thus, there is partial support for Hypothesis 1, but the effect of
news use on trust in the EU depends on the specific medium.
Turning to the effects of economic EU news coverage, Model 5 (and Model 6
with control variables) shows the effect of economic media exposure on trust
in the EU; Model 7 (and Model 8 with control variables) shows the effects on
economic confidence. As expected, higher visibility of economic news has a
negative effect on trust in the EU as well as confidence in the economy; when
citizens are exposed to more articles about the economy, both their confidence
in the economy and their trust in the EU becomes lower. This confirms Hypothesis
2; however, the effects are small. The results for tone are less straightforward:
Exposure to negative economic news coverage has a small positive effect on
trust in the EU and a negative effect on economic confidence, confirming our
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Figure 2.1 Development of confidence in the economy and trust in the EU
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Figure 2.2 Development of visibility of EU economic news coverage.
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expectations for Hypothesis 3b, but not 3a. Exposure to positive coverage has
a small negative effect on trust in the European Union and a positive effect on
economic confidence, confirming Hypothesis 4b, but not 4a. For all models, it
is noteworthy that the explained variance (R2) is very low; media exposure can
thus only explain a small portion of variance in changes in political trust in the
EU. This is in line with the results of Chapter 1, which also found only limited
effects of the media information environment on trust in the EU. Even though
the control variables increase the explained variance and have considerable
effects on trust in the EU and confidence in the economy, their inclusion does
not alter the substantive conclusions drawn from the results.
Figure 2.3 Development of positivity and negativity in EU economic news coverage, following
SentiStrength
7.5

Average sentiment

7.0

6.5

Sentiment
Positivity
Negativity

6.0

2016

2014

2012

2010

2008

5.5

Year

Note: y-axis adjusted for better visibility of changes.

We conducted a robustness check aimed at validating the results regarding
the generalization of our newspaper content analysis to other media outlets.
We tested whether the effects that we found also apply if we only consider
newspaper use connected to the content data from the newspapers. The
results are all consistent with the main model, both for trust in the EU and
confidence in the economy, albeit with somewhat larger effects sizes (see
Appendix 2A).
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Table 2.2 Results
Dependent variable
EU trust
(3)

(4)

(2)

0.03*
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

Television
news

0.09***
(0.03)

0.06*
(0.02)

Online
news

-0.12***
(0.02)

-0.10***
(0.02)

Newspapers

0.10***
(0.02)

0.08***
(0.02)

Free
newspapers

0.10***
(0.02)

0.04*
(0.02)

Economic confidence
(5)

(6)

(7)

(8)

Media
visibility

-0.03***
(0.002)

-0.01***
(0.001)

-0.08***
(0.001)

-0.07***
(0.001)

Positivity

-0.04***
(0.01)

-0.02**
(0.01)

0.28***
(0.01)

0.29***
(0.01)

Negativity

0.06***
(0.01)

0.03***
(0.01)

-0.13***
(0.01)

-0.15***
(0.01)

News
consumption

(1)

Trust in
the nat.
parliament

0.53***
(0.005)

0.53***
(0.005)

0.52***
(0.005)

0.34***
(0.005)

Political
interest

0.06***
(0.02)

0.06***
(0.02)

0.06***
(0.02)

0.07***
(0.02)

Observations

50,198

R

0.0002

0.27

0.002

0.27

6.46*
(df = 1;
38039)

4,550.
06***
(df = 3;
37565)

21.41***
(df = 4;
38036)

2,288.
28***
(df = 6;
37562)

2

F Statistic

49,680

50,198

49,680

50,198

49,680

51,901

50,454

0.01

0.27

0.09

0.20

117.71*** 2,742.51*** 1,351.48*** 1,919.76***
(df = 3;
(df =
(df =
(df = 5;
38037)
5; 37563)
3; 39573)
38250)

Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001

Discussion
Our results show that content and tone matter when it comes to the effects
of media exposure on trust in the European Union. The effects of general
news consumption on trust are modest and depend on the specific outlets,
which indicates that the relation between media use and political trust is by
no means a monolith: It likely depends on context, recipient, media, and
content characteristics. The core of our study addresses the effect of exposure
to economic news content on trust in the EU: We find that when individuals
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are exposed to more information about the EU economy, their economic
confidence and their trust in the EU decrease. This might be because
economic news coverage occurs more often in times of recession, regardless
of its tone. When a political institution is often connected to news about
economic downturn or recession, it may lose its citizens’ trust. This aligns with
the literature on economic evaluations and political trust, suggesting that
utilitarian considerations (or “hard” factors) play a role in forming political
trust. The economy is one of the core competences of the EU; thus, if the
economy is not going well, citizens may trust the EU less.
When taking the tone of the news coverage into account, a more nuanced
picture emerges. Our results show that exposure to positive economic news
increases economic confidence, and exposure to negative news decreases
confidence. In line with previous research, this indicates that citizens take media
information into account when forming economic evaluations. For trust in the
EU, however, the relationships are different than expected. First, exposure to
positive EU economic news coverage has a small negative effect on citizens’
trust in the EU, contradicting our expectation. This seems to indicate that
while economic confidence increases, the EU does not benefit from positive
economic coverage in terms of gaining its citizens’ trust. Furthermore, and
also against our expectation, exposure to negative economic news coverage
has a positive effect on trust in the EU. A possible explanation for this
finding is that some citizens see the EU as an effective actor in the crisis. The
EU’s policies – such as the provision of bailout packages to some member
states – may be seen as a buffer that prevented worse effects of the crisis
on the economy. Koehler et al. (2019) make an argument along these lines:
When the EU is framed as a “savior” in coverage of the economic crisis, citizens
support for the EU increases, whereas it decreases when the EU is framed as
a “victim”. The positive effect of negative coverage may thus be due to the
specific framing of the EU as a remedy for the crisis in the negative coverage.10
This would also explain that citizens’ economic confidence decreases as the
tone becomes more negative, while their trust in the EU increases. It could
also explain why increased visibility of the EU economy, controlled for tone,
has a negative effect – it might portray the EU’s role differently than negative

10
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While we have no information about the prevalence of the “victim” and “savior” frames in
positive and negative news coverage, we know that Koehler et al. (2019) find that the about 10%
of coverage make use of the “victim” frame, according to which the EU is suffering from the crisis,
whereas about 20% make use of the “savior” frame, according to which the EU is responsible for
solving the crisis.

economic coverage. Overall, it is noteworthy that the effects of economic
news coverage on trust in the EU are considerably smaller than on economic
confidence and that the effects go in opposite directions, rather than going
hand in hand.
2

Our results thereby open up an important avenue for future research.
Traditionally, many researchers assume that citizens extrapolate from
economic evaluations to political support; if the first is evaluated positively,
the latter will be, too. Our results, however, show that citizens might distinguish
between confidence in the economy and trust in the EU, rather than uniformly
decreasing their overall trust in response to negative information and
increasing it in response to positive information. This line of research could
further be extended by disentangling information about the economy at
different levels of governance, given how intertwined political responsibilities
of the EU and national political institutions are. For example, one could
consider distinguishing between media evaluations of national and European
economic performance, as well as blame shifting of political actors between
the two levels.
Limitations. The limitations of our study mainly relate to the content analysis.
First, even though we are analyzing a large amount of economic newspaper
coverage, and newspaper coverage can function as a proxy for other media
outlets, a more extensive content analysis would allow for more fine-grained
results. An analysis on the outlet level, connected to survey data on the use
of these outlets, could provide more detailed insights into the relationship
between media use, content, and political trust in the future. However, the time
span of one decade covered by our study implies several practical limitations
to a retrospective analysis of TV and online news. Second, the conclusions
drawn from automated analyses of tone can sometimes be problematic. Bagof-words approaches rely on the characteristics of the words included in a
pre-defined dictionary and do not always recognize negations. Our manual
analysis also shows that the automated identification of tone does not always
match human coding. However, issues of reliability also exist between human
coders. Some other limitations of automated analyses, such as recognizing
irony and spelling errors, are less pressing in the case of newspaper articles.
Another potential limitation is related to the survey data: We use trust in the
European Parliament as a proxy for trust in the EU in general. While the two
are closely related, some citizens may have more specific attitudes to different
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European institutions, especially if they are highly interested in politics. Future
research should assess how (economic) evaluations impact distinct (national
or European) institutions differently – which could shed light on the degree
of sophistication involved in judgments of political trust. Furthermore, even
though the measures of media use in the LISS panel can give an indication of
a person’s media use, more detailed measures of daily media use on an outlet
level could result in better estimates of media effects.
Finally, the effect sizes generally remain rather small, which shows that media
use – at least as measured in the present study – is a rather minor factor
influencing changes in an individual’s political trust. However, by analyzing
only within-respondent changes in economic and EU trust, our modeling
strategy is conservative, and a stable construct like political trust is not prone
to strong over-time fluctuations (Ringlerova, 2015). Thus, regardless of the size
of these effects, our research makes an important contribution. It shows how
both general news media use, as well as exposure to more specific economic
news content, can influence political trust in the European Union. Furthermore,
it shows that citizens’ trust evaluations can be rather refined and targeted at
specific (political) objects, such as the European Union or the economy.
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Chapter 3
News coverage of
immigration and its effects
on trust in the European
Union
This chapter was published as Brosius, A., van Elsas, E. J., & de Vreese, C.
H. (2019). How media shape political trust: News coverage of immigration
and its effects on trust in the European Union. European Union Politics,
20(3), 447–467.

59

News coverage of immigration and its effects on trust in the European Union

“A democratic political system cannot survive for long without the support
of a majority of its citizens” (Miller, 1974, p. 951). In the European Union
(EU), support for democracy and political trust in the EU have fluctuated
considerably over the last decade (Armingeon & Guthmann, 2014). Even
though levels of trust have recently recovered, still less than half of the
European citizenry trust the EU (European Commission, 2018). EU trust, like
political trust in general, is a form of evaluation (Baier, 1986; Coleman, 1990;
Kasperson, Golding, & Tuler, 1992). Extant literature suggests that trust in the
EU is based on rational evaluations, identity considerations, and cues from
national politics (Harteveld et al., 2013). The recent electoral successes of antiEuropean political actors are often attributed to a particular subset of identity
considerations: anti-immigration stances (Hobolt, 2016). Even though they are
usually conceptualized as a part of citizens’ identity, these attitudes might also
relate to policy and performance evaluations, particularly in times of increased
immigration to the EU and shared European responsibility for immigrants.
Most citizens learn about political developments through the media; this applies
to information about immigration flows and policies as well as to broader EU
politics. However, there is no comprehensive account of the kind of media
content that may change trust in political institutions, and particularly the EU.
Following the European refugee crisis, Eurobarometer (2018) trends show that
immigration has become the citizens’ leading concern at the EU level. Media
reports about the EU’s important role for issues surrounding immigration, such as
general border control, the Dublin Regulation, or the 2015 Refugee Relocation
Scheme, have arguably made immigration more salient and thus a central issue
for evaluations of the EU. Our study sets out to investigate the impact of media
coverage of immigration on political trust in the EU, studying changes in the
information environment across 18 countries and over three time points (20122016). By combining European Social Survey (ESS) data with the ESS Media
Claims dataset, we are able to explore the effects of media coverage over the
period of the European refugee crisis, when immigration to the EU changed
considerably. This set-up allows us to make three major contributions: First,
we distinguish between the effects of media coverage of general immigration
and the particular effects of the coverage of refugees and asylum seekers. This
is an important, yet overlooked distinction, given that citizens can have vastly
different attitudes towards different types of immigration. Second, we distinguish
between sheer visibility of immigration media coverage and its valence, in
order to assess which features of immigration coverage are of consequence.
Third, we consider the differential effects of media coverage for different
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groups of citizens, as these effects are likely to be conditional upon pre-existing
ideological stances.
Overall, this study shows that the visibility and tone of immigration in the media
can impact trust in the European Union. Yet, the nature of this impact depends
on the content of the coverage – specifically whether it is about general
immigration or about refugees in particular – as well as on the recipient’s preexisting attitudes.

3

Theoretical Background
Immigration attitudes and trust in the EU. Trust in the European Union has
been conceptualized as an attitude directed at the existing system of political
institutions. It is situated between the ideal types of diffuse (i.e. directed
at the principles of the regime and political community) and specific (i.e.
directed at the incumbents or specific policies) political support (Easton,
1965; Hetherington, 1998; see also Norris, 1999 for a more fine-grained
conceptualization). Trust in the EU is driven by three main factors: cues from
national politics, rational considerations of EU performance, and identitybased considerations (e.g. Harteveld et al., 2013). The latter two are often
referred to as “hard” and “soft” factors (de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2005;
Hooghe & Marks, 2005; McLaren, 2002).
Within the identity-based (or “soft”) explanatory model, attitudes towards
immigration are often considered a key variable, as they reflect a negative
out-group bias. According to this model, citizens distrust the EU because they
identify exclusively with their nation-state. The EU facilitates immigration, which
in turn is perceived as a threat to the national identity. Yet, immigration could
also play a role in rational performance evaluations, to the extent that citizens
evaluate the EU in terms of how well it succeeds in handling immigrationrelated issues. Research has repeatedly shown that anti-immigration attitudes
are related to Euroscepticism (de Vreese et al., 2008; Lubbers & Scheepers,
2007; McLaren, 2007), and to attitudes towards EU enlargement (de Vreese
& Boomgaarden, 2005). In addition, some recent studies show that not only
attitudes, but also real-life events related to immigration have an impact on
citizens’ opinions about the EU: An influx of refugees (Harteveld et al., 2018)
or immigrants from newer to older EU member states (Toshkov & Kortenska,
2015) increases Euroscepticism.
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Media effects on trust in the EU. The present study focuses on trust as a
comparatively stable measure of support for political institutions (Wessels,
2009; Ringlerova, 2015). Trust in the EU, as a supranational institution, is a
particular case of political trust. Since the EU is more distant and removed
from its citizens’ everyday lives, their opinions should depend on information
from the media to a greater extent (but see also Chapter 1 and 2, which point
more to minimal media effects), with positive EU coverage making citizens less
Eurosceptic (van Spanje & de Vreese, 2014). Media coverage of the EU also
impacts political knowledge and blame attributions; however, these effects
do not apply to all citizens and depend on medium characteristics (Hobolt &
Tilley, 2014). In principle, general political trust can be influenced by media
use and content; however, findings are mixed with regard to the direction of
this effect (Avery, 2009; Ceron, 2015; Gross et al., 2004; see also Chapter 2).
One possible reason for this is the extent to which differential media effects on
trust are conditional upon pre-existing attitudes (Ceron & Memoli, 2015) and
media content and tone (Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2006; Mutz & Reeves, 2005; see
also Chapter 1 and 2).
Even though citizens can experience increasing immigration directly, they receive
a large part of their information on immigration issues from the media. However,
media coverage of immigration does not always reflect actual developments
(Jacobs, Damstra, Boukes, & De Swert, 2018); furthermore, the tone of the
coverage is typically rather negative (Jacobs et al., 2018; Schlueter & Davidov,
2013; van Klingeren et al., 2015). That means that media coverage of immigration
may have an influence on opinions that goes beyond actual immigration
numbers. For example, increased visibility of immigration in the news media can
increase anti-immigration sentiments (Boomgaarden & Vliegenthart, 2007; but
see Boomgaarden & Vliegenthart, 2009) and support for anti-immigrant parties
(Damstra et al., 2019); yet, contextual effects of immigration numbers matter for
the strength of media effects (Boomgaarden & Vliegenthart, 2009). Since higher
numbers of refugees (Harteveld et al., 2018) and increased immigration to a
country (Toshkov & Kortenska, 2015) are related to amplified Euroscepticism,
we hypothesize that increased visibility of immigration and refugees in the
media could have an analogous effect. Multiple studies which have compared
the effect of media coverage and real-world immigration metrics have found
stronger effects of media coverage, and particularly the tone of the coverage,
on immigration attitudes (Schlueter & Davidov, 2013; van Klingeren et al., 2017,
2015). Regarding EU attitudes, Harteveld et al. (2018) found that the negative
effect of the number of asylum applications – i.e. real-world developments –
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is fully mediated by media coverage of refugees. Even though their study
only considered visibility, and not the tone of the coverage, it emphasizes the
important role of media coverage of immigration on EU attitudes.
Alongside tone and visibility, another under-explored aspect of immigration
coverage concerns the distinctions between general immigration and asylum
seekers. Experimental evidence shows that simply interchanging the words
“refugees” and “immigrants” does not affect people’s perception of them
(Hoewe, 2018). However, in real-world media coverage, the two expressions
are likely tied to different narratives and content. Anthropological research
argues that framing an individual as a “refugee” rather than a “migrant”
makes that individual seem more deserving of various rights, since the term
“refugee” stresses the involuntary displacement (Holmes & Castañeda, 2016).
In line with this, media exposure to refugees drowning in the Mediterranean
Sea during the phasing out of the “Mare Nostrum” operation lead to reduced
xenophobic attitudes (De Poli, Jakobsson, & Schüller, 2017). Europeans are
also more willing to accept asylum seekers with severe vulnerabilities (Bansak,
Hainmueller, & Hangartner, 2016).
On the other hand, anti-immigration attitudes are strongly driven by concerns
about the impact of immigration on a country’s overall economy, the welfare
state (Fietkau & Hansen, 2018; Hainmueller & Hiscox, 2010), and culture
(Hainmueller & Hopkins, 2014). Consequently, the public typically prefers welleducated, highly skilled immigrants with good chances of integration into the
labor market11 (Fietkau & Hansen, 2018; Hainmueller & Hiscox, 2010; Turper,
Iyengar, Aarts, & van Gerven, 2015). The potentially higher “expected economic
costs” (Turper et al., 2015, p. 254) of integrating refugees, as opposed to labor
migrants, might lead to more negative perceptions. There is little research on
how the coverage of either refugees or immigrants emphasizes these aspects;
therefore, it is also unclear how the coverage of immigration and refugees may
affect attitudes towards the EU differently. However, based on the outlined
economic considerations, we might expect a similar, albeit more pronounced
effect, for the coverage of refugees on EU trust as for general immigration
coverage. Refugee coverage may also have a stronger effect because it is a
newer development particularly connected to a “crisis”, whereas citizens may
be more used to the coverage of “regular” immigration.
11

The traditional labor-market competition hypothesis, according to which particularly lower-skilled
citizens are opposed to immigrants with similar skill-levels as themselves has been disputed
recently, see e.g. Hainmueller et al. (2015).
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Generally speaking, media information can affect knowledge and attitudes
through two different mechanisms: through individual media consumption
(van Spanje & de Vreese, 2014), but also through changes in the general media
environment (Azrout et al., 2012; Hopmann et al., 2010). The latter takes place
because large-scale shifts in public opinion are reflected in most media coverage
and citizens are thus very likely to encounter it, regardless of their individual
media use. For example, it is not necessary to be exposed to a specific medium
or type of content to learn about an important and impactful event such as the
refugee crisis. The amount and the tone of coverage that is generally available
in a certain place at a certain time can thus influence citizens’ opinions.
In sum, tone and visibility of political media coverage can have differential
and complementary effects on political attitudes (Hopmann et al., 2010) and
voting behavior (Geiß & Schäfer, 2017). While Harteveld et al. (2018) have
found an effect of media visibility of immigration on Euroscepticism, there is
no research on media effects on EU trust in particular. Furthermore, previous
studies have not distinguished between tone and visibility, or different kinds
of immigration, namely “regular” immigration and refugees. Synthesizing the
different strands of literature, we hypothesize the following:
Hypothesis 1: In media environments in which (a) immigration and (b) refugees
are covered more often, citizens trust the EU less.
Hypothesis 2: In media environments in which (a) immigration and (b) refugees
are covered more negatively, citizens trust the EU less.
Citizens can process the same media information differently depending on their
pre-existing attitudes (e.g. Geiß and Schäfer, 2017). Particularly in the context
of immigration issues, ideological stances may lead to rather different outlooks
on new information about such issues, as they structure different dimensions
of immigration attitudes. For example, humanitarian considerations are more
important for left-wing citizens, whereas religious concerns are stronger for
right-wing citizens (Bansak et al., 2016). Furthermore, political-cultural aspects
of the EU, such as the loss of national identity through the inclusion of people
from different countries, are more important for right-wing citizens (Hooghe
& Marks, 2009; van Elsas & van der Brug, 2015). Therefore, the hypothesized
negative effect of media coverage may be enhanced for right-wing citizens,
as they consider these aspects more important and could therefore be more
susceptible to media effects.
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Hypothesis 3: The negative effect of a higher media visibility of (a) immigration
and (b) refugees on EU trust is stronger for right-wing citizens than for left-wing
citizens.
Hypothesis 4: The negative effect of more negative coverage of (a) immigration
and (b) refugees on EU trust is stronger for right-wing citizens than for left-wing
citizens.
3

An issue that is more visible in the media may be taken into consideration more
when forming a political opinion. Specifically, if the media pay more attention
to immigration, attitudes towards it may also become a more important factor
in explaining general EU trust. Previous research found that “soft” factors did
not become more important for explaining Euroscepticism between 1994
and 2005 (Van Klingeren, Boomgaarden, & de Vreese, 2013). However, the
2015 refugee crisis may have had a more disruptive effect on the importance
of immigration issues. We hypothesize that immigration attitudes will have a
stronger effect on trust in the EU in contexts in which the topic of immigration
is more salient in the media or evaluated more negatively.
Hypothesis 5: The effect of anti-immigration attitudes on trust in the EU
becomes stronger (a) over the course of the refugee crisis, and (b) in countries
with more coverage of immigration and refugees or (c) more negative coverage
of immigration and refugees.

Method
The study combines data from Round 6 (2012-2013), 7 (2014-2015), and 8 (20162017) of the ESS and its corresponding Media Claims dataset in 18 countries.
Table 3.1 shows the distribution of respondents and newspaper articles per
country and time point. Table 3.2 shows descriptive statistics for all variables
used in the analysis.
Media Data. The Media Claims dataset includes data about the media context in
each country during the time of the survey fieldwork, but for a minimum of ten
weeks if the survey was in the field for less than ten weeks. It does not include
information about a respondent’s individual news consumption, but rather
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systematic changes in their larger media context. In each country, two12 national
quality newspapers are selected, if possible one left- and one right-leaning.
This approach makes it more likely to capture different types of immigration
news coverage, which can vary for newspapers of different ideological leanings
(Fryberg et al., 2012; Roggeband & Vliegenthart, 2007). We use Edition 4.0 of
the Media Claims dataset for Round 6 and Edition 1.0 for Round 7 and Round 8.
The most important and most salient news – typically on the front page and
the domestic news section – were coded. Country and newspaper-specific
characteristics were taken into account when identifying the most important news.
The unit of analysis were so-called “claims” – “the expression of a political opinion”
(European Social Survey, 2016, p. 8). An article could contain multiple claims.
Each claim was analyzed individually with regard to its main topic and its direction
or valence. Three of the topics are related to immigration: General immigration,
the economic impact of immigration, and the impact of immigration on cultural
diversity. For each, a positive value (1) for the “direction” variable connotes a positive
evaluation of immigration, i.e. that the statement or action in the claim is in favor of
immigration. A negative value (-1), on the other hand, connotes that the statement
is against immigration. A neutral value (0) stands for “neither for nor against”.
The claim is thus interpreted based on the position taken towards immigration,
and not on the tone of the statement. For instance, a claim that “policy X has been
successful in reducing immigration” is coded as “against immigration”, even if the
word “successful” suggests a positive tone. For the present study, the visibility of
immigration and EU issues was computed as the share of claims relating to one of
the immigration topics relative to the total amount of claims coded. When there
were no claims relating to these issues in a country during the period of data
collection, visibility was coded as zero and valence was coded as neutral.
However, this variable captures any topic related to immigration, whereas we
are also specifically interested in the effect of the refugee crisis. Therefore,
in addition to the variable coded by human coders, we also included an
automatically coded variable indicating whether words relating to refugees or
asylum seekers were mentioned in the claim, as well as a variable indicating
the human-coded valence of each statement.13 Finally, we also included the
12

13
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Exceptions are Belgium, in which four newspapers were analyzed to reflect the media climate in
Wallonia and Flanders equally, and Finland, in which only one newspaper was analyzed. In some
countries, some newspapers are not consistent over time but are replaced with newspapers of
similar political leaning. See Appendix 3A for a detailed overview of all newspapers.
The valence coding for violence-related topics had to be reversed before the analyses, as a
positive value indicates a negative evaluation – i.e. too much violence in society.

coverage of the EU itself as a control variable. Visibility of the EU is the share
of articles that relate to EU integration or enlargement (as categorized by the
coders); a positive value for the “direction” variable indicates that the claim is
in favor of stronger EU integration.
Table 3.1 Respondents and articles per country and ESS round
Country

ESS round
6 (2012-13)
Respondents

7 (2014-15)

3

8 (2016-17)

Articles

Respondents

Articles

Respondents

Articles

AT

0

0

1795

403

2010

597

BE

1869

119

1769

417

1766

202

CZ

2008

713

2148

368

2300

94

DE

2958

535

3045

322

2852

398

DK

1650

98

1502

128

0

0

EE

2380

198

2051

227

2019

384

ES

1889

334

1925

350

0

0

FI

2197

317

2087

544

1925

603

FR

1968

51

1917

84

2070

130

GB

2286

88

2264

580

1959

258

HU

2014

340

1698

480

0

0

IE

2628

341

2390

203

2766

316

LT

2109

185

2250

168

0

0

NL

0

0

1919

67

1681

150

PL

1898

482

1615

374

1694

432

PT

2151

409

1265

977

0

0

SE

1847

29

1791

63

1551

62

SI

0

0

1224

32

1285

80

Since the ESS does not provide measures of intercoder reliability, we
replicated their coding procedure for the variables and categories we use with a
subsample of N = 102 random articles. Inter-coder reliability between our results
and the original codes was calculated using Krippendorf’s alpha. For the main
topic (whether it was about immigration, the EU, or a different topic), reliability
was α = .90 (with a percentage agreement of 98%) and for the direction of the
claim, based on the ESS coding instructions for the given main topics, it was
α = .77 (with a percentage agreement of 85.3%). We deem the measurement
instrument reliable for both the visibility estimate and the tone estimate.
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Survey Data. We used data from Edition 2.3 of ESS Round 6, Edition 2.1 of
Round 7, and Edition 1.0 of Round 8. The survey was conducted as face-toface interviews among representative samples of the population in more than
thirty, mostly European countries. Variables used in this study include age in
years, education in years, and gender. Trust in the EU is operationalized as
trust in the European Parliament (EP), which is measured on an eleven-point
scale ranging from “no trust at all” to “complete trust”. Trust in the EU and
the EP correlate highly, and trust in the EP has been used as a proxy for EU
trust in previous studies (see Muñoz, Torcal, & Bonet, 2011; see also Chapter
2, in which we tested the correlation between trust in the EP and the EU).
Government satisfaction (“extremely dissatisfied” to “extremely satisfied”) and
left-right self-placement were measured on eleven-point scales. Immigration
attitudes are operationalized as the mean answer to three items measured on
an eleven-point scale: “Immigration is good or bad for the country’s economy”,
“The country’s cultural life is undermined or enriched by immigrants”, and
“Immigrants make the country a worse or better place to live” (Cronbach’s
α = .86). A higher value stands for more positive immigration attitudes.
Asylum application numbers were obtained from Eurostat. We connected the
survey data to the average number of asylum applications per month during
the period that respondents were surveyed (i.e. a period of approximately
two years). This way, the numbers can be directly compared to the media
environment. The absolute numbers of applications were divided by 1000 in
order to make the scale easier to interpret.
We only included EU countries for which media context data are available for
at least two points in time. The 18 countries that meet these criteria are Austria,
Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany,
Great Britain, Hungary, Ireland, Lithuania, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal,
Slovenia, Spain, and Sweden. Our sample consists of N = 92,385 respondents.
However, some respondents did not answer all questions. Therefore, the total
number of respondents included in the analyses is somewhat reduced (Table
3.2 shows the number of valid respondents per variable; Table 3.3 shows
the number of respondents per analytical model). The media environment
estimates are based on a total of N = 13.732 newspaper articles.
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Table 3.2 Descriptive statistics
Statistic

N

Mean

Std. Dev.

Minimum

Maximum

Government satisfaction

90,026

4.16

2.42

0

10

Pro-immigration attitudes

86,124

5.23

2.14

0

10

Left-right self-placement

81,903

5.09

2.17

0

10

Age

92,123

49.31

18.64

14

114

Gender

92,320

1.53

0.50

1

2

Education

91,579

12.95

3.95

0

54

Asylum applications*

92,385

3.82

7.84

0.004

39.72

EU visibility

92,385

0.05

0.05

0.00

0.26

EU valence

92,385

0.25

0.47

-1.00

1.00

Immigration visibility

92,385

0.06

0.06

0.00

0.34

Immigration valence

92,385

0.0004

0.41

-1.00

1.00

Refugee visibility

92,385

0.03

0.04

0.00

0.17

Refugee valence

92,385

-0.09

0.49

-1.00

1.00

3

Note: The monthly number of asylum applications per country is averaged over the period between
survey rounds, i.e. approximately two years, and divided by 1000. The absolute numbers of
monthly asylum applications ranged between 0 and 94,350.

Analysis. The data are nested in 18 countries and three survey rounds. Following
Shehata and Strömbäck (2011), who work with the same data structure and a
similar research question, we analyzed the data using a multilevel model in
R (R Core Team, 2016). Individuals are at the first level; countries are at the
second level. In addition to the random intercept, we also include random
slopes for the variables that are used in cross-level interaction: immigration
attitudes and left-right orientation. These variables were group-mean centered
(Enders & Tofighi, 2007; Kreft et al., 1995). Dummies account for the different
ESS waves that respondents were interviewed in. However, we acknowledge
that our sample of a low number of non-randomly selected countries does
not fulfill all assumptions of multilevel modeling (Bryan & Jenkins, 2016).
As a robustness check, we thus also estimated the model as a fixed effects
analysis. This model leads to highly similar substantial conclusions. However,
a conservative model specification including country-wave clusters at the
second level in combination with country- and wave dummies in the same
model shows much fewer significant effects, even though the effects sizes and
directions generally remain consistent. This highly demanding approach however
exhausts much of the available degrees of freedom and runs the risk of creating
an overdetermined model, especially in combination with multiple second-
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level explanatory variables. The fact that we could not replicate the results in
this strict specification limits generalizability to countries and time points that
are not included in our sample. We report both alternative models in Appendix
3C and 3D. We control for the effects of gender, age, education, government
satisfaction, and the visibility and valence of EU coverage in all models.

Results
Figure 3.1 shows how visible the issue of immigration was in different countries
and whether the coverage was pro- or anti-immigration. In most countries,
visibility of immigration increased between 2012 and 2017. The pattern for
valence, however, is more mixed, with some media environments becoming
more positive about immigration and others becoming more negative. The
results for the coverage of refugees are similar; the corresponding data are
visualized in Appendix 3B.
Table 3.3 shows the results of the analysis. Government satisfaction and more
positive attitudes towards immigration are strong predictors of trust in the
EU. Right leaning, younger, more educated citizens, and women trust the EU
more. EU coverage also influences trust in the EU: When the EU is more visible
and covered more positively, citizens trust it more.
Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2 predict main effects; therefore, we interpret
the results of Model 1 and 2, which do not yet include any interaction effects.
Hypothesis 1 predicted that citizens would show lower levels of trust in the EU
when immigration and refugees were covered more often. Refugee coverage
has the expected negative effect on EU trust, in support of Hypothesis 1b;
general immigration coverage however has no significant effect on EU trust,
not supporting Hypothesis 1a. Concerning Hypothesis 2, the results show that
there is no significant main effect of the valence of the coverage of immigration
on trust in the EU. However, there is a negative effect of the tone of refugee
coverage: When refugees are covered more positively, citizens trust the EU
less. This does not support our expectations for Hypothesis 2.
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Figure 3.1 Development of media visibility and valence of immigration related issues.

3

Note: The x-axis shows the ESS waves 6 (2012), 7 (2014), and 8 (2016). The right y-axis shows
the visibility of immigration coverage as the percentage of all claims relating to immigration
(see dotted line). The left y-axis shows the average valence of the immigration-related claims
(see solid line) on a scale ranging from -1 (negative or against immigration) to 1 (positive or
in favor of immigration).
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Table 3.3 Regression results
Dependent variable
Trust in EP
(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

(7)

Government
satisfaction

0.40***
(0.004)

0.40***
(0.004)

0.41***
(0.004)

0.41***
(0.004)

0.40***
(0.004)

0.40***
(0.004)

0.40***
(0.004)

Proimmigration
attitudes

0.23***
(0.004)

0.23***
(0.004)

0.22***
(0.004)

0.22***
(0.004)

0.21***
(0.02)

0.22***
(0.02)

0.19***
(0.02)

Left-right
ideology

0.02***
(0.004)

0.02***
(0.004)

0.02
(0.03)

0.02
(0.03)

0.02***
(0.004)

0.02***
(0.004)

0.02***
(0.004)

Age

-0.02***
(0.0004)

-0.02***
(0.0004)

-0.02***
(0.0004)

-0.02***
(0.0004)

-0.02***
(0.0004)

-0.02***
(0.0004)

-0.02***
(0.0004)

Gender

0.19***
(0.02)

0.19***
(0.02)

0.19***
(0.02)

0.19***
(0.02)

0.20***
(0.02)

0.20***
(0.02)

0.20***
(0.02)

Education

0.01**
(0.002)

0.01**
(0.002)

0.01**
(0.002)

0.01**
(0.002)

0.01**
(0.002)

0.01**
(0.002)

0.01**
(0.002)

ESS round 7

-0.06**
(0.02)

-0.05*
(0.02)

-0.06**
(0.02)

-0.05*
(0.02)

-0.06**
(0.02)

-0.05*
(0.02)

-0.08***
(0.02)

ESS round 8

-0.08***
(0.02)

0.001
(0.03)

-0.08***
(0.02)

0.003
(0.03)

-0.08**
(0.02)

0.003
(0.03)

-0.01
(0.03)

Asylum
applications

0.02***
(0.004)

0.02***
(0.003)

0.02***
(0.004)

0.02***
(0.003)

0.02***
(0.004)

0.02***
(0.003)

0.01**
(0.004)

Visibility EU

2.53***
(0.44)

2.65***
(0.32)

2.50***
(0.43)

2.65***
(0.32)

2.51***
(0.43)

2.63***
(0.32)

1.44**
(0.46)

Valence EU

0.17***
(0.03)

0.13***
(0.03)

0.16***
(0.03)

0.13***
(0.03)

0.17***
(0.03)

0.13***
(0.03)

0.06
(0.03)

Visibility
immigration

0.04
(0.33)

0.07
(0.33)

0.05
(0.33)

1.52***
(0.43)

Valence
immigration

-0.05
(0.03)

-0.05
(0.03)

-0.05
(0.03)

0.05
(0.04)

Visibility
refugees

-1.45***
(0.36)

-1.51***
(0.36)

-1.45***
(0.36)

-2.48***
(0.46)

Valence
refugees

-0.11***
(0.02)

-0.12***
(0.02)

-0.12***
(0.02)

-0.14***
(0.03)

Visibility
immigration *
left-right

-0.04
(0.08)

Valence
immigration *
left-right

-0.03*
(0.01)

Visibility
refugees *
left-right

-0.29*
(0.12)

Valence
refugees *
left-right

-0.01
(0.01)
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Table 3.3 Continued
Visibility
immigration *
immigration
attitudes

0.18
(0.09)

Valence
immigration*
immigration
attitudes

0.003
(0.01)

Visibility
refugees *
immigration
attitudes

0.20
(0.13)

Valence
refugees *
immigration
attitudes

0.02*
(0.01)

3

ESS round 7
* immigration
attitudes

0.04***
(0.01)

ESS round 8
* immigration
attitudes

0.07***
(0.01)

Constant

2.87***
(0.13)

2.88***
(0.13)

2.85***
(0.13)

2.85***
(0.13)

2.89***
(0.13)

2.89***
(0.13)

2.94***
(0.13)

Observations

73,587

73,587

73,587

73,587

73,587

73,587

73,587

Log
Likelihood

-158,
105.90

-158,
091.20

-157,
744.40

-157,
728.30

-157,
935.60

-157,
920.10

-157,
900.00

Akaike Inf.
Crit.

316,
243.80

316,
214.50

315,
528.80

315,
496.50

315,
911.20

315,
880.30

315,
844.00

Bayesian Inf.
Crit.

316,
391.10

316,
361.80

315,
713.00

315,
680.70

316,
095.30

316,
064.40

316,
046.60

0.26

0.26

0.26

0.26

0.26

0.26

0.23

0.01

0.01

0.01

0.01

0.01

Variance
(Intercept)
Variance
(Slope)

Note: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Hypothesis 3 and Hypothesis 4 state that these effects of media coverage
would be different for citizens with different ideological stances. Model 3
and 4 show the interaction effects of immigration and refugee coverage with
left-right ideology. As Figure 3.2 shows, the negative effect of media visibility
of refugees on EU trust is strongest for right-wing citizens and becomes
weaker to non-existent for left-wing citizens; this confirms Hypothesis 3b.
However, we find no support for Hypothesis 3a: While the coefficient shows
the same pattern for immigration coverage, it is not statistically significant, and
the effect is considerably smaller.
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Figure 3.2 Effect of media visibility of refugees on EU trust for different ideological groups.

Figure 3.3 Effect of the valence of immigration coverage on EU trust for different ideological
groups.
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Political positions also moderate the effect of the valence of immigration
coverage. As displayed in Figure 3.3, positive valence of immigration news
is not associated with changes in EU trust for left-wing citizens, whereas the
effect is negative for right-wing citizens. While the interaction effect of the
valence of refugee coverage follows an almost identical pattern, it is not
statistically significant.
Our last hypothesis stated that attitudes towards immigration would become
more important for EU trust over the course of the refugee crisis, as the
topic becomes more visible in media coverage and its evaluation becomes
more negative. Indeed, as Model 5 shows, the effect of immigration attitudes
becomes more important in 2014 compared to 2012, and even more so in
2016, indicating support for Hypothesis 5a. However, we find no support that
the predictive importance of immigration attitudes on EU attitudes increases
when coverage of refugees and immigration becomes more frequent or more
negative.
Robustness checks. As laid out before, we conducted two alternative analyses:
First, a simple regression model (see Appendix 3C) confirms all effects that
we found in the reported model; directions and effect sizes are similar, and all
reported results remain significant. The second model, a multilevel model with
country-wave combinations at the second level and country- and wave-fixed
effects (see Appendix 3D), barely contains any significant effects. However,
most relevant effects remain very similar in size and direction. One exception
is the interaction effect of immigration attitudes and the valence of refugee
coverage. Aside from that, the main effects of refugee coverage remain
negative, while the main effects of EU coverage remain positive. Also in line
with the main model, the interaction effects of valence of immigration coverage
and visibility of refugee coverage with left-right ideology are negative and the
interactions of ESS rounds 7 and 8 with immigration attitudes are positive (and
statistically significant in the case of ESS round 8).

Discussion
The present study investigated the effects of media coverage of refugees and
immigration on trust in the European Union in 18 different European countries
between 2012 and 2017. Even though immigration attitudes are among the
most important predictors of EU attitudes, there is very little previous research
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on the role of the media – the main source of information about immigration
– in this mechanism. We find that both the visibility and valence of refugee
coverage have effects on EU trust. These effects are dependent on citizens’
political ideology. Furthermore, immigration attitudes become a more
important predictor of EU trust over the course of the European refugee and
migrant crisis.
We found partial support for our first two hypotheses, as only increased
coverage of refugees, but not coverage of general immigration, was associated
with reduced trust in the EU. This is in line with the results of Harteveld et
al. (2018), which show that increased media attention to refugees increases
Euroscepticism. Furthermore, favorable coverage about refugees was
associated with reduced trust as well. This may suggest that EU citizens are
not satisfied with the way in which the Union handled the refugee crisis, rather
than a simple association between anti-immigration and anti-EU attitudes. At
the same time, coverage of general immigration did not affect EU evaluations
overall. This is an important insight for the literature on the relationship
between immigration and attitudes towards the EU and suggests that it may
be necessary to differentiate between different types of immigration.
In addition to these general effects, we also take into account how citizens
of different ideologies respond to media coverage of immigration. Left-wing
citizens – who are, generally speaking, more in favor of immigration and
granting asylum – do not show remarkable changes in their evaluation of the
EU when immigration is covered more often or more positively. For right-wing
citizens, on the other hand, coverage that is in favor of immigration may spark
a reactance effect and decreases their trust in the Union. Increased coverage
of refugees also has a stronger negative effect on right-wing citizens’ EU trust.
Overall, the analyses show that trust in the EU is more dependent on the
coverage of immigration and asylum issues for right-wing citizens than for leftwing citizens. This is in line with previous research that found political-cultural
aspects of the EU to be more important for right-wing citizens (van Elsas &
van der Brug, 2015). Typically, such reactions on the right are conceptualized
as a consequence of cultural threats to national identities (McLaren, 2002).
However, since we find that changes in attitudes towards the EU may in part
be caused by media coverage, i.e. new information on immigration issues,
this opens up an interesting new perspective on the conceptualization of
immigration attitudes as a “soft” predictor of EU attitudes. If the changes in
fact occur as a reaction to information, they may not solely be a response to
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identity-concerns but could also be conceptualized as an evaluation of the
EU’s policy performance. For example, right-wing citizens may be unsatisfied
with policies such as those implementing refugee relocation quotas, which
obligate member states to accept the relocation and resettlement of a certain
number of refugees. The trust-as-evaluation approach relies on the idea that
trust in political institutions is dependent on perceptions of performance of
the institution but has mostly focused on economic performance (van der Meer
& Hakhverdian, 2017). Our results suggest that the performance evaluations
relevant to political trust might extend to other policy domains as well. These
questions warrant further investigation to disentangle the evaluation criteria
for political trust.
Our results also show that, as expected, immigration attitudes became a more
important predictor of trust in the EU over the course of the migrant and
refugee crisis; however, this effect was not dependent on media coverage.
This implies that at least the type of media coverage that we considered in this
study is not the sole source of information for citizens.
Finally, a pattern that emerged from the analysis is the influence of our control
variable “EU coverage” on EU trust. Visibility of European integration in
the media coverage exhibits a positive influence on trust. One speculative
explanation is the “mere exposure” effect (Zajonc, 2001): Increased exposure
to an object, when not connected to negative cues, leads to more favorable
evaluations of said object. In the case of political institutions, news about them
may also lead to increased transparency (Moy & Hussain, 2011) and result
in increased political trust as well (Norris, 2001). However, recent findings
(Wojcieszak et al., 2018) show that simple exposure to EU news can polarize
citizens further, rendering the positive more positive and the skeptical more
skeptical. Further research is needed to disentangle the effects of media
visibility of an institution on political trust in it. Finally, our results show that the
valence of EU coverage also matters for EU trust models. When the coverage
is more favorable for European integration, citizens trust the EU more. This is
in line with previous studies showing that citizens, that are exposed to more
positive media content about the EU, are less likely to vote for Eurosceptic
parties (van Spanje & de Vreese, 2014).
Limitations. The data used in this study are publicly available. While the ESS
facilitates answering our research question in a cross-national setting with high
data-quality and a large number of respondents, the data were not collected
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specifically for the purpose of this study and therefore have several limitations.
First, the data, even though collected over a period of more than six years,
are cross-sectional in nature and therefore, strictly speaking, do not allow
for causal inferences. This concerns media effects in particular. Even though
there are strong reasons to assume that changes in the media environment
precede changes in public opinion, the opposite causal mechanism is also
possible. Furthermore, we assume a causal effect of anti-immigration attitudes
on trust in the EU. Anti-immigration attitudes have been conceptualized as
a predictor of other EU attitudes in multiple previous studies (de Vreese et
al., 2008; Lubbers & Scheepers, 2007; McLaren, 2007). However, given that
most of these studies are based on survey data, there is no clear evidence for
this causal assumption. On the other hand, our finding that the significance
of immigration attitudes for shaping trust in the EU increases over the course
of the migrant and refugee crisis provides some cautious confidence in this
causal mechanism. Finally, unlike the media content measures, the immigration
attitude items of the ESS do not allow for a distinction between refugees and
other kinds of immigrants; future research could extend the findings by using
more refined measures of immigration attitudes (see Kentmen-Cin and Erisen,
2017).
Our estimates for developments of the media environment are also based
on data provided by the ESS. This implies that in some countries, the media
environment may not always be perfectly reflected in the choice of newspapers.
However, this is outweighed by the benefit of being able to conduct a
retrospective analysis of a time in which the importance and magnitude of
immigration to the EU changed considerably.
We rely on measures of the media environment, as previous studies showed
that the media environment in and of itself can change attitudes, particularly
in the context of public opinion about the EU (Azrout et al., 2012). Due to
data limitations, we could not include media exposure at the individual
level – which is, however, a likely moderator of these effects. For instance, a
previous study found that political events influence EU opinions to a higher
extent if citizens are more attentive to political news (Semetko, Van Der Brug,
& Valkenburg, 2003). Furthermore, the associations that we found in this study
might be exacerbated for individuals who use more partisan media sources.
Previous research indicates that simple media use measures have different,
contradictory relationships with political trust (Avery, 2009; Ceron, 2015;
Gross et al., 2004; see also Chapter 2). To disentangle these mechanisms,
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an encompassing design would need to consider both pre-existing attitudes
(Avery, 2009; Ceron & Memoli, 2015) and media content features, such as
the ones investigated in this study, and incivility (Mutz & Reeves, 2005) or
negativity (Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2006).
These limitations notwithstanding, the present study makes an important
contribution to the literature on the impact of immigration issues for EU public
opinion. It highlights how the information environment can affect trust in
the EU, or political institutions more generally, especially when considering
citizens’ pre-existing ideological stances. Future research should disentangle
the mechanisms that may explain why left- and right-leaning citizens respond
differently to the coverage of refugees and immigration, for example by
investigating whether this relation is in fact mediated by negative evaluations
of EU policies during the refugee crisis, which then decrease EU trust. Most
importantly, our research emphasizes the significance of media coverage for
EU trust. It shows that not only coverage of the EU itself, but also of specific
policy areas like immigration can have an impact on how much citizens of
different ideological leanings trust the Union.
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Chapter 4
National heuristics and
survey context effects on
trust in the European Union
This chapter was accepted for publication as Brosius, A., van Elsas, E. J.,
& de Vreese, C. H. (2020). Trust in context. National heuristics and survey
context effects on political trust in the European Union. European Union
Politics, 21(1).

81

National heuristics and survey context effects on trust in the European Union

Evaluations of the European Union and national political institutions are
intertwined – when citizens decide whether or not they trust the EU, this judgment
is rarely independent from national politics. For many citizens, the EU is a relatively
remote and complex political institution, about which they have little knowledge
and few readily accessible opinions (Clark, 2014). Consequently, when asked
about the EU, citizens often rely on their evaluations of national politics and
extrapolate their opinions about the EU from those national evaluations. This
extrapolation mechanism explains why trust in the EU correlates highly with trust
in national political institutions (Anderson, 1998; Harteveld et al., 2013; Muñoz
et al., 2011), and why national political trust was identified as the strongest
attitudinal explanation of EU trust (Harteveld et al. 2013).
The majority of studies on the relationship between national and EU political
trust (including Chapter 1 of this dissertation) rely on surveys that include items
on trust in several national and European institutions within a single question
block. Such surveys pose two major methodological problems for scholars
with a substantive interest in either absolute levels of trust or correlations
between trust in different institutions. First, including different institutions
as part of the same list of items with identical response scales encourages
response consistency and thus artificially increases the correlation between the
items. Second, within-block question order is usually not randomized; items
on national institutions precede EU institutions in most surveys. Therefore,
priming effects may also skew widely used measures for EU trust. This raises
the question to what extent existing findings of extrapolation reflect real-world
mechanisms or are – to a certain degree – an artifact of the survey context.
We study the effects of survey context on the occurrence of extrapolation
and reported levels of EU trust, using an experimental set-up, which allows us
to make both methodological and theoretical contributions. First, we assess
the extent and nature of the effects of commonly used question blocks on
the measurement of institutional trust and the consequences for studies
comparing national and EU political trust. Second, and more fundamentally,
the experimental set-up enables us to put the extrapolation mechanism to a
more rigorous test. Previous research has mostly relied on correlations between
measures of trust in EU institutions and national political institutions. We use
variations in survey context to analyze the effect of cues from national politics
on trust in the EU. The results contribute to our knowledge of the cognitive
processes underlying the formation of political trust towards different levels
of governance.
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We distinguish two mechanisms that could produce survey context effects.
First, question order can enhance extrapolation: preceding questions about
national political institutions could lead respondents to base their EU trust
on similar considerations. Second, general consistency effects can occur as
responses to questions in the same block are assimilated, for instance due to
satisficing response behavior.
To disentangle these mechanisms, we employ a split-ballot survey experiment.
The experiment uses a 2 x 2 factorial design, varying both the question
order and whether the items are part of the same or different item blocks.
We replicated our experiment at different time points and in five different
European countries. Our findings show strong evidence of consistency
effects: displaying trust items in a single question block significantly increases
the correlation between these items. Furthermore, we find that question order
matters: putting questions about national institutions first generally leads
to lower EU trust, particularly among citizens who are dissatisfied with their
own government. Priming on national institutions thus leads to an activation
of national considerations when subsequently evaluating the EU, which lends
support to the extrapolation hypothesis.
These findings have both methodological and theoretical implications.
Methodologically, our study shows that the use of standard item blocks for
measuring trust in different institutions affects the levels of measured trust and
inflates inter-item correlations. This urges researchers to carefully decide how
to measure institutional trust – using randomized question order or separate
question blocks – depending on the research question. We contribute to
theories on the formation of political trust in multi-level governance by
demonstrating the impact of a “national prime” on subsequently expressed
trust in the EU and provide novel micro-level evidence for the existence of an
extrapolation mechanism, i.e. citizens relying on cues from national politics
when expressing their trust in the European Union.

Theory
National heuristics and EU trust. Political trust can be conceptualized as an
evaluation of political institutions (Baier, 1986; Coleman, 1990; Kasperson et
al., 1992; Mishler & Rose, 2001; van der Meer & Dekker, 2011). Such evaluations
need to be based on some form of information about the evaluated object.
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In the EU context, this is often information about economic performance and
identity-based considerations (Harteveld et al., 2013; Hooghe & Marks, 2005).
Specifically, the European debt crisis led to a considerable decline in support
for and trust in the EU (Gomez, 2015), but also in national governments (Foster
& Frieden, 2017). Similarly, the migration crisis negatively changed public
opinion about the EU (Harteveld et al., 2018). In addition, when citizens have
sufficient knowledge about both the EU and national institutions, they may also
use national politics as a “benchmark” to judge the EU based on an informed
comparison (De Vries, 2018; Muñoz et al., 2011; Sánchez-Cuenca, 2000).
However, generally speaking, citizens often lack specific knowledge about
the performance and functioning of the European Union, especially when
compared to their more readily available knowledge about national political
institutions (Clark, 2014; Hobolt, 2007). When individuals lack the political
knowledge to inform their voting decisions or support for institutions, they
are more likely to use heuristics and cues as a basis for evaluations instead
(Lau & Redlawsk, 2001). In the case of the EU, this means that trust in national
political institutions “spills over” or is extrapolated to trust in the EU. Indeed,
citizens who trust their own government more are also more likely to trust
the EU (Anderson, 1998). A similarly high correlation has been found for
satisfaction with democracy at the two levels (Hobolt, 2012; Rohrschneider,
2002). Harteveld et al. (2013) identified extrapolation as the most important
predictor of trust in the EU, surpassing utilitarian and identity-based EU
evaluations (see also Armingeon & Ceka, 2014; Muñoz, 2017). In line with this
reasoning, the extrapolation mechanism is weaker for more knowledgeable
citizens (Armingeon & Ceka, 2014; Karp et al., 2003; Muñoz, 2017). The existing
evidence is mostly based on correlational data, but generally concludes that
there is a causal direction: Citizens use cues from national politics to form
their trust in the EU and not vice versa. Armingeon and Ceka (2014) support
this assumption with analyses showing that (1) domestic political events which
lower governmental trust also lower EU trust and that (2) governmental trust
predicts EU trust, even when this relationship is controlled for EU performance
evaluations. In sum, existing evidence based on correlational data supports
the assumption of an extrapolation mechanism, but we lack causal evidence of
the impact of cue-taking on reported trust in the European Union.
Survey context effects. An important limitation of studies comparing and
correlating political trust on the national and EU level is that most of them rely
on data from the Eurobarometer (Anderson, 1998; Armingeon & Ceka, 2014;
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Harteveld et al., 2013; Muñoz, 2017; Rohrschneider, 2002; Sánchez-Cuenca,
2000); others have used the European Social Survey (Muñoz et al., 2011). These
two survey datasets share important characteristics that may influence the
measurement of institutional trust. Both surveys follow the common practice
of presenting the respondents with a block of items measuring trust in several
institutions. In both cases, data are collected through face-to-face interviews,
in which the interviewer asks how much or whether the respondent trusts a
number of institutions. All institutions are named within the same block and
in a fixed order, with trust in the EU following trust in national institutions.
Interestingly, a study using questions from separate blocks by McLaren (2007)
concludes that national institutional trust is less important for EU support than
suggested by previous studies.
Survey research has demonstrated that an identical question can produce
different response patterns depending on the preceding questions in the
survey (Schuman & Presser, 1996). Question context exerts this influence
through what is essentially a priming mechanism, by altering the availability
and salience of the considerations that are used to answer the survey question
at hand (Tourangeau, Rips, & Rasinski, 2000, p. 198). In addition, similarly
phrased questions can induce a general need for consistency in respondents.
These context effects can have two kinds of consequences for the response
pattern: directional and correlational context effects (Tourangeau et al., 2000).
Directional effects occur when the question order leads to a change in the
level of the variable of interest; this is generally the case when the relationship
between the target question and context question is unconditional, i.e. when
the context item has the same impact on all respondents irrespective of their
position on the context item. Correlational effects occur if context effects alter
the relation between the target and context questions; these take the form of
conditional effects, where the score on the context item determines the score
on the target question.
Hypotheses. Combining the literature on national heuristics and trust in the
EU with existing knowledge of survey context effects, we develop a set of
hypotheses about survey context effects on EU trust, and more specifically, what
happens when national political trust is probed before trust in EU institutions
in a survey. According to the extrapolation logic, EU evaluations are largely
based on considerations about national politics; someone who trusts national
institutions is more likely to also trust more removed institutions, whereas
someone who does not trust national institutions is less likely to trust the EU.
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Question order could make considerations about national political institutions
more salient. Asking about the national government before the EU could
thus influence average reported levels of trust in the EU, aligning the levels
of trust in the two institutions and thereby making government evaluations a
more important predictor for EU evaluations. Specifically, asking about a less
trusted national institution first would decrease subsequently reported trust
in the EU, in comparison to when the EU is asked about before the national
institution. Conversely, asking about a more trusted national institution first
would increase reported trust in the EU.
Hypothesis 1: Reported trust in the EU is higher when preceded by questions
about a trusted national institution, whereas it is lower when preceded by a
non-trusted national political institution (extrapolation hypothesis).
Most European countries, including the ones that we study, have rather low
average levels of political trust (see e.g. Figure 4.2). Even in countries in which
trust in the national government is comparatively high, such as the Netherlands,
Denmark, or Germany, the average scores for trust do not exceed the midpoint of the scale. Therefore, when prompted to think of their lower trust in the
national government, the average citizens would report lower trust in the EU
due to extrapolation. Consequently, the average level of trust in the EU would
be lower when questions about the EU are preceded by questions about the
national government. Even though levels of trust in the national government
tend to be low in all countries we study, there are still considerable differences.
We expect that the effect would be strongest in the countries with the lowest
level of governmental trust.
Evidently, even in low-trust countries, national political trust varies considerably
at the individual level. As an additional test of our hypotheses, we analyze this
effect in more detail by considering citizens’ individual government satisfaction.
We expect that citizens with lower government satisfaction extrapolate and
also report lower trust in the EU when asked about the government first,
whereas those with high government satisfaction, in contrast, should report
higher trust in the EU when asked about the government first. In order to
test this assumption, we conduct an additional analysis for groups of citizens
with high, medium, and low government satisfaction. We rely on government
satisfaction for this test because this variable is measured independently from
the experimental manipulation.
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The priming effect of displaying a national political institution before an EU
institution posited in Hypothesis 1 will likely wear off over the course of a survey.
We expect that the extrapolation effect is stronger when items about EU trust
and trust in national institutions are part of one block, in comparison to when
they appear in two separate blocks. When the question about national politics
directly precedes the one about the EU within the same block, the immediate
memory of it should increase the effect, whereas the effect should be weaker
when other questions are asked in-between the two measures of trust.
Hypothesis 2: Extrapolation effects (Hypothesis 1) are stronger when EU and
national political trust items are part of the same question block (proximity
hypothesis).
Context effects can also occur simply because placing questions closely
together creates a general need for consistency. “The juxtaposition of the
questions highlights their logical relationship and increases the consistency
of the answers […], yet such effects can even occur “when the relationship is
not strictly logical but only topical” (Tourangeau et al., 2000, pp. 213–214). This
has been called the “near means related” heuristic (Tourangeau, 2004): if items
stand closely together, respondents can infer that they are related. Respondents
can even “use the proximity of the items as a cue to their meaning, perhaps at
the expense of reading them carefully” (Tourangeau, 2004, p. 390).
Hypothesis 3: The correlation between reported EU and national political trust is
higher when both are part of the same question block (consistency hypothesis).

Method
The experiment was carried out in the context of a larger panel survey focused
on EU public opinion (Goldberg et al., 2019). The data were collected in the
form of computer-assisted web interviewing. Study 1, in January 2018, included
2,648 Dutch respondents; Study 2, in December 2018, included 1,942 Dutch
respondents; Study 3, in December 2018, included 2,678 Danish respondents,
2,895 German respondents, 2,746 Hungarian respondents, and 2,867 Spanish
respondents. Levels of trust in both national and European institutions differ
considerably across these countries (see e.g. Special Eurobarometer 461,
2017). Quotas on age, gender, education, and region were enforced in order
to ensure a representative sample of the respective populations.
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In order to measure our main variables of interest, we asked respondents how
much they agree with the following statements on a seven-point scale ranging
from “not at all” (1) to “completely” (7): “I trust the European Union”, “I trust
the national government”, and “I trust the national parliament” (see Appendix
4A for question wording). The order of these questions was randomized in
four experimental conditions. In addition, we asked respondents how satisfied
they were with the performance of their respective national governments on a
scale ranging from 1 (“very unsatisfied”) to 7 (“very satisfied”).
In Study 1, Condition A and B include the two questions on trust in national
political institutions and in the EU at the start of a larger block of questions
about institutional trust. In Condition A (N = 617), respondents are asked about
their trust in the two national institutions first (the parliament always following
the government), as it is usually done in surveys, whereas in Condition B
(N = 687), trust in the EU comes first. In Condition C and D, the trust questions
are asked in two blocks, which are separated by an eight-question block
on political participation. In Condition C (N = 656), national trust precedes
EU trust. This order is reversed in Condition D (N = 688). In total, N = 2,648
respondents participated in the experiment.
Figure 4.1 Experimental conditions.

Condition A

Condition B

Condition C

Condition D

Parliament*
Government

EU

Parliament*
Government

EU

EU

Parliament*
Government

Participation
Participation
EU

Note: The national parliament was only included in Study 1.
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In Study 2 and 3, we simplified the design and excluded the national
parliament, leaving only questions about trust in the national government and
the EU. Before making this decision, we analyzed an independent panel wave
dataset in the Netherlands (N = 2,236), collected in June 2018, in which the
question order of all trust items was randomized. This analysis showed that
the correlations between trust in the EU are almost identical for both trust
in the national parliament (r = .766) and trust in the national government
(r = .765). Thus, the results are not likely to be affected by the choice of
institution. Besides this simplification, the design of Study 1 was fully
replicated in Study 2. The experimental conditions are visualized in Figure 4.1.
It is noteworthy that the Dutch sample in Study 1 and 2 are drawn from the
same panel. Thus, all Dutch respondents in Study 2 (N = 1,942; NA = 472,
NB = 497, NC = 484, ND = 489) also participated in Study 1, which further

enhances comparability. Study 3 was an exact replication of Study 2 with
respondents from Denmark (N = 2,678; NA = 660, NB = 655, NC = 669,
ND = 694), Germany (N = 2,895; NA = 674, NB = 752, NC = 720, ND = 749),

Hungary (N = 2,746; NA = 701, NB = 704, NC = 681, ND = 660), and Spain
(N = 2,867; NA = 686, NB = 721, NC = 765, ND = 695).

Results
Figure 4.2 shows descriptive statistics for trust in the government, parliament,
and the EU for all five countries in the two studies. First, it is important to note
that trust in the government tends to be low in all countries, never exceeding
the mid-point (4) of the scale (ranging from 1 – 7). This confirms our assumption
that asking about the government first would function as a negative cue in
these countries. While there are no considerable differences between trust
in the government and trust in the EU in Denmark and Germany, trust in the
EU is considerably higher than trust in the government in Hungary and Spain.
In the Netherlands, the difference changes between waves: while trust in
the EU is somewhat lower than trust in the government (and parliament) in
the first wave, this difference becomes marginal in the second survey wave.
While these results are somewhat different than the results from the
Eurobarometer (where trust is measured as a binary variable), they show
the same general patterns – national institutions are more trusted in the
Netherlands, Denmark, and Germany than in Spain and Hungary.
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Study 1 – Netherlands. An ANOVA shows that trust in the EU is highest in
Condition B, in which trust in the EU precedes national institutions in the
same block. A Bonferroni post-hoc test shows that EU trust in Condition A, in
which national trust precedes EU trust, is significantly lower (p < .01) than in
Condition B, C, or D (see Figure 4.3). This evidence supports the extrapolation
hypothesis: when the EU is contrasted with national political institutions, trust
in the EU is lower. However, it also seems that this effect only occurs when the
two trust questions are displayed in the same block, as there is no significant
difference between Condition C and D based on question order. This confirms
our expectations for Hypothesis 2. In other words, for extrapolation to occur, it
is necessary that the benchmark is recent and hence salient, according to the
results of Study 1.
In a second step, we test Hypothesis 1 for groups of citizens with low satisfaction
with the national government (answering 1 - 3 on a scale from 1 - 7), medium
satisfaction (4), or high satisfaction (5 - 7). However, as visualized in Figure 4.4,
there are no clear-cut differences in the effects of the experimental conditions
between the three groups for Study 1.
Figure 4.2 Average trust in the EU, government, and parliament.

Note: Scale ranges from 1 to 7.
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Hypothesis 3 stated that the correlation between trust in national institutions
and trust in the EU – the basis for the extrapolation hypothesis – would be
lower when the two items are not displayed within the same question block.
We test this hypothesis for the two national political institutions, government
and parliament, separately, using Pearson’s correlation coefficient and Fisher’s
r-to-z transformation. The correlation between trust in the government and
trust in the EU is r = .71 in Condition A, r = .69 in Condition B, r = .63 in
Condition C, and r = .63 in Condition D. We combined Condition A and B
into a one-block condition with 1,304 respondents in which the correlation
between trust in the government and trust in the EU is r = .699, and Condition
C and D into a separate-blocks condition with 1,344 respondents, in which the
correlation is r = .631. These two correlations are significantly different from
each other (z = 3.14, p < .01). This shows that the correlation between trust
in the government and trust in the EU is somewhat higher when the two are
asked within the same block, which is typically the case in existing surveys.
The correlation between trust in the national parliament and trust in the EU
is r = .64 in Condition A, r = .72 in Condition B, r = .64 in Condition C, and
r = .61 in Condition D. These results are not identical to the correlation between
EU trust and government trust. However, the lower correlation between trust
in the parliament and trust in the EU could be caused by the item order. In
Condition A, national institutions precede the EU, but the specific question
order is parliament – government – EU. Therefore, it is plausible to assume
that consistency effects are stronger between the government and the EU
question than between the parliament and the EU question in this condition. In
Condition B, where the order is EU – parliament – government, the correlation
is the strongest for the EU and the parliament; i.e. the two institutions that
follow each other directly. This finding further supports our hypothesis that
consistent response patterns increase when survey items about trust directly
follow each other and emphasizes the fine-grained nature of these effects.
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Figure 4.3 Mean score on trust in the EU per condition for Study 1 and 2 in the Netherlands.

Study 2 – Netherlands. The replication of our study in the Netherlands shows
a similar, but not identical, pattern of results. In this replication, trust in the EU
is highest in Condition D, and almost as high in Condition B; the difference
between the two is not significant (p = 1.00). Trust in the EU in Condition A
is significantly lower than in Condition D (p = .03). The other differences are
not statistically significant. However, the pattern of results is similar: trust in
the EU is higher when it is not preceded by a question on trust in the national
government, which lends some further support to Hypothesis 1. The analysis
for the separate groups of government satisfaction displayed in Figure 4.4,
however, provides only mixed support for Hypothesis 1. Respondents with
high government satisfaction have the highest EU trust in Condition B (in
which the EU precedes the national government within the same block),
which does not support extrapolation. On the other hand, respondents with
lower government satisfaction have the highest trust in the EU in Condition D
(where the EU precedes the national government with a buffer question block
between the two), which supports the idea of extrapolation (Hypothesis 1), but
not Hypothesis 2 on question proximity effects.
The correlation between trust in the government and trust in the EU is
r = .81 in Condition A, r = .78 in Condition B, r = .78 in Condition C, and r = .73
in Condition D. In Condition A and B combined (N = 969), the correlation is
r = .784, whereas in Condition C and D (N = 973), it is r = .755. This difference
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Figure 4.4 Mean score on trust in the EU per condition for Study 1 and 2 in the Netherlands
for citizens with low, medium, and high government satisfaction.

4

is not significant (z = 1.57, p = .12), which means that the correlation between
trust in the government and in the EU does not depend on whether the two
are asked in the same or separate blocks. In contrast to Study 1, this does not
confirm Hypothesis 3.
Study 3 – Denmark, Germany, Hungary, Spain. For all four countries, simple
ANOVAs show significant group differences in the levels of trust in the EU
across the experimental groups. These differences are visualized in Figure
4.5. The results from Denmark are highly similar to the findings from Study
1 in the Netherlands; trust in the EU is significantly lower in Condition A than
in Condition B (p = .01), offering support for the extrapolation hypothesis
(Hypothesis 1). The results from Germany follow a similar pattern but are closer
to the results from Study 2 in the Netherlands: only the difference between
Condition A and D is significant (p < .01), also supporting Hypothesis 1. The
difference between Condition A and B goes in the same general direction but
is not statistically significant (p = .06).
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Figure 4.5 Mean score on trust in the EU per condition for Study 3.

The results from Hungary and Spain, the two countries with the lowest levels of
government trust, are similar to the results from the Netherlands, Denmark, and
Germany, but more pronounced. These results also support Hypothesis 1, the
extrapolation hypothesis: When the less trusted national institutions are asked
about first (Condition A & C), trust in the EU decreases. In Spain, the difference
in trust in the EU is significant for Condition A and B (p < .01), as well as for
C and D (p = .01). Furthermore, the differences between Condition A and C
(p < .01), A and D (p < .01), and B and C (p < .01) are also significant. The difference
between Condition A and B is greater than between C and D, which supports
Hypothesis 2. In Hungary, the difference in trust in the EU is only significant in the
separate-blocks condition: while Condition A and B are not significantly different
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(p = .37), Condition C and D (p < .01), as well as A and D (p < .01) are significantly
different, which still offers support for Hypothesis 1, but not Hypothesis 2.
When the analysis is split into three groups of citizens with low, medium, and
high government satisfaction, the results become more clear-cut across all four
countries: while there are no considerable differences in EU trust between the
experimental groups for those who have high government satisfaction, the
differences become more pronounced for those with medium satisfaction and
are highest for those with low government satisfaction (see Figure 4.6).
Figure 4.6 Mean score on trust in the EU per condition for Study 3 for citizens with low,
medium, and high government satisfaction.
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In other words, when the national government is made more salient through
question order, those with low government satisfaction react to this cue by
reporting lower EU trust; for those with high government satisfaction, no
effect of national government cues is visible. Thus, all things considered, the
results of Study 3 lend strong support for the existence of an extrapolation
mechanism in all four countries, yet the impact of national cues seems to be
limited to negative cues (i.e. less trusted institutions).
Regarding Hypothesis 3, the results consistently show that the correlation
between trust in the EU and trust in the national government is stronger (or in the
case of Hungary, the correlation is less negative) when the two questions were
asked in the same block, rather than separately. This supports Hypothesis 3.
Table 4.1 shows the correlations in each experimental group and for Condition
A and B, as well as C and D combined. The z-score and corresponding p-value
are based on the correlations of the combined conditions.

Table 4.1 Correlations between trust in the national government and trust in the EU in
different experimental conditions in Study 3.
Experimental condition
Denmark

A

B

C

D

r = .617

r = .555

r = .446

r = .360

Combined r = .586
(N = 1,315)

Combined r = .402
(N = 1,363)
z = 6.34, p < .001

Germany

r = .862

r = .864

r = .809

Combined r = .864
(N = 1,426)

r = .754

Combined r = .783
(N = 1,469)
z = 6.87, p < .001

Hungary

r = -.128

r = -.218

Combined r = -.173 (N = 1,405)

r = -.275

r = -.291

Combined r = -.285 (N = 1,341)

z = 3.10, p = .001
Spain

r = .552

r = .485

r = .447

Combined r = .526
(N = 1,407)

r = .405

Combined r = .427
(N = 1,460)
z = 3.43, p < .001

Note: To compare correlation coefficients, we use Fisher’s r-to-z transformation and Pearson’s
correlation coefficient.
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Discussion
Our study investigates how cues from national politics can affect political
trust in the European Union, using experimental evidence with multiple
replications in different contexts. There are two main results. First, we find
quite consistent evidence that the correlation between one’s political trust in
national institutions and the EU is stronger if the two items are in the same
block. Second, we find evidence for the effect of question order on the
occurrence of extrapolation processes in different countries. Most results point
to the extrapolation effect being increased when a question about the EU is
preceded by a question about the national government. Our analyses also
give insight into the underlying mechanism: Particularly respondents with low
government satisfaction extrapolate from their governments to the EU when
the government is made more salient through question order. This indicates
that the process of extrapolation might be mainly based on negative primes,
at least in the European context, where trust in the national government is
often low14.
These findings have both methodological and substantive implications.
Methodologically, the results highlight the need to tailor questionnaire design
to the specific research question, whenever possible. Even though large-scale,
cross-national surveys like the Eurobarometer or the European Social Survey
offer unique, high-quality data and their use is certainly justified, they measure
political trust in a single block, in which trust in the EU follows trust in national
institutions. Researchers interested in trust in multiple specific institutions,
rather than overall institutional trust, should consider randomizing the display
order of institutions within a block. For researchers with a particular interest
in the levels of trust in the EU (or other specific supra-national institutions),
it may also be advisable to ask about said institution first, thereby avoiding
respondents extrapolating from more familiar institutions, such as the national
government. Researchers with a particular interest in multi-level government
could also consider separating evaluations of institutions on different levels
within a survey, especially when evaluating the relative importance of cuetaking in comparison to other explanatory variables. This will likely prevent

14

This result also connects to the findings in Chapter 1. In the latter, we found that citizens that
do not trust their government are less likely to change their trust in the EU based on changes in
the media environment than citizens that have higher trust in the government. In the light of the
findings of Chapter 4, this might be because negative cues from the national government have
stronger effects, whereas positive cues are more easily overruled by new information.
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the inflation of correlations between trust in different institutions due to survey
context effects. Overall, our findings stress the importance of accounting for
potential effects of questionnaire design and adapting questionnaires to the
specific requirements of a certain research question. They also tie in with
previous criticism of survey context effects in, for instance, the Eurobarometer
(Haverland, de Ruiter, & Van de Walle, 2015; Höpner & Jurczyk, 2015; Saris
& Kaase, 1997). At the same time, it is important to note that the effects of
survey context are limited and, in this particular case, do not drive findings on
extrapolation in the EU literature. Therefore, our results also show that data
from the ESS and Eurobarometer are nevertheless suited to give insights into
such questions.
Substantively, our study contributes to understanding the processes through
which citizens develop their (dis)trust in the European Union in an experimental
setting. This allows us to isolate the effect of national institutions as a prime,
and directly test whether this prime leads to extrapolation. Even though the
evidence is not clear-cut across all countries, the findings generally support the
extrapolation hypothesis. This implies that when forming their EU trust, citizens
tend to use more readily available information about familiar institutions.
Mentioning the national government before the European Union decreases
trust in the EU relatively consistently across contexts. It is noteworthy that our
separate analysis for citizens with higher government satisfaction does not
show a reversed pattern of extrapolation in the opposite direction, but rather
just fewer effects. This could indicate that a positive cue from national politics
is not as effective at eliciting an extrapolation response as a negative cue,
which could would be in line with a general negativity bias.
However, this finding could also point to alternative explanations, for example
that the national government functions as a negative prime regardless of
its perceived or objective quality. Possibly, the government prime makes
respondents think more about certain policy areas that are dominated by
national politics, such as social welfare issues, rather than EU politics. It could
also shift respondents’ focus to incumbent politicians and parties on the
national level, which could go hand in hand with a greater focus on the role
that these specific actors simultaneously play in EU politics in the subsequent
questions. However, these explanations remain speculative and still speak
to the idea of a heuristic-based extrapolation mechanism. Future research
could use specific control variables or diversify the type of experimental cues
to further test the nature of the extrapolation hypothesis. It would also be
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interesting to replicate this experiment in other, non-European, multi-level
government contexts, especially in cases where the lower-level government
is more trusted.
Overall, the results further support theories of cue-taking in the formation of
public opinion about the European Union. Given relatively low levels of political
knowledge about the EU, it is not surprising that citizens rely on alternative
information, such as cues from national politics, to base their evaluations
on (see also Armingeon & Ceka, 2014; Muñoz, 2017). There are potentially
greater implications for democracy: Citizens who find themselves in multi-level
government contexts could generalize dissatisfaction with national politics to
the supranational level and lose political trust, which ultimately undermines
the democratic legitimization of elected officials and institutions.
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This dissertation investigated how the media and its content can influence
political trust in the European Union. The starting point of the dissertation
was the triad of drivers of political trust in the EU: cues from national politics,
identity considerations, and utilitarian considerations. Most importantly, the
dissertation shows that media reporting of the EU, immigration, and the
economy, as well as cues from national politics, can impact political trust.
However, these effects are often less straight-forward than one would expect
based on the existing literature. Instead, multiple moderators and context
effects have to be considered.
Chapter 1 shows that coverage of the EU itself can matter for political trust.
Changes in the media information environment can dampen or amplify cuetaking from national politics. That means that the correlation between trust
in the national government and trust in the EU changes depending on how
(much) the EU is covered in the media.
Chapter 2 shows that, when exposed to more economic news, citizens lose
confidence in the economy and trust in the EU. Exposure to more negative
coverage of the EU economy, however, has a positive effect on trust in the
EU, but a negative effect on confidence in the economy. This indicates that
some citizens see the EU as a trustworthy actor in times of economic crisis and
downturn.
Chapter 3 shows that changes in news coverage of immigration are related
to trust in the EU in intricate ways: Only increased coverage of refugees, but
not of general immigration, decreases trust in the EU. Furthermore, it does
so only for right-wing citizens. Thus, there is no uniform effect of immigration
coverage on EU attitudes of citizens – it depends on characteristics of both the
content and its recipients.
Chapter 4 shows that citizens rely on cues from national politics, and
particularly negative cues, when forming their trust in the EU. It provides novel
experimental evidence for the extrapolation mechanism in the formation of
EU public opinion. Besides the methodological implications that this chapter
has for survey design, it also shows that very rudimentary cues, like simply
naming the national government, can influence reported attitudes towards
the EU. This could be an indication that media coverage of national politics –
especially when it is negative – might also decrease trust in the EU.
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These findings raise multiple points of discussion and have several implications
for future research. First, the dissertation shows that media information can
influence attitudes towards the EU, and that information about more specific
policy areas like the economy and immigration matters. The findings imply that
we have to consider the kind of information that citizens typically receive from
the media. This is particularly crucial when connected to research perspectives
on selective exposure and misinformation. Second, the multi-faceted findings
of Chapters 2 and 3 demonstrate that media effects on political trust in the
EU depend on the specific media content as well as recipients’ characteristics,
suggesting intricate relationships between the news media and public
opinion. The results also raise questions on the categorization of antecedents
of EU opinions as more or less “rational”. Third, the dissertation faces several
methodological challenges in measuring media exposure, media content, and
their effects. This is a reflection of broader challenges that Communication
Science faces as a discipline. These three points – information quality, “rational”
and “irrational” antecedents of EU attitudes, and measurement issues – will be
discussed in more detail in the following sections.

(Dis)-Informing Europe?
The main insight of Chapter 1 is that citizens rely less on cues from national
politics and reduce their trust in the EU when there is more negative information
about the EU in the media environment, whereas a positive EU information
environment increases reliance on positive cues from national politics. In
addition, Chapter 3 shows that higher media visibility of the EU and media
coverage that is more favorable towards European integration is associated
with higher trust in the EU. Generally speaking, these findings are intuitive –
negative news leads to more negative evaluations, or in other words, citizens
react “correctly” to new information.
From a normative democratic point of view, this is a desirable finding. We
know that the media can inform citizens about recent events (Marquart et al.,
2019) and that citizens are able to make sophisticated adjustments to their
evaluations of institutions, for example when they are connected to political
malpractice in the media (van Elsas, Brosius, Marquart, & de Vreese, 2019).
Citizens with more political knowledge also rely less on cues from national
politics when evaluating the EU (Armingeon & Ceka, 2014; Muñoz, 2017).
Hereby, the media fulfils one of its most important roles in a democracy:
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informing citizens and holding institutions accountable. These findings,
however, also raise questions about the kind of information that citizens
receive from the media.
Despite recent increases in EU media coverage (Boomgaarden et al., 2010;
Kleinnijenhuis & Van Atteveldt, 2016), visibility of day-to-day EU politics in
the media is still limited (van Noije, 2010). In addition, coverage is somewhat
selective; for example, it increases when issues are more polarized and when
journalists require fewer resources to cover an issue (de Ruiter & Vliegenthart,
2018). Furthermore, similar to most general news coverage (Soroka, 2006;
Soroka & McAdams, 2015), EU coverage tends to be rather negative, as
evidenced by three separate content analyses in Chapters 1, 2, and 3 as well
as by previous research (Cross & Ma, 2015; de Vreese & Azrout, 2019; de
Vreese et al., 2006; Peter et al., 2003).
Access to fact-based news, whether negative or positive, is vital for citizens’
ability to inform their opinions about political institutions, and ultimately their
vote choices. Therefore, negative news does not pose an inherent threat to
democracy. However, scholars have also pointed out that fragmented media
environments, as well as misinformation and disinformation (or so-called “fake
news”) could be reason for concern. Citizens can choose from a much broader
range of online news sources, which go far beyond the online versions
of traditional news outlets. Such alternative outlets are less committed to
journalistic integrity and routines, and could consequently contain more
false information (Tambuscio, Ruffo, Flammini, & Menczer, 2015; Van Aelst
et al., 2017). The European Parliament (2019a) reports that there has been a
steep increase in cases of disinformation in Europe between 2018 and 2019.
If some citizens exclusively use such alternative sources, and assuming that
these sources are predominantly negative towards the EU (see e.g. European
Parliament, 2019a), this could foster dissatisfaction and ultimately delegitimize
the Union. However, the question of whether disinformation about the EU
actually reaches a significant number of citizens, and how vulnerable citizens
are to its effects, remains yet unanswered.
Research shows that citizens themselves are concerned about the impact
of mis- and disinformation and support policies combatting it. For example,
67% of citizens surveyed in 10 European countries believe that mis- and
disinformation threaten democracy, and 59% support government agencies
verifying the accuracy of online information (N = 6727, for details see
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Goldberg, van Elsas, Marquart, Brosius, de Boer, & de Vreese, 2019). Potential
policies could include funding for fact-checkers, which are effective at
rebuffing misinformation and improving factual knowledge (Hameleers &
van der Meer, 2019; Tambuscio et al., 2015; but see Nyhan & Reifler, 2010),
yet do not change political attitudes and vote choices (Nyhan, Porter, Reifler,
& Wood, 2017). Ahead of the 2019 Parliamentary Elections, the EU worked
with online platforms, such as Facebook, Google, and Twitter, on improving
transparency of the sources of political advertisements, as well as on removing
“fake accounts” (European Commission, 2019). Any policy put into place by
a political institution, however, faces challenges in correctly identifying misand disinformation. Most importantly, it cannot be tied to campaigning, as
it otherwise risks becoming a propaganda organ. Policy makers must find
ways to reliably distinguish between legitimate critical coverage and mis- or
disinformation – a delicate task. In the EU context, the multitude of European
languages and cultural contexts further complicate the identification of
misinformation. Holistic solutions require collaboration between member
states. It is important to ensure that citizens all across the EU have access
to high-quality fact-based information, so they are adequately equipped to
evaluate political institutions and their support and trust in them.

Rational or irrational?
Chapters 2 and 3 focus on media coverage of two major areas of EU policy
responsibility: the economy and immigration. These two areas are related to
two pillars of EU support, namely utilitarian and identity-based considerations.
Chapter 2 focuses on utilitarian considerations, and specifically on how
exposure to economic news coverage influences trust in the EU. It shows
that exposure to a higher volume of economic news leads to decreases in
both economic confidence and trust in the EU. While exposure to negative
economic coverage decreases economic confidence, it actually increases trust
in the EU. The opposite relationship is true for exposure to positive economic
coverage. These nuanced results highlight the complexity of citizens’ opinions
towards the EU – it is not as simple as one may assume based on the economic
voting literature. On one hand, citizens may blame the EU for economic
decline, but, on the other hand, they could also see it as a savior in times of
crisis (see also Koehler et al., 2019). Chapter 3 focuses on the impact of news
coverage of immigration and refugees on trust in the EU. Similar to Chapter
2, one of the most important findings of this chapter is that it is necessary to
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consider nuances of media coverage, even for issues that are related to each
other. For example, this chapter shows that changes in the media environment
regarding general immigration have different effects on trust in the EU than
changes in the media environment surrounding refugees.
Chapters 2 and 3 also tie into a broader discussion about the distinction
between “rational” and “irrational” considerations preceding EU attitudes.
Rational political attitudes are based on knowledge about specific institutions,
consistent with one’s beliefs, and domain-specific (van Elsas, 2014). Utilitarian
considerations are often referred to as “rational” (Hooghe & Marks, 2004;
Harteveld et al., 2013) or “hard” (de Vreese et al., 2008), and contrasted
with “soft” or affective, less rational concerns about one’s (national) identity.
Alongside this binary, many conceptualizations include cues from national
politics as a third, distinct category. Cues are mostly used in low-information
contexts (e.g. Anderson, 1998), which implies that they do not influence EU
attitudes in a rational, informed manner. However, one may question to what
extent these three categories actually reflect different degrees of rationality,
or whether they mainly reflect different topics related to EU support – broadly
speaking, immigration, (economic) performance, and national politics. The
present dissertation shows that citizens can react to new information about
these topics to a certain degree. This calls into question the assumption that
considerations of some topics are, per se, more or less rational than others.
First, attitudes towards institutional performance or the economy are not
always “rational”. For example, previous literature shows that economic
perceptions can be incorrect, and subjective perceptions of the economy
predict trust in the EU (Armingeon & Guthmann, 2014; van der Meer & Dekker,
2011), sometimes independent of objective economic developments. And
while some citizens may base their economic evaluations on extensive analyses
of the global economy, others may base their economic evaluations on group
identities, prejudice, affect, or simple cues. In the European context, for example,
one could think of the frequent use of stereotypes in the coverage of the Euro
crisis (e.g. Capelos & Exadatyklos, 2015).
Second, attitudes towards immigration are not always “affective”, but could
also have more rational elements. Some citizens may base their (positive
or negative) attitudes towards immigration on feelings of identity. Others,
however, may base their opinions of immigration on their knowledge about
the topic. The findings of the present dissertation show that citizens can, to an
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extent, respond to domain-specific media information about immigration. If
these considerations were based exclusively on relatively stable questions of
identity (see De Vries, 2018), one would not expect new information to change
attitudes towards the EU.
Third, considerations about national politics can influence attitudes towards
the EU through more elaborate cognitive processes than cue-taking. In some
cases, citizens may simply use their opinions of national politics as a proxy for
their opinion on the EU (i.e. extrapolation). But in other cases, they might draw
more informed comparisons between national and EU level politics, which
subsequently influence their evaluations of the EU (see e.g. De Vries, 2018,
who refers to this comparison as the EU differential).
In sum, any of these three groups of considerations could, in some cases,
be based on informed (hence “rational”) evaluations or, in other cases,
be influenced by more affective considerations, group-identities, or cues.
In other words, considerations of all three categories can vary in their
degree of sophistication. Therefore, it may be worth refining the distinction
between “soft” and “hard” (de Vreese et al., 2008; Van Klingeren et al., 2013)
antecedents of opinions about the EU, by taking into account the degree of
sophistication of considerations related to each of the three domains. This
refinement could be particularly useful when exploring media effects, given
that the degree of sophistication can have important implications for whether
and how attitudes can change. Specifically, more sophisticated citizens tend
to expose themselves to greater amounts of new information, while less
sophisticated citizens are more likely to change their opinions when they do
receive new information (Converse, 1962; Zaller 1992; Lachat 2007). However,
it remains an open question for future research whether different degrees of
sophistication of EU-related attitudes change how new (media) information is
processed and how it is translated into political trust.

Measuring up?
In an increasingly fragmented and diverse media landscape, in which citizens
can select their news sources more than ever before, it is intuitive that the
real-world effects of mass media on public opinion are limited (Bennett &
Iyengar, 2008). Minimal media effects can thus be a substantive finding.
Furthermore, the media may have substantial effects in maintaining and
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reinforcing ideologies (Slater, 2007, 2015). However, when there are changes
in public opinion, small or non-existent media effects, such as the ones found
in the present dissertation, also highlight several fundamental methodological
issues that communication scholars face.
Measurement errors can occur while quantifying media content itself, both
through manual and automated types of content analysis. Manual content
analyses, as used in Chapter 3, are prone to reliability issues – coders can
understand concepts differently, and subsequently code them discordantly,
especially when these concepts are complex (Lombard, Snyder-Duch, &
Bracken, 2002). Even when inter-coder reliability scores are sufficient and
stable, there is always some measurement error. Automated methods of content
analysis are more reproducible, but have issues of validity (Mahrt & Scharkow,
2013). Bag-of-words approaches, which were used in Chapters 1 and 2 of this
dissertation, are often limited in detecting sophisticated frames and complex
ideas. Different approaches can bias results, as was demonstrated by Boukes
et al. (2018). Some of these issues can be remedied with manual checks of
the performance of the algorithms used (see e.g. Chapter 2). In addition to
measurement error, there are issues of data availability. The present dissertation
focused mostly on newspaper coverage because other media content, like TV
or online news, is often not systematically archived. Focusing on newspapers
allowed for a more longitudinal and comparative perspective on changes in
media content and public opinion throughout Chapters 1, 2, and 3. It remains
an open question whether the inclusion of additional media outlets would
change the conclusions drawn from this dissertation. However, a broader
selection of media sources could certainly facilitate the exploration of other
questions, for example studying the prevalence of mis- and disinformation in
EU news coverage.
Errors can also occur when measuring respondents’ exposure to the media.
In Chapters 1 and 3, it was not possible to use any measures of individual
media use, as they were not consistently included in the Eurobarometer or
the European Social Survey. When such measures are included, as is the case
in the LISS panel used in Chapter 2, they often do not provide details about
the use of specific media outlets or the intensity of media exposure. Even in
an ideal scenario, with extensive measures of media use on the outlet-level,
survey respondents are typically not able to correctly recall their media use
(Prior, 2009a, 2009b, 2012; Price & Zaller, 1993), which creates an additional
source of measurement error. Scharkow and Bachl (2017) show that the
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combination of measurement error in both content analysis data and survey
data can lead to small effect estimates in linkage analyses.
This is a challenge for Communication Science at large: Media use and media
content measures are flawed, difficult to improve, and hinder the discovery
of media effects. All too often, we cannot distinguish between an effect that
does not exist and one that cannot be measured. But new methodological
developments offer potential remedies. Diary-like high-frequency mobile
surveys (Ohme, Albaek, & de Vreese, 2016) improve recall and thereby selfreported measures of media use. Other methods do not rely on self-reports
at all: Tracking respondents’ media use on their devices allows for more
accurate estimates of media use and more fine-grained linkage analyses.
This includes TV meters, computer meters, and records of website visits
(Araujo, Wonneberger, Neijens, & de Vreese, 2017; Webster, Phalen, & Lichty,
2013). Statistics about online news media consumption can also be provided
by online platforms and companies, or by users themselves, in the form
“data donations” (Thorson, Cotter, Medeiros, & Pak, 2019). Of course, there
are caveats to these methods. It is unclear how much attention respondents
pay to the various types of content that is tracked on their devices (de Vreese
& Neijens, 2016). Furthermore, these micro-approaches cannot capture all
traditional types of media use and incidental exposure, like watching TV news
at the airport, walking past a newspaper stand, or reading a news story on a
friend’s phone. Nevertheless, new approaches can give us more insight into
citizens’ exposure to political news, especially when combined with established
measures of media use and analyses of media content. These developments
are important for Communication Science as it is a discipline that has media
effects at its core. Future research may be able to shine a light on whether
non-existent or minimal media effects on EU public opinion are a substantial
finding or a symptom of insufficient methodology.
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Conclusion
How do the media shape trust in the European Union? The present dissertation
shows that media coverage of the EU itself, the economy, immigration, and
cues from national politics all play a role in the formation and dissolution
of political trust. Political trust is the consequence of citizens’ evaluations of
political institutions. In order to understand these evaluations, it is important
to consider media content and exposure, as they can complement, explain,
and interact with attitudinal antecedents of political trust. These findings tie
in with literature on the nature and quality of information that citizens have
access to. The dissertation provides a starting point for future research to
further disentangle these nuanced relationships. One may speculate that
understanding public opinion about the European Union will become more
important than ever: The EU is facing unseen levels of contestation by
Eurosceptics in the (at the time of writing) ongoing Brexit negotiations. At the
same time, European integration continues, and pan-European parties like
Volt have gained some limited traction among Europhiles in the most recent
Parliamentary Elections of 2019. Driven by young voters (European Parliament,
2019b), the turnout in these elections was the highest it has been in 25 years.
Europe becoming a more central issue in political discourse will go hand in
hand with increased media coverage, making the media’s effects on trust in
the European Union all the more important.
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Appendix

Appendix
Appendix 1A Newspapers
Country
Austria

Newspaper

Number of articles on EU Number of articles on Euro

Die Presse

7,797

Denmark

Politiken

5,755

188

Germany

Die Welt

9,856

13,486

Great Britain

4,843

The Daily Telegraph

5,207

4,207

France

Le Figaro

2,566

2,528

Ireland

The Irish Times

7,486

1,601

Italy

La Stampa

2,900

6,810

De Volkskrant

2,925

2,659

Poland

Gazeta Wyborcza

2,731

4,779

Spain

El Pais

6,155

11,040

The Netherlands
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Appendix 1B Robustness check, excluding data from Denmark
(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

Trust in nat. gov’t.

2.37***
(0.01)

2.38***
(0.04)

2.37***
(0.05)

2.38***
(0.04)

2.36***
(0.05)

Education

0.06***
(0.00)

0.06***
(0.00)

0.06***
(0.00)

0.06***
(0.00)

0.06***
(0.00)

0.01
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

-0.00***
(0.00)

-0.00***
(0.00)

-0.00***
(0.00)

-0.00***
(0.00)

-0.00***
(0.00)

EU visibility

0.00***
(0.00)

0.00***
(0.00)

EU positivity

-0.01
(0.15)

0.11
(0.15)

EU negativity

-0.08
(0.06)

-0.16**
(0.06)

Euro visibility

0.00***
(0.00)

0.00***
(0.00)

Euro positivity

-0.15
(0.14)

-0.07
(0.15)

Euro negativity

-0.15**
(0.05)

-0.17***
(0.05)

Gender (male)
Age

Trust (nat.) * EU visibility

0.00*
(0.00)

Trust (nat.) * EU positivity

1.52***
(0.18)

Trust (nat.) * EU negativity

-0.73***
(0.07)

Trust (nat.) * Euro visibility

0.00***
(0.00)

Trust (nat.) * Euro positivity

0.64***
(0.17)

Trust (nat.) * Euro negativity

-0.53***
(0.06)

Constant

-0.25**
(0.08)

-1.55***
(0.11)

-1.63***
(0.11)

-1.71***
(0.11)

-1.62***
(0.11)

-1.64***
(0.11)

Log Likelihood

-117,
288.92

-92,
902.24

-92,
777.25

-92,
645.00

-92,
769.57

-92,
692.12

Akaike Inf. Crit.

234,
581.83

185,
832.48

185,
592.51

185,
334.00

185,
577.14

185,
428.25

Bayesian Inf. Crit.

234,
601.99

185,
973.54

185,
783.95

185,
555.67

185,
769.59

185,
649.92

0.15

0.27

Variance: Survey (Intercept)
Variance: Survey (Slope)
N (individuals; surveys)

175,581;
23

175,581;
23

0.26

0.26

0.26

0.26

0.04

0.04

0.04

0.05

175,581;
23

175,581;
23

175,581;
23

175,581;
23

Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001. SEs are in parentheses. For clarity, country dummies were
excluded in the table.
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Appendix 2A Results from robustness check for newspaper exposure
Dependent variable
EU trust

Economy trust

(1)

(2)

Media visibility

-0.001***
(0.0001)

-0.003***
(0.0001)

Positivity

-0.15***
(0.04)

0.96***
(0.04)

Negativity

0.21***
(0.03)

-0.45***
(0.03)

Observations

50,198

51,901

R2

0.004

0.05

54.34***
(df = 3; 38037)

715.72***
(df = 3; 39573)

F Statistic
Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001
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Appendix 3A Newspapers per county
Country

Newspapers

Austria

Der Standard
Die Presse

Belgium

Het Laatste Nieuws
De Morgen
De Standaard (2012)
L’Echo
La Libre

Czech Republic

Mladá fronta DNES (2012)
Hospodárské noviny (2014)
Právo

Denmark

Berlingske
Politiken

Estonia

Eesti Päevaleht
Postimees

Finland

Helsingin Sanomat

France

Libération
Le Figaro

Germany

Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung
Süddeutsche Zeitung

Great Britain

The Guardian
The Times

Hungary

Magyar Nemzet
Népszabadság

Ireland

Irish Times
Irish Independent

Lithuania

Lietuvos rytas
Respublika (2012)
Lietuvos žinios (2014)

The Netherlands

De Volkskrant
NRC Handelsblad

Poland

Gazeta Wyborcza
Rzeczpospolita

Portugal

Público
Correio da Manha (2012)
Diário de Notícias (2014)

Slovenia

Delo
Dnevnik (2012)
Finance (2014)

Spain

ABC
El País

Sweden

Dagens nyheter
Svenska dagbladet
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Appendix 3B Development of media visibility and valence of refugee related coverage
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Appendix 3C Model with country- and wave-fixed effects

Dependent variable
Trust in EP
(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

(7)

Government
satisfaction

0.40***
(0.004)

0.40***
(0.004)

0.40***
(0.004)

0.40***
(0.004)

0.40***
(0.004)

0.40***
(0.004)

0.40***
(0.004)

Pro-immigration
attitudes

0.23***
(0.004)

0.23***
(0.004)

0.22***
(0.004)

0.22***
(0.004)

0.22***
(0.01)

0.22***
(0.005)

0.18***
(0.01)

Left-right
ideology

0.02***
(0.004)

0.02***
(0.004)

0.03***
(0.01)

0.02***
(0.004)

0.02***
(0.004)

0.02***
(0.004)

0.02***
(0.004)

Age

-0.02***
(0.0004)

-0.02***
(0.0004)

-0.02***
(0.0004)

-0.02***
(0.0004)

-0.02***
(0.0004)

-0.02***
(0.0004)

-0.02***
(0.0004)

Gender

0.19***
(0.02)

0.19***
(0.02)

0.19***
(0.02)

0.19***
(0.02)

0.19***
(0.02)

0.19***
(0.02)

0.19***
(0.02)

Education

0.01**
(0.002)

0.01**
(0.002)

0.01**
(0.002)

0.01**
(0.002)

0.01**
(0.002)

0.01**
(0.002)

0.01**
(0.002)

ESS round 7

-0.05*
(0.02)

-0.03
(0.02)

-0.04
(0.02)

-0.03
(0.02)

-0.04
(0.02)

-0.03
(0.02)

-0.36***
(0.05)

ESS round 8

-0.11***
(0.02)

0.005
(0.03)

-0.11***
(0.02)

0.003
(0.03)

-0.10***
(0.02)

0.01
(0.03)

-0.52***
(0.06)

Belgium

0.96***
(0.06)

0.77***
(0.06)

0.98***
(0.06)

0.78***
(0.06)

0.97***
(0.06)

0.76***
(0.06)

0.84***
(0.06)

Czech Republic

0.57***
(0.06)

0.35***
(0.06)

0.58***
(0.06)

0.36***
(0.06)

0.58***
(0.06)

0.33***
(0.06)

0.36***
(0.06)

Germany

-0.69***
(0.14)

-0.81***
(0.11)

-0.67***
(0.14)

-0.80***
(0.11)

-0.70***
(0.14)

-0.81***
(0.11)

-0.31*
(0.14)

Denmark

0.80***
(0.06)

0.74***
(0.06)

0.81***
(0.06)

0.75***
(0.06)

0.79***
(0.06)

0.73***
(0.06)

0.83***
(0.06)

Estonia

0.99***
(0.06)

0.81***
(0.06)

1.00***
(0.06)

0.82***
(0.06)

1.00***
(0.06)

0.80***
(0.06)

0.93***
(0.07)

Spain

0.73***
(0.07)

0.49***
(0.07)

0.75***
(0.07)

0.50***
(0.07)

0.73***
(0.07)

0.49***
(0.07)

0.65***
(0.07)

Finland

0.77***
(0.06)

0.56***
(0.06)

0.79***
(0.06)

0.57***
(0.06)

0.78***
(0.06)

0.55***
(0.06)

0.66***
(0.06)

France

0.47***
(0.07)

0.35***
(0.07)

0.48***
(0.07)

0.36***
(0.07)

0.46***
(0.07)

0.34***
(0.07)

0.52***
(0.08)

Great Britain

-0.57***
(0.07)

-0.76***
(0.07)

-0.55***
(0.07)

-0.75***
(0.07)

-0.58***
(0.07)

-0.76***
(0.07)

-0.61***
(0.08)

Hungary

1.01***
(0.07)

0.94***
(0.08)

1.03***
(0.07)

0.94***
(0.08)

1.02***
(0.07)

0.94***
(0.08)

0.87***
(0.08)

Ireland

0.90***
(0.06)

0.68***
(0.06)

0.92***
(0.06)

0.69***
(0.06)

0.92***
(0.06)

0.66***
(0.06)

0.82***
(0.07)

Lithuania

1.29***
(0.07)

1.24***
(0.06)

1.31***
(0.07)

1.25***
(0.06)

1.29***
(0.07)

1.24***
(0.06)

1.34***
(0.07)

Netherlands

0.47***
(0.07)

0.19**
(0.07)

0.48***
(0.07)

0.20**
(0.07)

0.47***
(0.07)

0.18*
(0.07)

0.30***
(0.07)

131

Appendix

Poland

0.51***
(0.07)

0.24***
(0.07)

0.52***
(0.07)

0.25***
(0.07)

0.52***
(0.07)

0.23**
(0.07)

0.33***
(0.07)

Portugal

0.61***
(0.07)

0.40***
(0.07)

0.62***
(0.07)

0.41***
(0.07)

0.59***
(0.07)

0.39***
(0.07)

0.52***
(0.08)

Sweden

0.16**
(0.06)

0.01
(0.06)

0.18**
(0.06)

0.02
(0.06)

0.14*
(0.06)

0.01
(0.06)

0.08
(0.06)

Slovenia

0.63***
(0.08)

0.39***
(0.08)

0.65***
(0.08)

0.40***
(0.08)

0.64***
(0.08)

0.37***
(0.08)

0.53***
(0.08)

Asylum
applications

0.02***
(0.004)

0.02***
(0.003)

0.02***
(0.004)

0.02***
(0.003)

0.02***
(0.004)

0.02***
(0.003)

0.01
(0.004)

Visibility EU

2.77***
(0.45)

2.94***
(0.32)

2.76***
(0.45)

2.97***
(0.32)

2.92***
(0.45)

2.87***
(0.33)

1.31**
(0.48)

Valence EU

0.19***
(0.03)

0.14***
(0.03)

0.19***
(0.03)

0.15***
(0.03)

0.20***
(0.03)

0.14***
(0.03)

0.08*
(0.04)

Visibility
immigration

0.28
(0.34)

1.73***
(0.44)

-0.36
(0.43)

2.29***
(0.44)

Valence
immigration

-0.10**
(0.03)

-0.002
(0.06)

0.13*
(0.06)

0.004
(0.04)

Visibility
refugees

-1.58***
(0.36)

-0.55
(0.57)

-2.27***
(0.58)

-2.97***
(0.47)

Valence
refugees

-0.16***
(0.02)

-0.20***
(0.05)

-0.29***
(0.05)

-0.16***
(0.03)

Visibility
immigration *
left-right

-0.28***
(0.06)

Valence
immigration *
left-right

-0.02*
(0.01)

Visibility
refugees
* left-right

-0.19*
(0.08)

Valence
refugees
* left-right

0.01
(0.01)

Visibility
immigration *
immigration
attitudes

0.13*
(0.06)

Valence
immigration *
immigration
attitudes

-0.04***
(0.01)

Visibility
refugees
* immigration
attitudes

0.13
(0.08)

Valence
refugees
* immigration
attitudes

0.02**
(0.01)
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ESS round 7
* immigration
attitudes

0.05***
(0.01)

ESS round 8
* immigration
attitudes

0.09***
(0.01)

Constant

1.04***
(0.07)

1.22***
(0.08)

0.94***
(0.08)

1.18***
(0.08)

1.07***
(0.08)

1.24***
(0.08)

1.41***
(0.08)

Observations

73,587

73,587

73,587

73,587

73,587

73,587

73,587

0.28

0.28

0.28

0.28

0.28

0.28

0.28

R2

0.28

0.28

0.28

0.28

0.28

0.28

0.28

Residual Std.
Error

2.07 (df =
73556)

2.07 (df =
73556)

2.07 (df =
73554)

2.07 (df =
73554)

2.07 (df =
73554)

2.07 (df =
73554)

2.07 (df =
73552)

F Statistic

936.75***
(df = 30;
73556)

938.61***
(df = 30;
73556)

879.34***
(df = 32;
73554)

880.25***
(df = 32;
73554)

879.55***
(df = 32;
73554)

880.39***
(df = 32;
73554)

833.19***
(df = 34;
73552)

Adjusted R

2

Note: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Appendix 3D Model with country-wave clusters at second level and country- and wave fixed effects
Dependent variable
Trust in EP
(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

(7)

Government
satisfaction

0.41***
(0.004)

0.41***
(0.004)

0.42***
(0.004)

0.42***
(0.004)

0.41***
(0.004)

0.41***
(0.004)

0.41***
(0.004)

Pro-immigration
attitudes

0.23***
(0.004)

0.23***
(0.004)

0.22***
(0.004)

0.22***
(0.004)

0.22***
(0.02)

0.22***
(0.02)

0.18***
(0.02)

Left-right
ideology

0.02***
(0.004)

0.02***
(0.004)

0.03
(0.03)

0.02
(0.02)

0.02***
(0.004)

0.02***
(0.004)

0.02***
(0.004)

Age

-0.02***
(0.0004)

-0.02***
(0.0004)

-0.02***
(0.0004)

-0.02***
(0.0004)

-0.02***
(0.0004)

-0.02***
(0.0004)

-0.02***
(0.0004)

Gender

0.19***
(0.02)

0.19***
(0.02)

0.19***
(0.02)

0.19***
(0.02)

0.20***
(0.02)

0.20***
(0.02)

0.20***
(0.02)

Education

0.01**
(0.002)

0.01**
(0.002)

0.01**
(0.002)

0.01**
(0.002)

0.01*
(0.002)

0.01*
(0.002)

0.01*
(0.002)

ESS round 7

-0.06
(0.11)

-0.05
(0.09)

-0.05
(0.11)

-0.05
(0.09)

0.03
(0.10)

0.02
(0.08)

-0.06
(0.11)

ESS round 8

-0.10
(0.11)

-0.02
(0.12)

-0.08
(0.11)

0.01
(0.12)

0.01
(0.11)

0.08
(0.11)

-0.04
(0.13)

Asylum
applications

0.02
(0.02)

0.02
(0.02)

0.02
(0.02)

0.02
(0.02)

0.02
(0.02)

0.02
(0.01)

0.01
(0.02)

Visibility EU

2.24
(2.10)

2.38
(1.48)

2.84
(2.10)

2.61
(1.47)

3.25
(1.98)

2.73*
(1.39)

2.00
(2.16)

Valence EU

0.19
(0.14)

0.15
(0.13)

0.21
(0.14)

0.16
(0.13)

0.25
(0.13)

0.18
(0.12)

0.14
(0.16)

Visibility
immigration

0.19
(1.51)

-0.29
(1.52)

-0.64
(1.46)

0.90
(1.89)
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Valence
immigration

-0.06
(0.15)

-0.06
(0.15)

-0.04
(0.15)

0.01
(0.17)

Visibility
refugees

-1.24
(1.54)

-1.21
(1.55)

-1.74
(1.50)

-2.10
(1.98)

Valence
refugees

-0.13
(0.11)

-0.14
(0.11)

-0.14
(0.11)

-0.14
(0.13)

1.05***
(0.27)

0.90***
(0.27)

1.00***
(0.27)

0.88***
(0.27)

1.07***
(0.25)

0.95***
(0.25)

0.97***
(0.27)

Czech Republic

0.39
(0.25)

0.21
(0.27)

0.36
(0.25)

0.20
(0.27)

0.20
(0.24)

0.05
(0.26)

0.05
(0.27)

Germany

-0.36
(0.64)

-0.45
(0.49)

-0.49
(0.64)

-0.42
(0.48)

-0.63
(0.60)

-0.54
(0.46)

-0.32
(0.64)

Denmark

1.03***
(0.26)

0.99***
(0.24)

0.96***
(0.26)

0.94***
(0.24)

0.90***
(0.24)

0.89***
(0.23)

0.93***
(0.25)

Estonia

1.06***
(0.29)

0.92***
(0.27)

0.97***
(0.29)

0.87**
(0.27)

0.85**
(0.27)

0.77**
(0.25)

0.82**
(0.28)

Spain

0.91**
(0.31)

0.73*
(0.28)

0.89**
(0.31)

0.75**
(0.28)

0.68*
(0.30)

0.56*
(0.27)

0.63*
(0.30)

Finland

1.08***
(0.27)

0.92***
(0.26)

1.01***
(0.27)

0.89***
(0.26)

1.02***
(0.26)

0.90***
(0.24)

0.93***
(0.27)

France

0.55
(0.34)

0.46
(0.30)

0.43
(0.34)

0.41
(0.30)

0.33
(0.32)

0.33
(0.28)

0.42
(0.34)

Great Britain

-0.43
(0.33)

-0.58
(0.30)

-0.37
(0.33)

-0.44
(0.30)

-0.43
(0.31)

-0.50
(0.28)

-0.44
(0.33)

Hungary

1.03***
(0.30)

0.98**
(0.33)

1.09***
(0.30)

1.07**
(0.33)

0.88**
(0.28)

0.81**
(0.31)

0.80*
(0.33)

Ireland

1.07***
(0.29)

0.91***
(0.24)

0.97***
(0.29)

0.86***
(0.24)

0.79**
(0.28)

0.68**
(0.23)

0.76**
(0.29)

Lithuania

1.39***
(0.28)

1.35***
(0.27)

1.28***
(0.28)

1.29***
(0.27)

1.23***
(0.27)

1.24***
(0.25)

1.29***
(0.28)

Netherlands

0.64*
(0.30)

0.43
(0.30)

0.63*
(0.30)

0.45
(0.30)

0.65*
(0.29)

0.48
(0.28)

0.51
(0.31)

Poland

0.74**
(0.28)

0.53
(0.29)

0.80**
(0.28)

0.63*
(0.29)

0.66*
(0.27)

0.48
(0.28)

0.50
(0.30)

Portugal

0.57
(0.31)

0.43
(0.27)

0.54
(0.31)

0.45
(0.27)

0.38
(0.30)

0.26
(0.25)

0.33
(0.30)

Sweden

0.57*
(0.25)

0.45
(0.24)

0.49*
(0.25)

0.39
(0.24)

0.39
(0.24)

0.31
(0.22)

0.35
(0.24)

Slovenia

0.64*
(0.32)

0.45
(0.32)

0.51
(0.32)

0.35
(0.31)

0.35
(0.31)

0.21
(0.30)

0.27
(0.32)

Belgium

Visibility
immigration
* left-right

-0.29
(0.28)

Valence
immigration
* left-right

-0.01
(0.05)

Visibility
refugees
* left-right
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-0.14
(0.44)

Valence
refugees
* left-right

0.003
(0.04)

Visibility
immigration *
immigration
attitudes

0.10
(0.21)

Valence
immigration *
immigration
attitudes

-0.04
(0.04)

Visibility
refugees *
immigration
attitudes

0.19
(0.33)

Valence
refugees *
immigration
attitudes

0.01
(0.03)

ESS round 7
* immigration
attitudes

0.05
(0.03)

ESS round 8
* immigration
attitudes

0.09**
(0.03)

Constant

2.20***
(0.25)

2.34***
(0.25)

2.18***
(0.25)

2.28***
(0.25)

2.27***
(0.23)

2.38***
(0.23)

2.41***
(0.25)

Observations

73,587

73,587

73,587

73,587

73,587

73,587

73,587

Log Likelihood

-157,
924.50

-157,
924.00

-157,
475.70

-157,
475.30

-157,
710.40

-157,
710.30

-157,
708.60

Akaike Inf. Crit.

315,
915.10

315,
914.10

315,
025.40

315,
024.50

315,
494.90

315,
494.70

315,
495.10

Bayesian Inf. Crit. 316,218.90 316,217.90 315,366.10 315,365.20 315,835.50 315,835.30 315,854.20
Variance
(Intercept)

0.05

0.05

Variance (Slope)

0.06

0.06

0.06

0.06

0.06

0.02

0.02

0.01

0.01

0.01

Note: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
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Appendix 4A Question wording
Political trust
English

Please indicate to what extent you agree or disagree with the following
statements.
[1 fully disagree – 4 neither agree nor disagree – 7 fully agree]
I trust the government
I trust the EU
I trust the parliament

Danish

I hvilken grad er du enig eller uenig i følgende udsagn.
[1 meget uenig – 4 hverken enig eller uenig – 7 meget enig]
Jeg har tiltro til regeringen
Jeg har tiltro til EU

Dutch

Zou u voor elk van de volgende stellingen kunnen aangeven in hoeverre u
het ermee eens of oneens bent?
[1 Helemaal mee oneens – 4 Niet eens, niet oneens – 7 Helemaal mee eens]
Ik vertrouw de regering.
Ik vertrouw de Europese Unie.
Ik vertrouw de Tweede Kamer

German

Bitte geben Sie an, in welchem Umfang Sie den folgenden Aussagen
zustimmen oder sie ablehnen.
[1 Stimme überhaupt nicht zu – 4 Weder noch – 7 Stimme voll und ganz zu]
Ich vertraue der Regierung
Ich vertraue der EU

Hungarian

Kérjük, jelezze, mennyire ért egyet vagy nem ért egyet az állításokkal.
[1 egyáltalán nem ért egyet – 4 egyet is értek meg nem is – 7 teljes mértékben
egyetért]
Bízom a kormányban
Bízom az EU-ban

Spanish

Díganos hasta qué punto está de acuerdo o en desacuerdo con cada una de
las siguientes afirmaciones.
[1 totalmente en desacuerdo – 4 ni de acuerdo ni en desacuerdo – 7
totalmente de acuerdo]
Confío en el gobierno
Confío en la UE
Government satisfaction

English

Now thinking about the [NATIONALITY] government, how satisfied are you
with the way it is doing its job?
[1 extremely dissatisfied – 7. extremely satisfied]

Danish

Hvor tilfreds er du med den måde, som regeringen i Danmark udfører deres
job?
[1 meget utilfreds – 7 meget tilfreds]

Dutch

Als u nu denkt aan de Nederlandse regering, hoe tevreden bent u over de
manier waarop zij haar werk doet?
[1 Zeer ontevreden – 7. Zeer tevreden]

German

Wenn Sie nun einmal an die Leistungen der Bundesregierung in Berlin
denken, wie zufrieden sind Sie mit der Art und Weise, wie sie ihre Arbeit
erledigt?
[1 Äußerst unzufrieden – 7 Äußerst zufrieden]

Hungarian

Mennyire elégedett azzal ahogyan a Magyar kormány jelenleg a munkáját
végzi?
[1 nagyon elégedetlen – 7 nagyon elégedett]

Spanish

Ahora pensando en el gobierno español, ¿hasta qué punto tan satisfecho(a)
con la forma en que está haciendo su trabajo?
[1 totalmente insatisfecho(a) – 7 extremadamente satisfecho(a)]
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Summary
Informing Europe. How news media shape political trust in
the European Union
Over the past decade, the European Union had to face a range of obstacles
and challenges. The economic crisis, immigration crisis, and electoral success of
Eurosceptic parties have undermined political trust in the EU and its institutions.
These challenges, to an extent, also reflect scholarship on the drivers of EU
attitudes, which typically focuses on three main factors: utilitarian or economic
attitudes, considerations about national identity and immigration, and cues
from national politics. Typically, citizens learn about changes in the political
landscape from the media. However, we know little about how news content and
news consumption impact public support for political institutions, in particular
EU institutions. The present dissertation studies how media coverage of the
EU, media coverage of immigration and the economy, and cues from national
politics inform the public’s trust in the EU. Political trust is a fundamental and
relatively stable measure of political support, reflecting changes in evaluations
of political institutions. I explore this question in four empirical chapters, using a
combination of methodological approaches.
Chapter 1 gives insight into how news coverage of the EU and of the shared
currency, the Euro, influences the public’s trust in the EU. By means of an
automated content analysis, I identify the tone and visibility of EU and Euro news
coverage in ten countries. The results illustrate how the news media environment
in different countries has changed over time. Overall, the coverage proves to be
rather negative towards the EU, and becomes slightly more negative over time.
Subsequently, I connected these estimates of the media environment to survey
data from the Eurobarometer to study how changes in the media environment
relate to changes in public opinion. The findings underline that media effects
are not universal: We cannot observe large consistent shifts of public opinion
about the EU that are connected to media reporting about it. However, some
citizens are more prone to change their views. Citizens that trust national political
institutions, specifically their national government, lose trust in the EU when
news coverage of the EU is more negative, but gain trust when news coverage
is more positive. This means that citizens rely less on cues from national politics
when there is more negative EU media coverage, but rely more on those cues
when media coverage of the EU is more positive. On the other hand, there are a
number of citizens that do not trust any political institutions and do not change
their opinion, regardless of the type of information the media provides.
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Chapter 2 focuses on the impact of citizens’ exposure to economic news on
their trust in the European Union. Previous research shows that economic
news coverage can influence a host of political attitudes, most notably political
support. However, news coverage does not always accurately reflect reality. In
the case of the economy, it tends to be rather negative, focusing on crises and
recession as opposed to economic growth. Given this emphasis on negativity,
I expected that citizens who are exposed to a higher volume of economic
news, or more negative economic news, would lose trust in the EU. To test this
assumption, I connected Dutch survey data from the nine-wave LISS panel to
data from an automated content analysis of economic news from five main
Dutch newspapers. The results confirm that when citizens are exposed to a larger
amount of economic news coverage, they lose confidence in the economy as
well as trust in the EU. However, the tone of the coverage has distinct, somewhat
unexpected effects. Exposure to positive coverage leads to more economic
confidence but barely has any effect on trust. Exposure to negative coverage
decreases economic confidence but has a small positive effect on trust in the
European Union. Even though this effect is small, it could indicate that some
citizens place their trust in the EU in times of economic crises.
Chapter 3 focuses on news coverage of immigration and refugees and how
variations in news coverage of these two topics are related to changes in
public opinion. To that end, I connected European Social Survey (ESS) data
from 18 countries between 2012 and 2016 with the results of a manual content
analysis (carried out by the ESS) of the news coverage in these countries
during the same time span. Overall, the amount of immigration-related media
coverage increased during that period in most countries studied. The average
evaluation of immigration in the coverage became more negative over time
in some countries, but more positive in others. Increased visibility of refugees,
but not of immigration in general, was related to somewhat reduced levels of
trust in the European Union. This effect is considerably stronger for citizens with
right-wing attitudes, and barely existent for citizens with left-wing attitudes.
The results are in line with previous research, which shows that topics such as
immigration are more important for the EU attitudes of right-wing than leftwing citizens. Finally, this chapter also shows that the relationship between
citizens’ attitudes towards immigration and their trust in the EU became
stronger over time. This means that the issue of immigration became a more
important factor for citizens in their evaluation of the EU.
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Chapter 4 takes a closer look at the measurement of political trust. In most
major surveys, such as the Eurobarometer or the ESS, political trust is measured
in a block of questions. Within that block, multiple national and EU institutions
are shown to the respondent at the same time. We know from survey research
that displaying multiple questions at a time can influence respondents’
response behavior. This dissertation, along with previous research, also shows
that cues from national politics are an important predictor of opinions about
the European Union. To test the effect of survey context on the measurement
of political trust, I conducted six experiments in five countries, manipulating
the order and distance between questions about political trust. This led to two
main findings: First, presenting items about national political institutions and
EU institutions in the same question block increases the correlation between
levels of reported trust in those institutions. This means that surveys set up
in this way are more likely to find that trust in national political institutions
is a strong driver of trust in EU institutions. Second, I find that presenting
questions about the national government before questions about the EU
decreases trust in the EU quite consistently across all experiments, particularly
for citizens with low trust in the government. This finding provides novel
evidence for the extrapolation mechanism: When the national government is
primed, it functions as a negative cue, and consequently reduces trust in the
EU. The chapter also opens up new questions about how news coverage of the
national government could potentially influence public opinion about the EU.
Overall, the dissertation shows that media coverage of the EU, immigration,
and the economy, as well as cues from national politics affect the formation
of political trust in the European Union. Even though effects sizes are limited,
and effects depend on characteristics of both the content and the recipient,
this is an important finding: Citizens make informed judgements. However, the
results also raise questions about the quality and veracity of media information
that citizens have access to. The European Union has become more contested
and has increasingly become a topic of debate in the media. This dissertation
shows that such changes in the media environment, to an extent, go hand in
hand with changes in public opinion. Ultimately, the public determines the
legitimacy of any democratic institution.
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Nederlandse samenvatting
Europa informeren. Hoe nieuwsmedia het politiek
vertrouwen in de Europese Unie vormen
Gedurende het afgelopen decennium heeft de Europese Unie te maken
gehad met verschillende obstakels en uitdagingen. De economische crisis,
de migratiecrisis en het electorale succes van eurosceptische partijen
hebben het politiek vertrouwen in de EU en haar instituties ondermijnd. Deze
uitdagingen weerspiegelen de bevindingen van wetenschappelijk onderzoek
over de belangrijkste verklaringen voor de opvattingen van burgers jegens
de EU. Bestaand onderzoek richt zich doorgaans op drie factoren: ten eerste
utilitaristische of economische attitudes, ten tweede percepties ten opzichte
van de nationale identiteit en immigratie, en ten derde signalen vanuit de
nationale politiek. De meeste burgers leren over veranderingen in de politiek
via berichtgeving in de media. Er is echter weinig bekend over de invloed
van nieuwsconsumptie en -inhoud op steun voor politieke instanties, en nog
minder over de invloed op steun voor de EU. Dit proefschrift onderzoekt hoe
vertrouwen in de EU wordt beïnvloed door mediaberichtgeving over de EU,
door mediaberichtgeving over immigratie en de economie, en ten slotte door
signalen uit de nationale politiek. Politiek vertrouwen is een fundamentele en
relatief stabiele graadmeter van politieke steun en reflecteert veranderingen
in opvattingen over politieke instituties. Ik onderzoek deze vraag in
vier empirische hoofdstukken en gebruik hiervoor een combinatie van
methodologische benaderingen.
Hoofdstuk 1 onderzoekt hoe nieuwsberichtgeving over de EU en de
gezamenlijke munteenheid, de euro, het vertrouwen in de EU beïnvloedt.
Door middel van een geautomatiseerde inhoudsanalyse identificeer ik eerst
de toon en zichtbaarheid van berichtgeving over de EU en de euro in tien
landen. De resultaten laten zien hoe de mediaomgeving in verschillende
landen in de loop der tijd is veranderd. Over het algemeen is de berichtgeving
over de EU vrij negatief en deze werd over de tijd heen nog negatiever.
Deze

bevindingen

werden

vervolgens

gekoppeld

aan

enquêtedata

van de Eurobarometer, een openbare bron, om te onderzoeken hoe
veranderingen in de mediaomgeving verband houden met veranderingen
in de publieke opinie. De bevindingen onderstrepen dat media-effecten
niet universeel zijn; er vinden geen grote consistente verschuivingen
plaats in de publieke opinie in overeenstemming met nieuwsberichten.
Voor sommige burgers zijn de opvattingen over de EU echter meer veranderlijk.
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Specifieker houdt dit in dat burgers die vertrouwen hebben in nationale
politieke instellingen – in dit geval de nationale overheid – het vertrouwen
in de EU verliezen wanneer de berichtgeving over de EU negatiever is, maar
meer vertrouwen krijgen wanneer de EU op een positievere manier wordt
besproken. Dit betekent dat burgers minder afhankelijk zijn van signalen
vanuit de nationale politiek wanneer er meer negatieve berichtgeving over
de EU in de media is, en juist meer afhankelijk zijn wanneer de berichtgeving
positief is. Tevens is er een groep burgers die geen enkele politieke institutie
vertrouwt. Mediaberichtgeving speelt voor deze groep geen enkele rol in het
vertrouwen ten opzichte van instituties.
Hoofdstuk 2 richt zich op de blootstelling van burgers aan economisch nieuws
en de impact hiervan op het vertrouwen in de Europese Unie. Uit eerder
onderzoek is gebleken dat berichtgeving over economisch nieuws een groot
aantal politieke opvattingen kan beïnvloeden, met name politieke steun.
Nieuwsberichtgeving is echter niet altijd een accurate weerspiegeling van
de werkelijkheid. Wat betreft de economie is mediaberichtgeving doorgaans
negatiever en meer gericht op crises en recessie dan op economische groei.
Gezien deze nadruk op negativiteit voorspelde ik dat burgers die worden
blootgesteld aan meer negatief economisch nieuws het vertrouwen in de EU
zouden verliezen. Om deze veronderstelling te testen, heb ik Nederlandse
enquêtegegevens van het LISS Panel, bestaande uit negen waves, gekoppeld
aan data van een geautomatiseerde inhoudsanalyse van economisch nieuws
gepubliceerd in vijf grote Nederlandse kranten. De resultaten laten zien
dat wanneer burgers worden blootgesteld aan een grotere hoeveelheid
berichtgeving over economisch nieuws, ze zowel economisch vertrouwen
als vertrouwen in de EU verliezen. De toon van de berichtgeving is hierbij
echter van belang. Positieve berichtgeving leidt tot meer economisch
vertrouwen, maar heeft vrijwel geen effect op vertrouwen in de EU. Negatieve
berichtgeving vermindert het economisch vertrouwen, maar heeft een licht
positief effect op vertrouwen in de EU. Hoewel het om een klein effect gaat,
lijkt dit erop te duiden dat sommige burgers de EU als een actor zien waar ze
op kunnen vertrouwen in tijden van economische crisis.
Hoofdstuk 3 richt zich op nieuws over immigratie en vluchtelingen en
hoe

veranderingen

in

berichtgeving

over

deze

twee

onderwerpen

verband houden met veranderingen in de publieke opinie over de EU.
Om dit te onderzoeken heb ik gegevens van de European Social Survey (ESS)
uit 18 landen tussen 2012 en 2016 gekoppeld aan de resultaten van een
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handmatige inhoudsanalyse van de berichtgeving in deze landen gedurende
dezelfde periode, uitgevoerd door een onderzoeksteam van de ESS. Voor
de meerderheid van de onderzochte landen zien we een toename in de
hoeveelheid berichtgeving over immigratie in de media. In sommige landen
werd de gemiddelde positie ten opzichte van immigratie in de berichtgeving
negatiever, maar in andere landen werd deze positiever. Een grotere
zichtbaarheid van vluchtelingen, maar niet van immigratie in het algemeen,
staat in verband met een enigszins verminderd vertrouwen in de Europese
Unie. Dit effect is aanzienlijk sterker voor burgers aan de rechterkant van het
politieke spectrum en nauwelijks aanwezig voor burgers aan de linkerkant. Dit
is in lijn met eerder onderzoek waaruit bleek dat onderwerpen als immigratie
een grotere rol spelen voor opvatting over de EU voor rechtse dan voor linkse
stemmers. Ten slotte laat dit hoofdstuk zien dat de relatie tussen attitudes
tegenover immigratie en vertrouwen in de EU in de loop der tijd sterker is
geworden, wat impliceert dat deze kwestie een belangrijkere factor werd voor
burgers in hun oordeel over de EU.
Hoofdstuk 4 gaat dieper in op de manier waarop politiek vertrouwen wordt
gemeten. In de meeste grote enquêtes, zoals de Eurobarometer of de ESS,
wordt politiek vertrouwen gemeten door middel van een reeks vragen
waarin meerdere nationale politieke en EU-instituties tegelijkertijd of
achtereenvolgens – in één vragenblok – aan de respondent worden voorgelegd.
Enquête-onderzoek heeft aangetoond dat het zien van de antwoordopties en
andere vragen uit de enquête het daaropvolgende antwoordgedrag van de
respondent kan beïnvloeden. Uit eerder onderzoek en uit dit proefschrift blijkt
bovendien dat signalen uit de nationale politiek een belangrijke voorspeller
zijn van opvattingen over de Europese Unie. Om het effect van de opzet van
de enquête op metingen van politiek vertrouwen te testen, manipuleerde
ik de volgorde van, en afstand tussen, vragen over politiek vertrouwen in
zes experimenten die in vijf landen zijn uitgevoerd. Dit resulteerde in twee
belangrijke bevindingen: ten eerste verhoogt het presenteren van items over
nationale politieke instituties en EU-instituties binnen hetzelfde vragenblok de
samenhang tussen gerapporteerd vertrouwen in deze instituties. Dit betekent
dat enquêtes die op deze manier zijn opgezet eerder zullen aantonen dat
vertrouwen in nationale politieke instituties een sterke voorspeller van
vertrouwen is in EU-instituties. Een tweede bevinding is dat het stellen van
vragen over de nationale overheid voorafgaand aan vragen over de EU het
vertrouwen in de EU in de meeste gevallen vermindert. Dit geldt met name
voor burgers met weinig vertrouwen in de regering. Deze bevinding levert
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nieuw bewijs voor het extrapolatiemechanisme: wanneer de aandacht wordt
gevestigd op de nationale overheid, fungeert dit als een negatief signaal
waardoor het vertrouwen van burgers in de EU vermindert. Het hoofdstuk
levert daarnaast nieuwe vragen op over de manieren waarop de berichtgeving
van de nationale overheid de publieke opinie over de EU kan beïnvloeden.
Samenvattend toont dit proefschrift aan dat berichtgeving vanuit de media
over de EU, immigratie en de economie, evenals signalen vanuit de nationale
politiek een rol spelen in politiek vertrouwen van burgers in de Europese Unie.
Hoewel de grootte van media-effecten beperkt is en effecten afhankelijk zijn
van de kenmerken van zowel de inhoud als de ontvanger, is dit een belangrijke
bevinding: burgers vormen een weloverwogen en geïnformeerd oordeel. De
resultaten roepen daarmee echter ook vragen op over de kwaliteit en het
waarheidsgehalte van media-informatie die beschikbaar is voor burgers. De
Europese Unie wordt door een groeiende groep burgers betwist en wordt
in toenemende mate een onderwerp van verhitte discussies in de media. Dit
proefschrift toont aan dat dergelijke veranderingen in de mediaomgeving,
in zekere mate, hun weerslag kunnen hebben op de publieke opinie.
Uiteindelijk bepaalt het vertrouwen van het publiek de legitimiteit van elke
democratische instelling.
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