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Abstract. News about the European Union (EU) looks different in different countries at
different points in time.This study investigates explanations for cross-national and over-time
variation in news media coverage of EU affairs drawing on large-scale media content
analyses of newspapers and television news in the EU-15 (1999), EU-25 (2004) and EU-27
(2009) in relation to European Parliament (EP) elections.The analyses focus in particular on
explanatory factors pertaining to media characteristics and the political elites. Results show
that national elites play an important role for the coverage of EU matters during EP election
campaigns.The more strongly national parties are divided about the EU in combination with
overall more negative positions towards the EU, the more visible the news. Also, increases
in EU news visibility from one election to the next and the Europeanness of the news are
determined by a country’s elite positions. The findings are discussed in light of the EU’s
alleged communication deficit.
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Introduction

The news media frequently appear in the spotlight when the European
Union’s (EU) alleged shortcomings in terms of transparency, democracy and
citizen engagement are scrutinised. Media coverage may contribute to public
knowledge of, and attitudes towards, European integration (De Vreese &
Boomgaarden 2006; Lubbers & Scheepers 2010; Elenbaas et al. 2012). Further-
more, the news media provide a forum for the exchange of information and
opinions, which can foster public discussions and citizen engagement (Delli-
Carpini 2004), thereby potentially contributing to the emergence of some form
of a European ‘public sphere’ (Wessler et al. 2008). In the case of European
politics, this deliberative aspect is especially important, directly addressing the
communication and legitimacy deficits of the EU (Meyer 2005).
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Analyses of media coverage of European politics, however, call into ques-
tion the beneficial potential of the media. News about the EU has not been a
high priority beyond a small selection of elite newspapers (Trenz 2004; Machill
et al. 2006). Except around key events, such as summits or national referen-
dums, the media coverage, particularly on television, was marginal and tended
to focus on domestic political actors (e.g., De Vreese et al. 2001; Peter & de
Vreese 2004; Meyer 2005; Boomgaarden et al. 2010). This, arguably,
has changed with the economic and related currency crises starting in 2009.
More so, a number of recent studies contend that, at least for some issues, EU
news coverage is in fact more transnational, potentially contributing to a
European public debate. In the cases of humanitarian military intervention,
common defence and security policy, or monetary and immigration policy,
Europeanisation has been observed (e.g., Koopmans 2004; Kantner 2011; De
Vreese & Kandyla 2009), but for other topics it is still lacking (Vetters et al.
2009; Kleinen-von Königslöw 2012).

For the process of European integration, news coverage and public
debate have become crucial. The concept of a European ‘public sphere’ – a
common EU-wide communicative space – builds on the notion of conver-
gence of how the EU is dealt with in the news across Europe, for instance by
a shared focus on other EU governments or Member States or the presence
of EU institutions and actors in the news. However, currently there still
appears to be quite substantial variation in national news coverage of Euro-
pean affairs. Understanding this variation between countries is important,
especially if the variation can be systematically ascribed to certain explana-
tory factors. If we understand divergence, we can also start understanding
what is needed to stimulate convergence. Countering the EU communication
deficit hence can be realised also by understanding which conditions lead to
less variation.

The EU with its current 27 Member States provides a unique setting for
conducting such comparative communication research. The EU has long
been discovered as ‘laboratory’ for comparative social scientific research.
In political science, the landmark book by Van der Eijk and Franklin, Choos-
ing Europe (Van der Eijk & Franklin 1996) positions the EU and European
Parliament (EP) elections as a useful setting to understand how contextual
factors can condition electoral choice. In public opinion research, variation
in EU attitudes has been attributed to both individual and contextual
factors (e.g., Lubbers & Scheepers 2010). Similarly, research on voting
behaviour in European elections and EU referenda has also focused on
individual and contextual factors explaining citizens’ choices (e.g., Van
der Eijk & Franklin 1996; Mattila 2003; Schuck & de Vreese 2008; Hobolt
2009).
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There is, however, only an emerging strand of comparative research in the
area of political communication. In recent years, a number of studies have
added to our understanding of factors explaining variation in EU news cov-
erage (e.g., Peter & de Vreese 2004; Wessler et al. 2008; Brüggemann &
Kleinen-von Königslöw 2009; Boomgaarden et al. 2010; Schuck et al. 2011; De
Vreese & Boomgaarden 2012). These prior studies suggest that the political
system, the media themselves and the political elites contribute to shaping the
coverage. However, many of these studies are limited to either considering
selected sets of explanatory variables or specific subtopics within EU affairs,
including a limited number of countries and, in particular, newspaper coverage
only, and with few exceptions ignoring over-time trends.

The aim of this study is to explain variation in the visibility of EU news
during EP election campaigns over time and across countries in both television
and newspapers, thereby considering both general EU affairs and EP election
coverage within one model. Prior research identified elite conflict as a major
explanatory factor for cross-country differences. Elite conflict, either opera-
tionalised as the existence of a viable anti-EU party in a country or the degree
to which party manifestos showed differences in EU policies, led to a higher
visibility of EP campaign news in national news outlets (De Vreese et al. 2007;
Schuck et al. 2011; De Vreese & Boomgaarden 2012). This study extends this
line of research in a number of important ways.

First, additional explanatory factors complement our understanding of
variation in the news. Second, patterns identified in prior studies are tested
beyond the context of a single election campaign by incorporating data from
three different EP elections across 67 contexts (EP elections in the EU-15,
EU-25 and EU-27, with each country-year combination yielding a specific
context). Third, this study also focuses on explaining change in the visibility
of EU news from one period to the next. It thereby explains dynamic devel-
opments rather than static shares of coverage, adding an over-time compara-
tive component as recently called for (Schuck & de Vreese 2011). Fourth, the
study joins others (e.g., Brüggemann & Kleinen- von Königslöw 2009; Koop-
mans & Statham 2010) by going beyond the visibility of EU news and also
attempting to explain the Europeanness of the news. Overall, the study adds
to the ongoing assessment of the nature of public debates about European
integration.

Europe in the news: Dimensions of the coverage

The interest in how news coverage may contribute to alleviating or aggravat-
ing the EU’s democratic or communicative deficits can be centred around two
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key dimensions of news coverage (De Vreese et al. 2006): the visibility of the
EU in national news media, and the Europeanness of the news. In terms of the
former, higher visibility of news about European politics provides citizens with
information about issues at stake and cues them about the importance of EU
policies. For EP elections specifically, it was found that the first 1979 elections
were virtually absent from the news agenda until the final weeks before the
elections (Blumler 1983; Siune 1983). In 1999, there was an average of 7 per
cent of the news programmes on televisions devoted to the elections in the
final weeks before election day (Peter et al. 2004; De Vreese et al. 2007). In the
2004 elections, the average was up to almost 10 per cent and this included
countries that devoted more than 20 per cent of the news to the elections and
some that devoted less than 5 per cent (De Vreese et al. 2006). In the 2009
elections, the average increased to almost 15 per cent and variation between
countries further increased as well (Schuck et al. 2011). So although overall the
visibility of EU news during EP election campaigns is going up, considerable
variation between the different Member States remains.

The second important dimension of news coverage pertains to the Euro-
peanness of the news, the extent to which EU news is (not) domestified. EP
elections are characterised as second-order national elections (Reif & Schmitt
1980; Schmitt 2005), implying low campaign intensity and a focus on national
– not European – actors or issues. Europeanness in the news can be assessed by
different dimensions pertaining to Europeanisation as a vertical or horizontal
process, with vertical Europeanisation looking at attention from national
media to EU actors and institutions and horizontal Europeanisation at actors
and issues from other Member States (Koopmans & Erbe 2004). Indicators
include the prominence of EU actors in news coverage (vertical), the promi-
nence of EU issues (vertical), the location at which the action depicted in a
story is taking place (mostly horizontal), or the location of the entity that is
depicted as being affected (mostly horizontal) (Schuck & de Vreese 2011; see
also Trenz 2008).

We here focus on the prominence of EU actors in news coverage. In
particular, the presence of political actors at the EU level (such as candidates
for the EP and representatives of EU institutions) is a necessary condition
for the functioning of political representation in EU democracy (De Vreese
2002). Analysing coverage of political actors provides evidence for the
degree of Europeanness of the news. In 2004, in some countries, European
actors dominated the news and constituted more than 60 per cent of the
actors while in other countries the picture was reversed (De Vreese et al.
2006). This same pattern of considerable cross-country variation in the
visibility of EU actors also held true in the 2009 election (Schuck et al.
2011).
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Understanding news variation: Expectations

The core of the current investigation is to explain these cross-national and
over-time differences in EU news coverage.We replace the country names and
election years by theoretically grounded, properly specified substantive vari-
ables (Przeworski & Teune 1970) to understand the factors driving (changes
in) news coverage.

A few prior studies have addressed explanations of the variation in
the coverage of European affairs. Boomgaarden et al. (2010) found that the
activities of the major EU institutions and key policy moments drive the
over-time variation in the visibility of EU news in newspapers in several
countries. Some have discussed differences in the coverage in the light of
cultural and political country differences (e.g., Koopmans et al. 2000; Vetters
et al. 2009), and others have formally modeled the influences of external
factors on Europeanisation in the quality press in different countries and
over time (Wessler et al. 2008; Brüggemann and Kleinen-von Königslöw
2009). These pioneering studies found that much of the variation in the
quality press coverage of Europe could be explained by media endogenous
factors such as the editorial mission, and the explicit choice of some news-
papers to reserve space for European issues. While these studies show that at
least some of these policies materialise in more news coverage, they also
suggest contextual factors to influence the reporting, such as country size
and, to some degree, public euroscepticism (Brüggemann & Kleinen-von
Königslöw 2009). Mostly these studies are focused on newspapers only (see
also Koopmans & Statham 2010; Kantner 2011) while most citizens in
Europe resort to television as their prime source of information about
Europe and EP elections (e.g., Eurobarometer 2006).

Looking specifically at television news, Peter and de Vreese (2004) found
that EU news was more visible around key events such as EU summits. De
Vreese et al. (2007) showed that the 1999 European elections were more
visible in countries in which elite opinion about the EU was polarised. Finally,
Peter et al. (2004) also found that the 1999 EP elections were more visible in
national public broadcasting television news and driven by elite polarisation
about the EU (see also Schuck et al. 2011; De Vreese & Boomgaarden 2012).
More recently, Schuck et al. (2013) demonstrated how differences in electoral
systems affect the framing of election news coverage.

Partly building on these prior studies, in the following sections we develop
a number of expectations about the factors that affect EU visibility in the news
and Europeanness of EU news. Whereas we are interested in both the static
and the dynamic picture of EU news visibility, we note that Europeanisation is
inherently an over-time concept (Hix 2008). Therefore we only consider the
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changes in Europeanisation of EU news from one period to the next. In the
following, the hypotheses are presented in three parts for the three dependent
variables, with (a) referring to a static explanation of EU news visibility across
all three elections, (b) relating to changes in EU news visibility from one
election to the next, and (c) applying to changes in the Europeanness of EU
news coverage. The control variables are introduced in the methods section.

Medium

Previous research has found that public broadcasters – endowed with an
obligation to inform about politics and public affairs – are more likely to cover
European affairs and to be more European in focus than their commercial
counterparts (Peter & de Vreese 2004; Schuck & de Vreese, 2011). This has
also been the case for ‘quality’ broadsheets vis-à-vis tabloid-style newspapers
(Trenz 2004). We therefore expect positive relationships between ‘quality
outlets’ (public broadcasters and broadsheet papers) and (H1a) the visibility of
EU news. This logic – in a negative way – might also apply to the dynamic
perspective during a decade when competition and commercialisation
increased in the European television market (e.g., Aalberg & Curran 2012).
Though the overall amount of political information was expanded (Esser et al.
2012), increasing competition led to even more market pressure among com-
mercial outlets, possibly making news about distant EU affairs less appealing.
And if the EU is covered, news is likely to be domestified to attract audiences.
In effect, we would cautiously expect that, over time, in quality outlets, EU news
becomes more visible (H1b) and more European (H1c) compared to commer-
cial television newscasts and tabloid newspapers. However, these develop-
ments might be mitigated by a ceiling effect for public broadcasters and
broadsheets. We therefore investigate this dynamic aspect with cautiously
specified hypotheses and stress that the theoretical underpinning of the over-
time expectations is rather tentative.

Elite polarisation

Moving to the country-level, elite polarisation on the issue of Europe has
previously been found to positively affect the visibility of news about Euro-
pean politics. When political elites disagree about European issues, conflict is
present and this, being one of the key news values (Galtung & Ruge 1965),
translates into a higher degree of visibility of EU news (De Vreese et al. 2007;
De Vreese & Boomgaarden 2012). Recently, such elite conflict (differences in
parties’ positions towards the EU) has been operationalised as party disper-
sion (Schuck et al. 2011). During an election campaign, differences of opinion
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are likely to be accentuated.We therefore hypothesise that stronger differences
in parties’ positions towards the EU are positively related to the (H2a) visibility
of EU news. We furthermore specify that (H2b) a change towards more party
conflict on Europe is positively associated with increases in EU news visibility.
Conflict about the EU, however, is likely to be displayed by national politicians
and, to lesser extent, by EU actors. In a number of Member States it is
nationally focused far right parties that play up conflicts about the EU. There-
fore, we expect (H2c) increases in the share of European actors in the news to
be negatively related to increasing conflict about Europe.

Not only conflict about the EU, but also the overall nature of a country’s
political elites’ point of view on European integration is a potentially important,
yet thus far neglected, factor. If a vocal part of the political elite moves towards
more negative positions about the EU, this may increase the salience of EU
politics in public debate and also in the media. Negativity is another important
news value (Galtung & Ruge 1965; Kepplinger & Weißbecker 1991) and we
here consider the overall negativity of party positions.1 If, on average, political
elites are negative on issues of European integration, this increases the news-
worthiness of EU news. We therefore expect that (H3a) negative elite opinions
towards the EU are related to higher levels of EU news visibility, and that (H3b)
increasing elite negativity about the EU leads to increases in the visibility of news
about the EU. If, however, there is more positive consensus about the EU in
national party systems, it is likely that more room will be given to EU actors to
represent EU issues than to national actors. National politicians would see no
need to profile themselves against the EU leaving room for EU actors and EP
candidates. Consequentially, and acknowledging the tentative nature of this
expectation, we contend that (H3c) EU actors are increasingly present in the
news when parties are becoming less negative towards the EU.

Finally, we consider the interaction between both elite conflict about the
EU and elites’ EU positions. News visibility should be highest if elites are, at
the same time, both negative and disagreeing about the EU. Therefore we
expect that EU news should be most visible if national political elites are
polarised and negative about the EU (H4a) and that EU news visibility should
increase if national elites are becoming increasingly negative and polarised
about the EU (H4b).We have no concrete expectation regarding an interaction
effect for the Europeanness of news coverage.

Methods

To address the hypotheses, we draw on a unique database combining content
analysis data of news coverage during the 1999, 2004 and 2009 EP election
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campaigns in all Member States (for more information on the individual
content analyses including descriptive findings, see Peter et al. 2004; De Vreese
et al. 2006, 2007; Schuck et al. 2011). Two main evening television newscasts
(one public broadcasting and one commercial station) and three widely read
national newspapers (one tabloid and two broadsheets) per country were
analysed during the final two weeks of the campaign.2 For television news, the
entire bulletin was coded, whereas only newspaper front pages were analysed
(for more information, see De Vreese et al. 2006: 485–486, 499; Schuck et al.
2011). Though we acknowledge that such a sampling strategy may leave room
for potential bias towards television news, we are bound by practical limita-
tions rendering it not feasible to sample entire newspapers (which in some
countries include more than 60 pages).3 We estimate models on the level of the
news outlet per election year (n = 307) (see also De Vreese et al. 2007) and our
change models contain only those outlets that were included in the content
analyses in at least two subsequent EP elections (n = 163).

The first of the two dependent measures, visibility of EU news, distin-
guishes all news stories that contained a reference to the EU or the EP
elections (n = 3,957).4 To render comparisons across outlets valid, we use the
visibility of EU news proportional to all news stories in a given news outlet
(thereby taking into account possible format differences). The share of EU
news ranges from 0 per cent in a number of outlets to more than 40 per cent
in others. The Europeanness of the news is assessed by looking at the visibility
of EU actors within EU news coverage. For each EU news story we consider
the main actor (defined by overall salience – e.g., number of mentions or
quotes and overall prominence) and differentiated between EU actors and
non-EU actors. EU actors are members of the European Commission or
members of, or candidates for, the EP and EU institutions. We again acknowl-
edge that this operationalisation is theoretically one-dimensional, yet impor-
tant, as discussed above. Furthermore, considering the main actor only is a
limitation due to over-time comparability and differences in how additional
actors were coded in the datasets of 1999, 2004 and 2009.5 Within the sample
of EU news stories, a total of 883 main actors were classified as EU actors.
Again, percentage scores are used for valid comparisons between outlets.
Whereas a range of outlets (about 30 in total) did not feature any main EU
actors at all in EU news stories, very few indeed had 100 per cent main EU
actors. Both conceptually and empirically, EU news visibility and European-
ness are distinct aspects: since we rely on the share of EU actors within EU
news coverage, the two measures do not correlate significantly. For the analy-
ses of changes in Europeanness (see above), only those outlets that carried
any news about the EU at all, in two concurrent EP elections, are included
(n = 132).
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The independent or exogenous factors relate to medium and political elite
factors. In terms of medium, each news outlet represents a broadsheet or a
tabloid newspaper, and either a public service or a commercial broadcasting
news show. The classification follows information gathered from prior studies
(Peter et al. 2004; De Vreese et al. 2006) and from interviews with country
experts (a full list can be obtained upon request from the authors). With elite
position and conflict, we operationalise elite conflict and elite positions
drawing on party positions during the different European election campaigns
in the different countries. One component of the European Election Study is
the analysis of party manifestos (see www.ees-homepage.net). For each elec-
tion we estimated each party’s position on the EU.6 The estimation of elite
position and of elite dispersion takes into account the relative size of different
parties in terms of electoral success in the preceding national election, follow-
ing the procedure outlined in Schuck et al. (2011). Elite positivity towards the
EU is then characterised by the mean score of all parties’ position towards the
EU, within a particular country for each of the three elections weighted by
party size, yielding a country-level by election campaign aggregate score on
party positions towards the EU, with high values indicating on average posi-
tive, and low values negative positions. For the change models, low (negative)
values indicate increasing negativity and high (positive) values indicate
increasing positivity.

Elite dispersion is the standard deviation per country from this mean score
– again weighted by party size (see Schuck et al. 2011). Low dispersion suggests
that all parties appear similar in their positions towards the EU, whereas if
dispersion is high there is more between-party conflict on the EU. Hence these
are aggregated country and election year specific measures of elite positions.
For the change models, we compute the changes in party dispersion between
two election campaigns, with low values indicating less dispersion, and high
values more dispersion.

Controls

We furthermore include a number of control variables in our models. First, the
EU consists of countries that vary significantly in terms of geographical size,
population and political influence. On the one hand, it can be expected that
countries that have a limited autonomous say in the EU and are thus more
dependent on partners and will pay more attention to European politics.
Similarly, news in smaller countries is more likely to refer to European actors
and rely to a lesser degree on domestic political actors (see, e.g., Brüggemann
& Kleinen-von Königslöw 2009). On the other hand, those countries that have
more to say, more decision-making power and pay more money to Brussels
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could be the ones in which EU news visibility should be higher. To control for
these possible effects, the size of a country is operationalised drawing on its
population, ranging from 399,000 in Malta to more than 82 million in Germany
(coded in 1,000s). Country size quite perfectly correlates with the number of
seats a country has in the EP. We, at the same time, acknowledge that country
size does not account for more informal power positions in the EU, such as, for
instance, the Franco-German axis.

We also include a measure of the number of EP elections in which a
country has participated. Kevin (2003) has demonstrated that the novelty of
EU membership positively affects the general coverage of EU affairs. Each
additional election thus should lead to less visible EU news. Furthermore,
evidence from the 1999 EP elections shows that EU actors were much less
visible than national actors in countries that were longstanding members of the
EU (Peter et al. 2004). Moreover, Brüggemann and Kleinen-von Königslöw
(2009) show that while there is no higher frequency of mentioning EU insti-
tutions in news coverage in longstanding EU Member States (i.e., visibility),
the chances of finding articles with stronger European focus increases. In this
study, we consider the number of EP elections a country has participated in
since the first EP election in 1979, ranging from seven to two elections. A
co-occurring election is also supposed to matter for visibility of EU news
during the campaign period. If a national or regional election takes place on
the same day as the EP election, it is likely that this suppresses news coverage
of the EU. This was the case in a number of countries each period, such as
Belgium, Luxembourg, Latvia and the United Kingdom.

The amount of EU news is also a function of the investments made by news
editors and news organisations (e.g., Lecheler 2008; Brüggemann & Kleinen-
von Königslöw 2009).The news media’s institutional relationship to Brussels is
operationalised relying on data obtained from the European Commission’s
DG Communication (personal contact) about the number of journalists
accredited at the European Commission. Finally, we control for the share of
EU exports. We expect that particularly in countries that are most dependent
on other EU countries for export (and thus economic prosperity) there would
be more attention to European politics. The EU exports measure is a measure
of a country’s intra-EU exports proportional to all exports of that country,
computed based on Eurostat (the statistical institute of the EU) data for each
election year.7 There is no strong relationship between a country’s size and the
EU export variable since we are not relying on absolute terms for the latter.
The descriptive statistics are provided in Appendix Table 1.

We report the results of a series of ordinary least squares (OLS) regression
analyses with country/time-clustered robust standard errors. In the first models
we explain the visibility of EU news in a static perspective across all three
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elections using a stacked dataset in which each case represents a news outlet in
a particular election year. To assess change in the visibility of EU news and its
Europeanness, we again use a stacked dataset in which each case represents a
news outlet’s combination of the dependent measure controlling for the
lagged term.

Results

In Table 1 we show the explanatory models for visibility of EU news across all
three elections, the static perspective pertaining to H1a to H4a. For descriptive
information about the media coverage of the different elections, see De Vreese
et al. (2006) and Schuck et al. (2011). Model A considers only medium-specific
factors. In line with our expectations we find public broadcasting news to show
more, and tabloid newspapers to feature significantly less EU news (support-
ing H1a). The medium type as such is not related to the visibility of EU news,

Table 1. Explaining EU news visibility across all years (99, 04 and 09)

Model A Model B Model C

B SE B SE B SE

Intercept 0.000 0.104 0.000 0.077 -0.000 0.076

Dummy Television news 0.024 0.054 0.039 0.053 0.042 0.054

Dummy PBS 0.158** 0.053 0.117* 0.050 0.118* 0.049

Dummy Tabloid paper -0.193** 0.066 -0.202*** 0.053 -0.200*** 0.053

Journalists -0.135** 0.045 -0.011 0.032 -0.011 0.032

Population -0.099 0.095 -0.098 0.096

Number of EPE -0.353* 0.139 -0.365* 0.140

Co-occurring elections 0.086 0.129 0.099 0.130

EU exports -0.303* 0.129 -0.306* 0.130

Elite positivity 0.292** 0.092 0.306** 0.095

Elite dispersion 0.373** 0.130 0.429** 0.141

Elite positivity* Elite
dispersion

-0.072 0.076

R2 0.080 0.339 0.342

F 10.04 10.58 9.81

Number/clusters 307/67 307/67 307/67

Note: Cell entries are unstandardised regression coefficients of z-standardised variables and
corresponding robust clustered standard errors (clustered by country/time). *** p < 0.001;
** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05 (two-tailed).
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suggesting that, after controlling for the other outlet factors, television does
not pay more attention to EU news than newspapers on their front pages, or
vice versa. The number of journalists is negatively related in this model, the
effect, however, vanishes after the inclusion of more variables in the next step.
It remains puzzling, though, why in this apparently underspecified model we
find this negative relationship (see also the discussion section below). This
model yields an explained variance of some 8 per cent.

In Model B the country-specific variables are added. In line with our
expectations we find greater party dispersion to lead to more EU news (sup-
porting H2a). The average position of elites in the different contexts, however,
did show a positive relationship also with the dependent variable, thus the
more positive elites overall were, the more EU news there was (contrary to
H3a). Of the control variables it shows that the more a country exports to the
EU, and the more often it participated in an EU election, the less EU news
there was in the media. While the latter is in accordance with our expectation,
in the sense that the novelty factor wears off and makes the elections less
newsworthy, the former finding is less straightforward. It could be that, par-
ticularly for countries with strong extra-EU exports, the EU is more important
as a reference point and therefore more often featured in the news, but this
interpretation is purely speculative. Co-occurring elections or a country’s size
do not matter in this model. The former may be irrelevant also because our
dependent variable encompasses not only EP election but also general EU
news coverage. The model explains some 34 per cent of the variance in EU
news visibility.

The final Model C shows that the interaction term between elite negativity
and conflict did not affect EU news visibility (not supporting H4a).

We turn to the explanatory factors of changes in the visibility of EU news
from one election to the next, the dynamic perspective pertaining to H1b to
H4b (Table 2). The lagged term of EU news visibility has a strong positive
influence on the dependent measure, suggesting a fair degree of outlet specific
stability between election campaigns. In Model B we again add the medium-
specific variables.These contribute marginally to the model, with public broad-
casters tending to show a greater positive change in the visibility of EU news,
but tabloid papers not lessening EU news. This provides some support for our
cautiously formulated expectation (H1b).

The inclusion of country-specific factors (Model C) significantly improves
the explained variance of the model to some 41 per cent. It is shown that elite
conflict matters, but differently from what we had expected. The more the
political elites are perceived to differ in terms of their positions towards
the EU, the more of an increase there was in EU news visibility. Furthermore,
the more positive elites were overall regarding the EU, the stronger the
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increase in news coverage (in line with the findings for the static model in
Table 1). This relationship, however, is only marginally significant. So rather
than changes in conflict and position (as hypothesised in H2b and H3b), the
positions and level of conflict at t2 explain the change from t1 to t2 in EU news
visibility. If there is a large party division on the EU during an election
campaign (and to some degree if elites are overall more positive), it is likely
that the news outlet will cover the election more prominently than before.

Positive changes in dispersion – that is, increasing party disagreement from
one campaign to the next – also mattered, but only in a situation in which the
political elites overall became more negative (and vice versa), as suggested by
the significant interaction effect shown in Model D (supporting H4b). Figure 1
illustrates the interaction effect. It is shown that increases in EU news visibility
were strongest in a situation in which there was both increasing negativity
about the EU in a country’s party system and increasing party disagreement
about the EU.In situations in which parties became overall more positive about
the EU we see that decreases or increases in party dispersion did not substan-
tially affect changes in EU news coverage. As can be seen by the overall
direction of the slopes, party dispersion is still the main factor influencing
changes in EU news visibility, but overall party positions are significantly
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Figure 1. Plot of interaction effect with standardised variables.
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qualifying this relationship. In our sample, in around 12 per cent of the contexts,
we see either a positive or negative change in party positions higher than one
standard deviation, whereas in about 9 per cent of the cases there is increasing
or decreasing party dispersion beyond one standard deviation. It is in these
extreme cases that the interaction effect produces significant differences in
terms of EU news visibility.

Finally, we turn towards changes in the Europeanness of EU news, pertain-
ing to H1c to H3c (Table 3). Model A suggests no relationship between the
lagged term and the dependent variable, indicating the fact that a news outlet
featuring main actors from the EU in its EU coverage at one election cam-
paign does not translate into similar degrees of Europeanness during the next
election. Model B shows that medium-specific variables are not at all related to
changes in the visibility of EU actors (not supporting H1c) and the explained

Table 3. Explaining Europeanness at t2 (04 and 09 stacked) controlling for t1 (99 and 04
stacked)

Model A Model B Model C

B SE B SE B SE

Intercept 0.000 0.120 0.000 0.126 0.000 0.107

Europeanness t1 -0.069 0.091 -0.076 0.089 -0.065 0.092

Dummy Television news -0.010 0.082 0.008 0.089

Dummy PBS 0.015 0.071 -0.021 0.076

Dummy Tabloid paper -0.108 0.118 -0.103 0.114

Journalists -0.097(*) 0.051 -0.052 0.055

Population -0.251(*) 0.135

Number of EPE 0.269 0.182

Co-occurring elections -0.133 0.158

EU exports -0.189 0.126

Change EU exports -0.057 0.124

Elite positivity 0.244* 0.095

Elite dispersion 0.058 0.176

Change Elite positivity -0.512** 0.143

Change Elite dispersion -0.360* 0.163

R2 0.006 0.032 0.268

F 0.57 1.20 2.21

Number/clusters 132/37 132/37 132/37

Note: Cell entries are unstandardised regression coefficients of z-standardised variables and
corresponding robust clustered standard errors (clustered by country/time). *** p < 0.001;
** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; (*) p < 0.10 (two-tailed).
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variance of the model remains low.8 Yet country-specific variables do matter, as
shown in Model C.Again elite conflict is an important variable, with increasing
elite conflict leading to a lower visibility of EU actors (supporting H2c). So the
more parties were becoming divided on the EU, the less EU actors featured in
the news compared to the previous election. At the same time, it is shown that
increasing elite positivity is negatively related, so that EU actors are in fact
getting comparatively less attention when parties become more positive about
the EU (not supporting H3c). This effect, however, is only marginally signifi-
cant. Substantively more importantly, there is a significant positive relationship
of elite positivity during the campaign and increasing Europeanness of the
news (this effect of static, not change of, elite positions was not hypothesised).
None of the control variables show considerable explanatory power. The final
model explains some 27 per cent of the variance in EU actor visibility.

Discussion

While European citizens in some countries find themselves in a news environ-
ment abundant with information about the EU, others find themselves in
rather dismal conditions in countries where the EU is largely ignored in the
news. These patterns of differences are not coincidental and they develop in
ways that are, in part, explainable. This is the first study to systematically
consider predictors of variation in the coverage in newspapers and television
news of European affairs, in an explicit cross-country and over-time perspec-
tive, incorporating election periods from 1999 to 2009.

Our analyses show that public service broadcasters report more about the
EU than commercial broadcasters and broadsheet papers more than tabloids,
and that different standpoints regarding the EU between political parties are
conducive for news attention. Looking at the change in the coverage over time,
we note that especially if political elites disagree substantially and there is a
situation in which political elites became more negative, then news attention to
the EU overall increases.

In terms of the European versus domestic nature of the news coverage, our
study shows more variability and less ‘intra-news outlet stability’, meaning that
being relatively European in the coverage at one point does not predict
Europeanness in the coverage at a later point. We acknowledge that part of
this result may be explained by the fact that only (main) actors were coded for
assessments of Europeanness, rather than all actors appearing in a news story.
With our conceptualisation and measurement we find that when there is
increasingly more elite conflict, there is less of a European focus in the news
and this also applies to the presence of negativity among the political elites: the
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more negative, the less European (or vice versa). These results should be
cautiously interpreted since we rely on the coverage of main actors only, and
future attempts of this kind should try to include more dimensions of the
Europeanness of EU news, considering other actors, relevant issues or geo-
graphical positioning of a news story.

The findings in part confirm extant research which has already suggested
that public broadcasters tend to pay more attention to EU news and that elite
contestation over the EU is conducive to news coverage (e.g., De Vreese et al.
2007; Schuck et al. 2011; De Vreese & Boomgaarden 2012).The findings do not
lend support for ‘media endogenous’ explanations, such that the number of
correspondents in Brussels is related to the amount of news (e.g.,Wessler et al.
2008). Our results are, however, in line with other research (Brüggemann &
Kleinen-von Königslöw 2009). In a model with less control variables, the
amount of journalists registered with the EU Commission is even negatively
related to the visibility of EU news, but once tested in a multivariate model
and controlling for important characteristics of the political elites, this rela-
tionship vanishes. Although our measure is in line with extant research it
remains a crude indicator – for instance, not listing the types of journalists
employed – and it would obviously be useful to draw on a more encompassing
operationalisation of journalistic factors in such a cross-national and over-time
design.

Previous studies have looked only at single elections and this study adds
some important new insights in a temporal perspective: one is the overall
conclusion that the share of news about EP elections is on the increase (see
also Schuck et al. 2011). The study specifies that elite disagreement is impor-
tant for ‘making it into the news’, but this relationship is conditioned by elite
positions. This is an important addition to previous research (e.g., Peter et al.
2004; De Vreese et al. 2007) that suggested a relatively straightforward rela-
tionship between elite polarisation and visibility in the news, often drawing on
a simpler operationalisation of elite conflict (with the exception of Schuck
et al. (2011)). By now, contestation is no longer linked to more news about the
elections in a clear-cut fashion.

Relating to the EU’s communicative deficit, we can ask if the media in
Europe seem to bridge the gap between the EU and its citizens or worsen the
problem. It is clear that coverage of EU affairs is more likely to come from
public broadcasters and quality papers. This, on the one hand, bodes for opti-
mism in that information is actually available in the media landscape.
However, on the other hand, given the ongoing proliferation of media and
information channels, availability is not sufficient. Motivation on the side of
citizens is also required to encounter and possibly learn from this information
and to use it in deliberations (e.g., Iyengar et al. 2010; Elenbaas et al. 2012).
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Moreover, if the information is mostly present in certain segments of the
media landscape, then there is little ground for optimism in terms of a shared
and coherent European communicative space. Extrapolating from our empiri-
cal results, it appears that elite discourse in the different countries might have
to converge before the communicative space – here news coverage – would
follow. As long as we see considerable within- and across-country variation in
elites’ positions towards the EU, we will continue to see news coverage that
does not converge – at least not on the indicators we deal with here.

Hence, the media do not operate independently: much of the variation in
the news coverage is driven by elite activities. So maybe, and ironically, euro-
scepticism, in the form of elite polarisation, is one of the best chances for
improving EU democracy by sparking news coverage of EU affairs. However,
this study also points out a large dilemma for political elites: elite conflict and
even negativity may be good for visibility, but they are both negatively related
to the Europeanness of the coverage. At the end of the day, there might be
more news, which is arguably good, but the news is more nationally focused
than Europe-focused.

A final point of discussion is the relationship of elite positions and EU news
visibility. We found, contrary to our expectations, that it was not the dynamic
changes in elite positions, but rather parties’ position during the election
campaign that contributed to a stronger presence of European actors in the
news. If parties are overall more positive towards the EU, the news leaves
more room for EU actors in the news. However, in light of ongoing and
increasing elite scepticism towards EU integration this does bode well for a
more distinct European dimension of the news.

Our study is not without shortcomings and we emphasise that this is a
tentative exploration of an avenue of investigation that future research should
pursue. Moving beyond a description of cross-national differences towards the
explanation of these is at the core of comparative research, also in political
communication (Esser & Pfetsch 2004; De Vreese & Boomgaarden 2012). We
demonstrate how news coverage is driven by context. However, in future
research, we should include the news environment itself as one of the contex-
tual factors for understanding how EU related attitudes and behaviour
develop and which role media systems (e.g., Hallin & Mancini 2004) play in
that process.

Beyond the substantive conclusions – albeit important and valuable – we
consider our example notable because it demonstrated the ‘comparative play-
ground’ that the EU offers for comparative communication scientists. Our
study demonstrates the virtues of comparative designs that allow the specifi-
cation and the explanation of content differences. Our results highlight the
importance of national politics for the coverage of EU affairs and suggest that
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EP elections, by becoming less consensual and more conflict laden as indicated
by increasingly successful eurosceptic parties, might be moving towards a more
important political event in the minds of journalists and the public.

Notes

1. See also Brüggemann and Kleinen-von Königslöw (2009) on the influence of public
euroscepticism on EU news coverage.

2. In the 1999 study only one newspaper was coded per country. Also, for reasons of
comparability in this study we only use data from a two-week period before election day
for all three elections. It should be noted that not all countries had both public and
commercial broadcasters at all times (e.g., Luxembourg or Austria), and that in Germany
we rely on analysis of two public and two commercial stations in 2004 and 2009. For
precise information on the outlets included in the different analyses, please refer to Peter
et al. (2004), De Vreese et al. (2006) and Schuck et al. (2011).

3. The models estimated later include a dummy variable for medium type in order to control
for potential bias caused by the differences in sampling between newspapers in television
and we note that this variable does not reach statistical significance in any of the models,
suggesting bias to be a minimal problem also for the interpretation of our substantial
results.

Appendix Table 1. Descriptive statistics

N Minimum Maximum Mean
Standard
deviation

News outlet level

Dummy TV newscasts 307 0 1 0.44 0.49

Dummy PBS newscast 307 0 1 0.23 0.42

Dummy Tabloid newspaper 307 0 1 0.15 0.36

EU news visibility 307 0 0.53 0.09 0.08

Europeanness (EU news only) 270 0 1 0.25 0.22

Number of Brussels journalists 307 0 18 1.20 2.47

Context level (country * election)

Dummy co-occurring election 67 0 1 0.26 0.44

Share EU exports 67 42.42 90.27 70.19 10.05

Weighted mean parties’ EU
position

67 4.53 9.92 7.42 1.28

Dispersion parties’ EU position 67 0.06 3.11 1.28 0.73

Country level

Country population 2009 (in
1000s)

27 399 82,217 18,407 23,268

Number of EP elections 2009 27 2 7 4.33 2.30
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4. The balance of EP news versus other EU news, for instance in 2009, was 62.4 versus 27.3
per cent, respectively.

5. Based on the 2009 data, we know that the correlation between using main actors versus
up to all six actors coded to distinguish EU actors is substantial: Kendall’s tau-b: 0.569**;
Spearman’s rho: 0.748**, providing additional confidence in our operationalisation.

6. The manifesto data contains national parties that had received at least one seat in any
European Parliament election since 1979 (Wüst & Volkens 2003: 3).

7. http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/national_accounts/data/database
8. In fact both models are by themselves not significant and therefore not substantially

interpretable.
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