
Abstract

This paper addresses the implications of the media in two major processes at the EU level – the process
of Europeanization and the process of building a European identity. So, it analyses European subjects, by fo-
cusing on the visibility and the media framing of these subjects during the 2014 EU Parliament elections. 

Recent theoretical studies in the domain show that media could be one of the actors that might be re-
sponsible for influencing the Europeanization process – either in the sense of enabling the emergence and
functioning of a European public sphere or in the sense of even preventing its birth. Thus, our empirical re-
search aims at investigating the degree of Europeanization of the Romanian media discourse in order to re-
veal the current situation regarding the public sphere in Romania today.

Since the content analysis indicates a low degree of visibility of the European issues and rather low levels
of issue-specific frames that might sustain the development of a mature European identity, we can conclude that
media still have to struggle to accomplish the transition from the national level to the European(ized) one.
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1. Introduction

Studies from the last decade show that the European identity can be fostered through me-
dia. The way in which media cover the European subjects, help at sharing common symbols,
interests and beliefs, offer support for an active public space facilitates citizens’ identifica-
tion with the EU. In this context, taking into account that Europeanization can exert a strong
impact on the national identities within the member states and that media represent one of
the main means of getting a closer insight to the EU in general, we can presume that the way
in which media cover and frame the European subjects may influence the evolution of the
Europeanization process.

The research regarding the European identity is based on Bruter’s (2005) classification which
referred to three facets of European identity: cultural, civic and instrumental. The cultural the-
ory of the European identity refers to the history of the continent along with its shared values
and symbols, the civic aspects imply the citizens’ identification with the political, economic and
institutional system, as well as the feeling of a sense of commonality with citizens from other
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EU member states. On the other hand, the instrumental factors consist in the perception and eval-
uation of the potential gains or losses which might result from the EU membership. 

In order to analyze the visibility and the media framing of the EU topics, we conducted a
quantitative researchii. The research is based on a content analysis of 5084 articles, published
during the European election campaign, 25 April–25 May 2014, on two of the main impor-
tant online news portals in Romania – ziare.com and hotnews.ro (according to the ranking on
trafic.ro). The two research questions that guided our approach were: How visible are the
news items on EU subjects as compared to other types of news in Romanian media? and How
are the European subjects framed in the media and which frames are mainly used by com-
mon media discourse?

The framing analysis followed two main directions – one general point of view and one
specific approach. So, in order to measure the generic frames, we used the following classi-
fication of frames: economic consequences frame; responsibility frame; conflict frame; and
human interest frame. Moreover, in order to analyze media’s influence in building a Euro-
pean identity, we developed three issue-specific frames: cultural European identity frame,
civic European identity frame and instrumental European identity frame.

Thus, the main theoretical foundations of our empirical research focus on the following
directions: the process of Europeanization and the need to understand its meaning and impli-
cations, the role played by media in the process of building a (European) public sphere, how
media frame the events and their effects for the audience, as well as the role played by me-
dia in the process of building a European identity.

2. Understanding Europeanization

During the last decade, the concept of Europeanization has been the center of numerous
studies regarding the European Union and other related fields, among which the European
integration process looks like the most controversial one (see, for example, Börzel & Risse,
2000; Brüggemann & Kleinen-von Königslöw, 2009; Featherstone, 2003; Flockhart, 2010;
Kleinen-von Königslöw, 2012; Radaelli, 2004; Sittermann, 2006). But, although there is such
an abundant theoretical and empirical literature in the field, the concept of Europeanization
seems to have a prevailing abstract meaning. So, the aim of this part of the paper is to (re)or-
ganize the existing approaches that define and label the concept of Europeanization, in such
a way as to reduce the salient distance between the abstract understanding of the concept and
its implications for common citizens. 

The concept of Europeanization has its roots in the early fourteenth and fifteenth centu-
ry, when people from Europe fought to achieve a “European self-consciousness”, that is an
understanding of the power relationships against the others – people from other continents
(Borneman & Fowler, 1997, p. 489). Nowadays, the concept seems to refer to its original
sense – Europeanization as a concept that defines the struggle of the European Union as an
entity to place its influence at a worldwide level. Actually, the notion of power represents the
key to understanding the concept of Europeanization, but, as Borneman and Fowler suggest,
we should see Europeanization in a moderate way, “as a spirit, a vision and a process”, rather
than lock our minds in an extremely depressive cycle of “Euro-phoria” and “Europessimism”
(1997, p. 510). 
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As literature suggests, Europeanization is different from related concepts such as Euro-
pean integration, globalization or internationalization. In this sense, Featherstone (2003, pp.
6–12) shows a useful typology in understanding the meanings correlated to the concept of Eu-
ropeanization: Europeanization as an historical process; as a matter of cultural diffusion; as
a process of institutional adaptation; and as the adaptation of policy and policy processes (see
also Sittermann, 2006). As the Featherstone (2003, p. 6) suggests, the first two are maximal-
ist interpretations, which have little or even no direct association with the real impact of the
EU, while the other two categories are minimalist and they are more “closely linked to the
operations of the European Union”. In short, the four typologies could be described as fol-
lows: Europeanization as an historical process refers to European efforts of placing Euro-
pean civilization in an influential position – in this case, Europeanization supposes the process
in which less advanced countries’ struggle to adapt to practices from more economically ad-
vanced countries of the region; Europeanization as a transnational cultural diffusion refers
to the process of diffusion of cultural norms, patterns and identities on a transnational level
all around Europe; Europeanization as institutional adaptation refers to the complex process
through which domestic institutions from the member states are permanently adapting to the
norms and practices emanating from a direct or indirect pressure of being an European mem-
ber state; Europeanization as an adaptation of policies and policy processes refers to the
process through which the EU actions as a supranational power and influences the member
states to develop national policies.

So, the main idea of all these typologies is that Europeanization could be seen as the com-
plex process through which European member states try to adapt or change their national-lev-
el strategies in order to become part of the European Union as a powerful economic and
political entity. But, despite these important distinctions, the above typologies do not offer
cues about the level at which changes are supposed to take place – elite, bureaucratic, con-
stitutional, mass-public levels or about the (good or bad) consequences of these changes on
member states. 

An approach which helps at understanding the changes that take place during the entire
process of Europeanization is that of Radaelli (2004, pp. 3–4). The author suggests that, as
complex process of adaptation, Europeanization consists of a spectrum of processes, among
which there are: “the construction, the diffusion and the institutionalization of formal and in-
formal rules, procedures, policy paradigms, styles and shared beliefs and norms which are first
defined and consolidated in the EU policy process and then incorporated in the logic of do-
mestic (national and subnational) discourse, political structures and public policies”. In other
words, the author stresses that Europeanization functions as an interactive process which is not
limited to domestic responses to the EU – “Europeanization deals with how domestic change
is processed”. In this sense, the concept of Europeanization seems to cover a large area of in-
terpretation since it refers to the changes adopted by the member states both at a formal and
an informal level (see also Cowles, Caporaso, & Risse, 2001). Thus, Europeanization can be
defined as the entire process through which the EU member states adopt and adapt themselves
to the EU’s political, social, institutional and symbolic rules; Europeanization influences both
the visible parts of the nation-states and their invisible sides – culture, values and discourse.

Radaelli (2004, p. 4) also stresses the idea that Europeanization as a process should be con-
sidered from two approaches: top-down and bottom-up. According to the top-down approach,
Europeanization is based on the idea that the EU places a strong pressure on the member
states and that this pressure results in reactions and change at the domestic level. On the oth-
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er hand, the bottom-up approach refers to the idea that Europeanization starts from “actors,
problems, resources, style, and discourses at the domestic level” and postulates that the EU
has the role of changing the main components of this system of interaction, driven by domes-
tic forces. But, as the author suggests, the main challenge when trying to understand the
process of Europeanization is to understand what goes on inside this complex process and not
to limit the interpretation to the connections between dependent (domestic impact) and inde-
pendent variables (pressure from the EU). Moreover, he is in favor of the ideas from bottom-
up studies, which point out that Europeanization covers both “vertical processes (from the EU
to domestic politics) and horizontal dynamics” (see also Bulmer & Radaelli, 2004); in this
sense, the EU may provide the context and the social opportunities that are to be used by do-
mestic actors in the process of producing exchanges (of ideas, power, policies, and so on) be-
tween each other.

Another valuable approach in understanding Europeanization is the one offered by Olsen
(2002). The author suggests that one of the first steps towards understanding Europeaniza-
tion is to understand what is changing. Thus, he identifies five possible uses of the term: Eu-
ropeanization seen as changes in external boundaries – Europeanization could take place as
the EU expands through enlargement; Europeanization as a development of institutions at
the EU level; Europeanization as central penetration of national systems of governance –
refers to a coordination among all multilevel systems of governance in order to find a bal-
ance between unity and diversity; Europeanization as exporting forms of political organiza-
tion beyond the European borders; Europeanization as a political unification project – the
aim of the EU is to become a more unified and stronger political entity in order to be able to
face and have an impact on events taking place both inside and outside the EU. As Olsen
(2002, p. 940) suggests, while the first four uses of the term refer mainly to institutional, ad-
ministrative and political aspects, the fifth aspect – that of political unification of Europe –
seems to be deeply rooted in the real world practices for common citizens. The political uni-
fication of Europe could be achieved through the development of a European public sphere
which would facilitate the sharing of common conceptions and the development of a sense
of belonging, “giving directions to action capabilities”.

A more recent conception which concentrates on the process of Europeanization is that of
Eriksen (2009, pp. 60–61). The author suggests that, according to the countries’ attitude to-
wards the EU, there are three Europeanization options: Europe as a problem solving entity
(instrumental rationality); Europe as a value based community (contextual rationality) and
Europe as a right based union (communicative rationality). In short, the instrumental ration-
ality refers to the fact that the EU is responsible of solving the perceived problems of the na-
tion-states, among which there are social dislocation, threats to social and welfare
arrangements, multi-ethnicity, environmental problems and risks, international crime and se-
curity threats; in this case, the efficiency of the EU as an entity depends on its ability to solve
problems and to deliver the goods that people demand. The contextual rationality refers to
the fact that the EU should function as a community in which different national identities
should be in harmony with the European identity; here, the success of the EU depends on the
capacity of developing a shared identity and a value basis for integrating divergent concep-
tions of the good life and a large number of societal interests. The communicative rationali-
ty refers to the idea that the EU is in need of direct legitimation and that this legitimation
could be facilitated through active popular participation; in this case, the efficiency of the EU
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refers to its ability to establish a fair system of cooperation founded on democratic procedures
for deliberation and decision-making.

Another important conception regarding the process of Europeanization is that of Töller
(2004). When characterizing Europeanization, the author refers to three mechanisms: Euro-
peanization by adaptation, Europeanization by learning and Europeanization by evasion. The
first two types of Europeanization seem to be the most frequent cases of Europeanization
since they imply changes in national policies due to adopting specific positive policies, most-
ly as directives or regulations or due to learning different perceptions and persuasions, main-
ly through a policy discourse. On the other hand, the third mechanism of Europeanization refers
to cases when EU member states adopt an avoidance strategy towards the norms and regula-
tions coming from the EU; paradoxically speaking, this evasion mechanism is also consid-
ered as a part of the process of Europeanization.

As a conclusion, we consider that the above mentioned approaches offer a working con-
ceptual frame through which one could understand Europeanization. Although these approach-
es are significantly different, they seem to be guided by the idea that the Europeanization of
political policies is among the EU’s most striking challenges. In this sense, following Olsen’s
(2002) ideas, the existence and well-functioning of the EU as a political project depends on
the creation of a European(ized) public sphere, which could not be possible without the help
of a communicative space, facilitated by the media. Thus, in the following section of this pa-
per, we will critically analyze the crucial role played by the media in the whole process of
Europeanization.

3. Europeanization and the media nowadays

Although our research does not focus on theories regarding the (European) public sphere,
we will shortly analyze some key-findings in this domain, since we consider that the study of
Europeanization through media could not be otherwise understood in its whole complexity.
Thus, in the following lines, we will shortly analyze some theoretical and empirical findings
about the role played by media in the process of Europeanization of national public spheres.

One key-approach that analyzes the role played by media in the creation and well-func-
tioning of a public sphere is that of Habermas (1989, 2006). As the author suggests, in the
contemporary society, mass-media help at organizing and defining the structure of discursive
contributions. The force of media derives from its power to organize and structure the infor-
mation and present it to the public, from its ability to select and make the information flow.
Thus, at the public sphere level, media are seen as a legitimate actor that should organize and
filter the information that is going to be offered to the general public (see also Lippmann, 1922).
More specifically, in this context, it is necessary to mention Habermas’ (2009) conception re-
garding the public sphere at the EU level: the author suggests the need that national public
discourses should transform in the sense of coming closer to what Europeanization means.
In other words, the author is in favor of the idea that media could proceed in the sense of mod-
ifying national public debates into Europeanized ones – through the process of developing
European subjects and offering information about similar debates from other EU member
states. So, the central position of media and the reciprocal receptivity of national public spheres
are two main devices which are indispensable for the well-functioning of the concept of pub-
lic sphere at the EU level.
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Another valuable approach that concentrates on the role played by media in the process of
Europeanization is that of Koopmans and Statham (2010). The authors suggest that the Euro-
peanization of the national public spheres from member states could only be possible if a more
significant part of public debate went beyond political national borders, though staying inside
EU’s borders. In this context, media coverage on national-level issues from other EU member
states could be considered a real marker regarding the level of Europeanization of public sphere.
Moreover, Koopmans and Pfetsch (2007, p. 67) emphasize the idea that, depending on the
density of communication flows, the public sphere from a country could be national, transna-
tional or European (for a better understanding of the concept of European public sphere as an
ideal, see Risse, 2003). In this context, media are responsible for the existence of two types of
Europeanization of public discourse: vertical Europeanization (refers to media communica-
tion linkages between the national and European levels) and horizontal Europeanization (refers
to media communication practices limited to the borders of member states).

This distinction between vertical and horizontal Europeanization was one of the most im-
portant points of interest for Brüggemann and Kleinen-von Königslöw (2009). The two re-
searchers define Europeanization as a form of transnationalization (for a better understanding
of the concept, also see Brüggemann, Kleinen-von Königslöw, & Sifft, 2004; Brüggemann
& Schulz-Forberg, 2009) limited to the European continent or, more specifically, to the mem-
ber states of the EU (2009, p. 29) and they develop a model that differentiates among four
forms of Europeanization: comprehensive Europeanization, segmented Europeanization, Eu-
ropeanization aloof from the EU and a parochial public sphere. In short, comprehensive Eu-
ropeanization refers to high levels of both vertical and horizontal Europeanization; segmented
Europeanization refers to the only existence of the vertical dimension – this means high at-
tention to Brussels and no attention to the debates from other member states; Europeaniza-
tion aloof from the EU refers to the only existence of the horizontal dimension – this means
that there is a permanent communicative exchange among the EU member states, while ig-
noring Brussels and a parochial public sphere refers to the absence of both dimensions due
to the fact that national media could not adapt in any way to the new reality where some of
the “political competences have been shifted away from national governments and capitals”
(2009, p. 30).

According to Brüggemann and Kleinen-von Königslöw (2009, p. 34) the vertical dimen-
sion of Europeanization could have two main empirical indicators: the visibility of EU insti-
tutions (are EU institutions mentioned in the text?) and the focus on EU politics (are EU
politics the main subject of an article?). On the other hand, the two main empirical indicators
in the case of the horizontal dimension of Europeanization could be: the focus on other EU
countries (are other EU countries the main subject of an article?) and the extended quotes of
voices from other EU countries (are speakers from other EU countries quoted in more than
one sentence within an article?). As the authors suggest, by comparison with the horizontal
dimension, the vertical dimension of Europeanization seems to be registering significant ad-
vancement due to the passage of time – one possible explanation is that the visibility of Eu-
ropean topics could be more easily operationalized than the reciprocal receptivity among the
Europeanized public spheres (see, also, Kleinen-von Königslöw, 2012; Lauristin, 2007).

So, the approaches regarding the vertical dimension of Europeanization of national pub-
lic spheres seem to refer to two main directions. One of them focuses on the visibility and
prominence of European topics as compared to national topics, while the other direction fo-
cuses on the perspective used in mediatizing the specific EU topic – or, in other words on the
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way in which media frames the topic. Thus, due to the multitude of studies regarding either
of the two directions, we will critically analyze some of the most representative approaches
that would be part of our empirical research.

Trenz (2004, pp. 293–294) offers a representative approach regarding the level of Euro-
peanization of political communication. The author suggests that the level of Europeanization
of communication can be revealed by the visibility of EU topics in the media; thus, after an-
alyzing a series of significant newspapers from 6 member states, he classifies the articles as
follows: European articles (dominated by European topics), Europeanized articles (dominat-
ed by national topics, but in which there are some references to one or many European sub-
topics or issues), articles with a European referential frame (dominated by non-European topics,
but in which there are rhetorical references to Europe. Following the same line, Peter and de
Vreese (Peter & de Vreese, 2004, p. 5) suggest that “coverage of the EU can be defined as
coverage that addresses EU policies and politics, EU institutions and politicians, or events at
the EU level”; they also expect that the visibility of EU topics is different due to their refer-
ence to routine or summit periods (when there are scheduled European key events such as Eu-
ropean elections, EU referenda, or EU summits). So, their main findings are that there is a
reduced level of visibility of EU topics in national media and also a very limited visibility of
EU officials (institutional actors), suggestively called “faceless Europe” (2004, p. 17).

Peter and de Vreese’s (2004) findings show that the visibility of the EU is higher during
summit periods as compared to routine periods (see, also, Schuck, Xezonakis, Elenbaas, Ban-
ducci, & de Vreese, 2011). Similar findings are those of de Vreese (2001) whose study re-
garding three main events at the EU level – the January 1999 first-step introduction of the
euro, the June 1999 European Parliamentary elections, and the December 2000 summit in
Nice – reveals that news coverage of European affairs is cyclical, “peaking during the events
but hardly visible before and after” (2001, p. 283). Moreover, another term of comparison
which could show differences in the visibility of EU topics in national media is the period
that has passed since the country’s integration in the EU. Thus, studies (de Vreese, Banduc-
ci, Semetko, & Boomgaarden, 2006) talk about the existence of 15 old countries and 10 new
countries and emphasize that the visibility of EU related topics is higher within the new mem-
ber states.

In conclusion, following the ideas from the studies regarding the EU related topics visi-
bility in national media, we are in favor of the idea that a supranational European public
sphere could not exist, but that media can still exert a key role in placing EU topics on the
public agenda; in other words, national media can still remain the most important way of ac-
cess to a Europeanized public sphere. As far as the other direction regarding vertical Euro-
peanization is concerned, it includes studies focusing on the way in which media have a key
role in forming packages of interpretation or framing the EU related topics (for example,
Schuck & de Vreese, 2006; Semetko, de Vreese, & Peter, 2000; Vliegenthart, Schuck, Boom-
gaarden, & de Vreese, 2008). These studies’ idea is that the way in which media frame a Eu-
ropean topic may have significant implications in the process of the correct understanding of
that specific topic or, in other words, in the whole process of coming closer to what EU refers
to. Thus, a detailed analysis regarding the main theoretical approaches towards media fram-
ing will be the central part of the next section in this paper.
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4. Framing as a powerful Europeanization device

Studies in the domain of the effects that media can exert on public opinion show that me-
dia have the ability of shaping audience opinion, mainly through the process of framing. Thus,
media could have an important role in developing a common reference frame regarding the
EU; then, the audience could use these media reference frames both in a short term period –
in the process of coming closer to the EU – and in a long term period – in the process of in-
terpreting similar future issues. Moreover, considering that, in general, citizens depend on
media when informing about European topics (de Vreese, Peter, & Semetko, 2001), the way
in which media frame an event is of high importance for the audience’s correct understand-
ing of that event and for its opinion (re)formation. 

Due to the high complexity of the entire process of media framing and its public effects
on opinion (re)formation, studies in the domain have known a continuous development (see,
for example, Price, Tewksbury, & Powers, 1997; Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007; Scheufele,
2000; Weaver, 2007). Though, taking into consideration our empirical research, we will fo-
cus the theoretical approach in this section on some relevant ideas regarding the way in which
media frames can exert a (strong) impact on public opinion and on the typology which dif-
ferentiates between generic news frames and issue-specific news frames.

One of the most cited theories on framing is that of Entman (1993). The author suggests
that to frame is to “select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in
a communicating context” (1993, p. 52). Following the same line, Gamson and Modigliani
(1987, p. 143) suggest that a frame is “a central organizing idea or story line that provides
meaning to an unfolding strip of events […]. The frame suggests what the controversy is
about, the essence of the issue”. Moreover, as Gitlin (1980) points out media have an active
role in the process of framing, since they package the information for the audiences. Thus,
the framing and presentation of events and news in the mass media systematically affect how
recipients of the news come to understand these events since frames emphasize certain as-
pects of reality and abandon others (de Vreese, 2003; Price, Tewksbury, & Powers, 1995;
Scheufele, 1999). So, one common idea of all these definitions of frames and framing is that
media act through the process of framing towards shaping the reality for their audiences; in
other words, media offer a certain vision towards what is or should be perceived as impor-
tant by the public.

The above mentioned theories are in favor of the idea that media frames may exert sys-
tematic and significant effects in the process of public opinion (re)formation, but another as-
pect that needs to be mentioned here is that these framing effects could be different according
to a typology of framing (for an overview regarding framing typology, see Bennett & Iyen-
gar, 2010; de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2003; Schuck & de Vreese, 2006; Shah, Kwak, Schmier-
bach, & Zubric, 2004; Shehata & Strömbäck, 2013). That is why, in the following lines we
will refer to the typology that separates between generic and issue-specific frames, since it is
consistent with our empirical research part.

The typology that separates between generic and issue-specific news frames refers to the
nature and content of the frame (de Vreese, 2003, p. 28). In this sense, while issue-specific
frames can be used only with regard to specific topics or news events, generic frames tran-
scend thematic limitations and can be identified in relation to different topics, some even over
time and in different cultural contexts (de Vreese, 2005). More specifically, issue specific
news frames refer to frames that are used in contextual-related or unique situations – these
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frames cannot transcend thematic limitations. On the other hand, generic news frames refer
to frames that are not confined to specific topics, to frames that might go beyond thematic
limitations and, as de Vreese (2003) suggests, there are two categories of studies examining
generic news frames.

The first group of studies concentrates on the coverage of politics, in particular election
campaigns (Rhee, 1997). These studies rely on theoretical research that investigates between
episodic and thematic news frames (for example, Iyengar, 1991). On the other hand, the sec-
ond group of studies link news frames to more general features of news coverage such as
journalistic conventions, norms and news values (for example, Neuman, Just, & Crigler,
1992). In the context of the second group of studies, the contribution of Neuman et al. (1992)
is essential, since they derived a typology of frames used by the audience when discussing
current affairs. So, in an exploratory study, they interviewed audience members and found that
that the frames deduced from the interviews were also present in the news media coverage
of a series of current issues. Thus, they identified five types of frames used by both the me-
dia and the audience: human impact, powerlessness, economics, moral values, and conflict.

In short, the human impact frame refers to descriptions of individuals and groups of indi-
viduals that are affected by an issue; the powerlessness frame refers to “the dominance of forces
over weak individuals or groups” (1992, p. 67); the economics frame reflects “the preoccu-
pation with the bottom line, profit and loss” (1992, p. 63); the moral values frame refers to
the often indirect reference to morality and social prescriptions and the conflict frame refers
to the journalistic practice of reporting stories of clashing interpretation and it was found to
fit well with news media’s “game interpretation of the political world as an ongoing series of
contests, each with a new set of winners and losers” (1992, p. 64). These frames were found
in relation to different issues which suggest that one main advantage of these frames is that
they are more generally applicable than issue-specific news frames – which might be so sen-
sitive to details that they lack the big picture – as it could be described through generic frames
(de Vreese, 2003).

Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) developed the line of research initiated by Neuman et al.
(1992) and labeled five generic news frames: conflict, human interest, attribution of respon-
sibility, morality and economic consequences. The conflict frame emphasizes conflict be-
tween individuals, groups, institutions or countries; the human interest frame brings a human
face, an individual’s story, or an emotional angle to the presentation of an event, issue or
problem; the responsibility frame presents an issue or problem in such a way as to attribute
responsibility for causing or solving to either the government or to an individual or group;
the morality frame interprets an event or issue in the context of religious tenets or moral pre-
scriptions and, finally, the economic consequences frame presents an event, problem or issue
in terms of the economic consequences it will have on an individual, group, institution, re-
gion or country.

These theoretical things considered we will focus our empirical research on both issue-
specific news frames and generic news frames since our main aim is to get a detailed big pic-
ture regarding the media visibility and framing effects of European Parliamentary elections
in Romania as a means of analyzing the degree of Europeanization of the national public
sphere (see also de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2006a, 2006b). In other words, we will use the
deductive approach in the study of frames since we are in favor of the idea that the study of
framing as an Europeanization device could not be actually done without predefining certain
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frames as content analytic variables in order to check the extent to which these frames occur
in the news (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000, p. 94).

5. European identity and its multiple facets

The concept of European identity was initially introduced on the political agenda in 1973
and since then, there is a growing body of research regarding the roots, the meanings of Eu-
ropeanness and the subsequent mechanisms that might support the European integration (for
example, Goddard, 1994; Stråth, 2002). European identity has been regarded as a key ingre-
dient of the EU integration process, especially in the context of a democratic deficit of the Eu-
ropean Union correlated with a growing influence of the EU on citizens’ lives (Eriksen, 2005). 

Media play an essential role in the processes of identity formation, since they can promote
the symbolic material for its maintenance, ensure the visibility of European topics for a sense
of European community and for the development of European or Europeanized national pub-
lic spheres which are interconnected with the concept of European identity (de Vreese, 2007;
Koopmans & Erbe, 2004; Lauristin, 2007; Machill, Beiler, & Fischer, 2006). What is more,
in order to develop a sense of attachment towards the EU, media should increase the pres-
ence of the EU in citizens’ daily lives (Maier & Risse, 2003).

Either in the case of self-identity or in that of collective identity (Augoustinos & Walker,
1995) the feeling of identification with the EU is mostly about adding a sense of European-
ness to established national identities (Gripsrud, 2007). European identity perceived as collec-
tive identity implies that “a group of people accept a fundamental and consequential similarity
that causes them to feel solidarity amongst themselves” (Fligstein, Polyakova, & Sandholtz,
2012, p. 108). However, the components of a European identity blend with the national iden-
tities and the concept has different meanings for different people (Risse, 2004). The feeling of
common identity might also be weaken in times of crisis or if people perceive some inequal-
ities in terms of benefits and obligations (Stråth, 2010). Whichever the case, the EU institu-
tions must strive for developing a common identity since “the success of the EU depends upon
developing a shared identity and a value basis for integrating different conceptions of the good
life, and a diverse range of societal interests” (Eriksen & Fossum, 2004, p. 437).

The European identity can be defined from several perspectives such as cultural, civic or
instrumental. The cultural perspective analyses the identity as “the sense of belonging an in-
dividual citizen feels” (Bruter, 2005, p. 12) and it also includes the cultural heritage of the
continent and the common values (Stråth, 2002). The civic perspective sees identities as “the
identification of citizens with a political structure, such as a State, which can be defined as
the set of institutions, rights, and rules that preside over the political life of a community
(Bruter, 2005, p. 12). The civic approach implies the “substance of EU membership”, the
“commitment to the duties and rights of a civic society” (Jiménez, Górniak, Kosic, Kiss, &
Kandulla, 2004, p. 4). The instrumental approach is based on citizens’ calculation in terms of
personal interest, on the evaluation of potential gains and losses that come along with being
an EU member state. Therefore, if the results of these estimations are positive, especially
“compared to the results of policies pursued by national government”, then the citizens are
more likely “to feel European” (Castiglione, 2009, p. 3).

Based on how people relate to the concept of European identity, they might develop a
sense of Europeanness in terms of affiliation towards cultural values, rights, freedoms and ob-
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ligations or just estimated benefits that come with the EU membership. However, positive iden-
tification with the EU comes mostly from the benefits granted by the membership status (Flig-
stein, 2008). In accordance with their support for the Europeanization process, the citizens
can be euroenthusiasts, eurosceptics or “instrumental Europeans” when they value only some
aspects of the European integrations (Haesly, 2001, p. 82).

Media might play an important role in creating and strengthening individuals’ sense of iden-
tification with the EU through making the information available, explaining the consequences
at societal and individual levels, promoting the common values and symbols and spreading
elements that support the identity building process through media frames. All these aspects
are empirically tested as part of the analysis included in this article. 

6. The visibility and the media framing of EU topics – research results

6.1. Methodology

In order to analyze the media involvement in the Europeanization process as well as in
the process of developing a European identity, we conducted a research on the visibility of
European subjects during the 2014 European Parliamentary elections and the main generic
and specific frames used in covering these subjects. We performed quantitative research,
namely content analysis based on a pre-established grid. The period of time selected for the
analysis coincided with the European Parliament campaign, April 25 – May 25, but com-
prised some other important events such as the geopolitical crisis in Ukraine, the contested
referendum in Donetk and Lugansk held by pro-Russia separatists, Romania’s public inten-
tion to enter the euro zone by the 1st of January 2019 to the authorities in Brussels, the EU
visa liberalization for Moldova, the presidential elections in Ukraine. 

The corpus of analysis consisted of 5084 news items published in the mentioned time
frame on the two main Romanian online news portals (according to the rankings on traffic.ro
after eliminating the online versions of newspapers and TV channels): hotnews.ro – 2146
news items and ziare.com – 2938 news items.

The research questions that guided the analysis were: 

RQ1: How visible are the news items on EU subjects as compared to other types of news
in Romanian media?

RQ2: How are the European subjects framed in the media and which frames are mainly
used by common media discourse?

Considering the general context of European Parliamentary elections and the role of me-
dia in the Europeanization process, our research wants to determine how visible are the Eu-
ropean subjects, which are the main themes and events that captured media’s attention. The
framing analysis followed two main directions – one general point of view and one specific
approach. So, in order to measure the generic frames, we used the following classification of
frames: economic consequences frame; responsibility frame; conflict frame; and human in-
terest frame. Moreover, in order to analyze media’s influence in building a European identi-
ty, we developed three issue-specific frames: cultural European identity frame, civic European
identity frame and instrumental European identity frame.
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6.2. Findings

a. The visibility of European subjects in the media

The first axis of the analysis tackles the issue of visibility, specifically the share obtained
by the European subjects during the European elections compared to other types of subjects
present on the media agenda. The corpus of analysis included 5084 news items, from which
57.8% were published on ziare.com and 42.2% on hotnews.ro. The political news were the
most present on the agenda – 36.1%, followed by subjects included in the social – 19.8% and
economic areas -14.7%. The topics were mainly national – 52.7%, international nonrelated
to the EU 34.3% and both national and European topics 7.5%. 

Figure 1. Types of subjects.

Although the analyzed period coincided with the European campaign for the elections, the
European subjects lost their share of visibility on the public agenda detrimental to national
concerns and especially to the conflicts in Ukraine. The geopolitical implications of Russia’s
actions and the crisis generated by pro-Russian separatists in Ukraine had a relative high me-
dia exposure with a focus towards the consequences at the level of former soviet countries.

The subjects related to the European Union in all or some aspects, represented 13.1% from
all the published items during the electoral campaign, having a slightly higher percentage on
hotnews.ro – 14.9% than on ziare.com 11.7%. If we look at the media share for European sub-
jects in the previous European electoral campaign in 2009, the average at the level of all 27
states was 20.2% and for Romania, 12.7% (Schuck et al., 2011, p. 46). The results for the 2014
EP campaign in Romania, for the analyzed portals, show a slight increase at the level of me-
dia coverage of European subjects, but the percentage is still under the European average. With-
out information about European issues, events, electoral programs, candidates, people can’t
be active European citizens, can’t perform informed decisions, can’t support the Europeaniza-
tion process or feel attached to European values or symbols. Media are a key element in set-
ting the frame for a European(ized) public sphere and for developing a European identity in
the future, and without covering matters of possible interest for the EU citizens, without bring-
ing Europe into publics’ attention, a common concern or feeling of Europeaness, meaning the
existence of a common public debate made possible through a shared European news agen-
da (Schuck et al., 2011, p. 42), will not have the premises to grow. 
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The European subjects were mostly from the political – 70%, economic – 19.6% and so-
cial fields – 5.6%. The main topics were discussing the European elections – 32.2%, the EU’s
external politics 19% and European affairs and policies 14.8%. The subjects concerning the
elections were more visible on ziare.com 33.9% compared to hotnews.ro 30.4%. This also
applies for the subjects concerning the external politics of the EU and the involvement of EU
member states in mediating the conflict in Ukraine – 24.6% compared to hotnews.ro – 12.9%.
On hotnews.ro there was a higher space allocation for European topics that included policies,
directives at the level of the EU – 23%, compared to 7% on ziare.com. 

Figure 2. European Topics.

The average number of words allocated for covering a European Subject was 577.8, slight-
ly increased in comparison with the average number of words for the other subjects 394.2. The
highest number of words for a European subject was allocated for an interview with the pres-
ident of the Competition Council discussing a possible European directive regarding the rein-
vested profit, therefore news with national implications. The focus on national consequences
applies to most subjects since the predominant contextualization for European topics is the na-
tional one – 47.4%, followed by the European one – 32.4% and by the international non-EU
contextualization – 20.2%. The fact that media still focus only on the national implications when
presenting European topics is hindering the Europeanization process by maintaining a low in-
terest towards the consequences and implications at the level of EU as a whole. Without rais-
ing an interest for the European space, for the common issues and their aspects at a European
level, media will practically prevent the emerging of a common public sphere and of a feeling
of affiliation towards the European community. Furthermore, media only tackle the national
implications at a very broad level, but the consequences at the level of citizens are merely
brought into discussion since only 13.6% of the European articles include such references.
Without information and appropriate understanding of the European consequences in their
lives, citizens are unlikely to become more engaged with the European concerns. 

In what regards the visibility of the European topics, there were two visibility peaks: on
25 May when 52 European related subjects were published, discussing both the European
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elections poll results and the presidential elections in Ukraine and the possible geopolitical
implications at the EU level. The second visibility peak was registered on 12 May when 36
European related topics were published discussing the crisis in Ukraine, the referendum in
Donetk and Lugansk held by pro-Russia separatists, the increase in Euroscepticism in the
context of a low involvement of EU in solving the crisis between Russia and Ukraine, a cri-
sis that also affects Europe. The visibility of European topics was also high on the 5th, 6th and
21st of May when, apart from the topics on European campaign, media also approached sub-
jects as the conflict in Ukraine, the proposed sanctions for Russia, the economic implications
of the geopolitical crisis especially from the perspective of EU’s Russian energy dependence
and the implications of Russia–China alliance. 

Figure 3. The visibility of European Topics.

If we consider the visibility of European related topics on each portal, ziare.com covers
more the aspects concerning the crisis in Ukraine with the afferent economic and geopoliti-
cal implications, while hotnews.ro covers more the elections day and the economic aspects
of the Russia–Ukraine conflict. 

Figure 4. The visibility of European Topics on each portal.

The visibility peaks indicate a high media interest for the crisis involving Russia and
Ukraine and for EU’s measures and actions in the context of geopolitical effects of the sep-
aratist conflicts. Media interest was drawn also by the possible consequences on Moldavia
and Romania, especially in the case of increased disputes. These aspects drew the media at-
tention from the European elections which didn’t receive an increased coverage in setting the
agenda. Also, as we have previously shown, the internal and international non-EU contextu-
alization registered high percentages so the media don’t support enough the Europeanization
process, not even in the context of the European campaign. 
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b. Media framing of European subjects

Media frames can have an impact on how the image of Europe is being built, how the
events are presented and how the elements of a European identity get to be immersed in the
common discourse.

In this respect, through media framing analysis we aimed at identifying the most promi-
nent generic and issue-specific frames used in covering the European topics. We used a de-
ductive approach following Holli Semetko and Patti Valkenburg’s (2000) criteria for
quantifying generic frames: economic consequences frame – if the news refers to financial
gains or losses on short or long term, if it includes estimations on involved costs determined
by the economic, social or political situation, if it refers to the economic consequences that
could derive from adopting or not a set of measures; responsibility frame – if the news sug-
gests that governance structures have the power to alleviate the economic problems, it sug-
gests that the responsibility lies with the government sector or with the policy makers, or if
the news suggests taking responsibility for finding solutions to solve the problematic situa-
tion; conflict frame – if the news underlines the tendency of a party / individual / group or
country to throw the blame on another entity, if the news suggests conflicts among parties,
individuals or countries, if there are references to conflicts, disagreements within a party or
country, and if the news suggests the existence of pressure groups; human interest frame – if
the news refers to the way in which ordinary people are affected, to ordinary people’s reac-
tions regarding the events, if the news gives a human face to the subject by using adjectives
that suggest sufferance, hardship, humiliation.

We also measured three issue-specific frames to see if media support the development of
a European identity by including in the articles elements related to cultural (attachment to Eu-
rope and fellow Europeans, common traditions, values and symbols), civic (the feeling of af-
filiation towards EU as an institutional, economic and political entity, the commitment to the
institutional and legal order within which citizens can exercise their rights and duties) and in-
strumental European identity (the evaluation of EU membership in terms of gains and loss-
es) (Bruter, 2005, Jiménez et al.,2004). 

The means for both generic and issue-specific frames can be seen in the table below:

Table 1. Media frames.
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Portal 
Economic
frame

Respon-
sibility
frame

Conflict
frame

Human
interest
frame

Civic
European
Indentity
frame

Instrumental
European
Identity
Frame

Cultural
European
Identity
frame

ziare.com Mean 0.12 0.12 0.15 0.10 0.19 0.15 0.06

N 345 345 345 345 345 345 345

Std. Deviation 0.25 0.23 0.22 0.20 0.30 0.32 0.14

hotnews.ro Mean 0.15 0.18 0.14 0.06 0.21 0.21 0.08

N 319 319 319 319 319 319 319

Std. Deviation 0.28 0.28 0.25 0.15 0.31 0.36 0.20

Total Mean 0.13 0.15 0.14 0.08 0.20 0.18 0.07

N 664 664 664 664 664 664 664

Std. Deviation 0.26 0.26 0.23 0.18 0.31 0.34 0.17

Revista_comunicare_34.qxd  5/19/2015  7:50 PM  Page 73



Data for the generic frames do not indicate the clear prevalence of one frame or another.
The main used frame was the responsibility one, which registered a mean of 0.15 (0 indicates
the absence of the frame and 1 indicates its presence in all measured aspects), but the differ-
ence from the conflict frame – 0.14 or the economic frame – 0.13 is almost insignificant. The
events that took place in the analyzed period – the European elections, the crisis in Ukraine
with its economic and geopolitical implications, the contested referenda held by Russian sep-
aratists in Donetk and Lugansk, Romania’s intention to enter the euro zone by first January
2019 made public to the authorities in Brussels, the EU visa liberalization for Moldova, the
presidential elections in Ukraine, determined close values for the responsibility, conflict and
economic frames. Ziare.com framed the topics mainly from a conflict perspective, while hot-
news.ro focused on the responsibility angle. 

Figure 5. Generic frames.

Media used elements of cultural, civic and instrumental identity in covering the European
topics during the campaign, supporting thus the development of a European identity. The spe-
cific frames had higher means than the generic ones. The predominant frames were the Eu-
ropean civic identity – 0.20 and the instrumental one – 0.18. The cultural frame had a low
value – 0.07, showing thus that the media don’t support the Europeanization process in terms
of shared culture, values, traditions and common symbols. If we compare the data on the two
portals, we can see that hotnews.ro used more elements that can support the European iden-
tity and the feeling of affiliation towards the European community. 

Figure 6. Issue-specific frames.
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Even though the civic and instrumental frames are present in the media, the support for a
European identity is still shy, especially since the analyzed topics were mostly covering the
European campaign and the Ukrainian crisis, events that favored an increase in the civic and
instrumental terms. 

7. Discussion

This article successfully shows that the visibility of 2014 EP elections and the way in
which European subjects are framed in the news are two key elements which can provide us
insightful information regarding the degree of Europeanization of the Romanian public sphere.
This research shows that although there is an increasing level of media coverage of European
subjects during the 2014 EP elections in Romania, this percentage is still under the European
average; this idea is of high importance since it refers to the discussion regarding one major
problem at the EU level – the EU’s public communication deficit.

Generally speaking, one key finding regarding the visibility of EU related topics in Ro-
manian national media is that they mainly cover national implications when presenting Eu-
ropean topics, thus facilitating the existence of a rather national public sphere which still has
to struggle to become European(ized). This finding is consonant with the idea that, depend-
ing on the communication flows of a country, its public sphere can be national, transnation-
al or European (Koopmans & Pfetsch, 2007, p. 67). But, more specifically, our analysis shows
that although we cannot speak about the existence of a completely working European(ized)
public sphere, we may conclude that there is a little more coverage of EU related topics when
important events take place.

During the analyzed period, our analysis shows that the visibility of EU subjects in the
national media has two peaks: the first one on the 25th of May with 52 articles discussing
both the European elections poll results and the presidential elections in Ukraine as well as
the possible geopolitical implications at the EU level and the second one on the 12th of May
when 36 articles were discussing the crisis in Ukraine, the referendum in Donetk and Lugan-
sk held by pro-Russia separatists, the increase in Euroscepticism in the context of a low in-
volvement of EU in solving the crisis between Russia and Ukraine. Thus, we may presume
that during periods when important events take place there is (prominently little) public dis-
course that might facilitate the emergence of a European(ized) public sphere. As a conclu-
sion, the low visibility of EU related topics on the agenda and the national perspective of
European subjects are two findings that favor the idea that media are one of the main respon-
sible actors to be blamed for citizens’ low interest regarding the European space since they
do not offer them the necessary tools of developing a feeling of affiliation towards the EU.

As far as media framing of the 2014 EP elections, our analysis shows that the three main
used generic frames are responsibility, conflict and economic frames; this finding is conso-
nant with our expectations since the events from the analyzed period – the European Parlia-
ment elections, the crisis in Ukraine with its economic and geopolitical implications, the
contested referenda held by Russian separatists in Donetk and Lugansk, Romania’s intention
to enter the euro zone by first January 2019 made public to the authorities in Brussels, EU
visa liberalization for Moldova, the presidential elections in Ukraine – are causing close val-
ues within these three frames.
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From the other perspective, that of issue-specific news frames, we may presume that me-
dia were more successful in addressing elements of cultural, civic and instrumental identity
when covering the European topics. Thus, in this case, media offered the necessary premis-
es of the development and well-functioning of a European identity, but, even though there are
significant civic and instrumental frames in the media, the support for a European identity is
still in its infancy.

In conclusion, the results presented in this paper could be seen as a starting point in ana-
lyzing the key role of national media in the process of Europeanization of public spheres.
Both the degree of visibility of EU related topics on the agenda and the way in which they
are framed contribute to the correct understanding of the EU related events, that is they fa-
cilitate the process of coming closer or going away from the EU. In Romania, the media con-
tent analysis of the 2014 EU Parliament elections shows that national online media still have
to struggle to build such a discourse as to encourage the emergence of a European(ized) pub-
lic sphere.

Notes

i This work was possible with the financial support of the Sectoral Operational Programme for Human
Resources Development 2007-2013, co-financed by the European Social Fund, under the project number
POSDRU/159/1.5/S/134650 with the title „Doctoral and Postdoctoral Fellowships for young researchers in
the fields Political, Administrative Sciences, Communication Sciences and Sociology“

ii The data reported in this article were collected within the research project – “The European elections
2014 – from media framing to interpersonal conversations agenda. Building the European Identity”, coordi-
nated by Nicoleta Corbu and Oana ?tefani?ã, 7 April – 10 June 2014.
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