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Abstract: 
 
On May 1, 2004, the EU was enlarged with ten countries from Central and Eastern 
Europe. This enlargement was preceded by a series of decisive events in the history 
of the European Union. During the Copenhagen Summit in December 2002, the 
enlargement of the Union with these countries was confirmed. In January and 
February of 2004, only a few months before the actual enlargement, many of the old 
EU states, among them the Netherlands, decided to restrict work migration from the 
new member states to the old ones. This, strictly speaking, contradicts one of the 
EU’s most important provisions – the free flow of work and people. 

As many have argued, public support for the European Union and its projects 
lies at the heart of the EU’s success and continuity. Public support for the EU is 
decided by many different factors. The impact of media coverage might be decisive, 
yet it has received relatively little attention within academic research. 

This thesis offers empirical findings concerning Dutch news coverage on EU 
issues and its influence on public opinion. This study first investigates Dutch 
newspaper coverage about the EU enlargement and related politics over time. 
Second, this study explores how recurrent structures and characteristics of media 
discourse about the enlargement are reflected in media user’s discourse and public 
opinion about the same topic.  

 
Research questions:  

1. How was the enlargement process of the EU represented in Dutch news 
coverage? 

1a. How did Dutch news coverage on the EU-enlargement during the 
Copenhagen Summit in December 2002 differ from news coverage on the same 
topic during the month of January 2004 when the Netherlands decided to put 
restrictions on immigration from the new countries?  
1b.  How does news coverage about the enlargement of the Union around the 
date when the candidate states officially entered the Union (May 1, 2004) differ 
from news coverage about the same topic during the Copenhagen summit and 
the month of January 2004?    
2. What form does citizens’ discourse and public opinion about the enlargement 
of the European Union take, and how are recurrent structures and characteristics 
of media discourse about the enlargement reflected in media users’ discourse and 
public opinion about the same topic? 

 
Method: In order to find out more about news coverage about the EU enlargement, 
a content analysis of six Dutch national newspapers was conducted, covering and 
comparing the three time periods of the enlargement process described in research 
questions 1a and 1b.   

Concerning the second part of this study, which aims to investigate media 
impact on public opinion, two different research methods were employed. First, 
focus/discussion groups with newspaper readers about the EU-enlargement were 
held. The recorded discussions were analyzed and compared with the data from the 
content analysis of news coverage. The second method consists of the analysis of 
letters to the editor and a subsequent comparison with the data of the content 
analysis of the news coverage. 

The results of this study were analyzed against the backdrop of some of the 
most current and contented theories about news values and the influence of media 
content on public opinion, among them the Agenda-Setting-Approach, framing and 
news value theory. 
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Conclusions: From the content analysis of the analyzed newspapers we can first 
conclude that news coverage about the EU enlargement has been rather extensive, 
which contradicts the findings of other research concerning media coverage about EU 
issues. However, this might be due to the fact that this study investigated 
newspaper coverage, while most other research looked at TV news.  

Furthermore, we can conclude that the tone of articles about the EU 
enlargement was rather negative. Many of the analyzed news stories were presented 
and framed in terms of conflict. We also found a strong presence of the ‘problem 
frame’ within some topics concerning the enlargement. In particular, work migration 
from the new member states to the old ones was presented as very problematic. 
This frame was most visible during January 2004, the period in which the Dutch 
government announced limits on the number of migrants it would allow from the 
accession countries. It was also found that Dutch newspapers made little use of news 
sources from the new EU member states.  

The results of this study show that Dutch newspaper coverage about the EU 
enlargement focused on new member state Poland and candidate state Turkey. This 
is particularly surprising given the fact that Turkey did not actually join the European 
Union on May 1, 2004. At the time the empirical work for this thesis was conducted, 
no date had been set as to when Turkey would join the European Union, nor was 
there even a date as to when the EU would begin accession negotiations with Turkey. 

The data concerning public opinion about the EU enlargement show some 
striking similarities between the news agenda and the public agenda concerning this 
issue. In particular, we found that the negative tone employed by newspaper 
coverage about the enlargement was reflected in the public opinion data. 
Furthermore, we have found strong reason to suppose that news stories framed in 
terms of problem have a strong impact on public opinion. This frame, mainly 
identified with the topic of work migration in news coverage, was equally reflected in 
the public opinion data. 

However, we can conclude that this agenda-setting function and the impact of 
frames by the news media is limited to topics and issues with which the newspapers’ 
audiences have little or no direct experience. Our findings suggest that the direct 
experience of citizens should not be underestimated in its impact on the public 
agenda and on public opinion. For example travel experiences formed a great 
influence on how people thought about the enlargement.  
On a methodological level we could also come to some interesting conclusions. The 
most important is our finding regarding the conflict frame – while this frame was 
overtly present in the analyzed newspapers, it could hardly be detected in our public 
opinion data. The author of this study concludes that the terming of the conflict 
frame might be rather negative framing in itself. We would suggest calling this frame 
a ‘debate frame’ instead.  
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1. Introduction 

 

During the Copenhagen Summit of December 2002 the Council of the European 

Union (EU) concluded the accession negotiation with ten Eastern and Central 

European countries1 that entered the Union on May 1, 2004. The process leading up 

to May 1, 2004, and extending beyond the actual date of the enlargement has not 

been a harmonious one. Controversies about agricultural subsidies and the 

distribution of mandates in the enlarged European Parliament have dominated the 

enlargement agenda. The prospect of the biggest enlargement in EU history has also 

given rise to diverse reactions of national and supranational policy makers as well as 

the mass media, regarding the controversial issue of inter-EU immigration policies. 

 Many have argued that public support of the EU and its policies lies at the 

heart of the future success and continuity of the Union (e.g. de Vreese, 2003; Gabel, 

1998, Janssen, 2001; Siune et al, 1994). There has been a great deal of speculation 

on the reasons why citizens within the European Union (EU) vary in their support for 

European integration. Research conducted on this issue mainly gives explanations 

from the fields of sociology and political science. Many variables influencing the 

disparity of support for integration have been developed, ranging from citizen’s value 

orientation to party support. One factor that might influence public support for the 

EU and its policies has been widely neglected – the influence of the mass media (de 

Vreese, 2003).  

 This study commits itself to investigating media’s representation of EU issues 

and the resulting influence of these representations on public opinion. The focus of 

this study relies on Dutch newspaper coverage and on the most recent enlargement 

of the European Union. 

  

1.1 Aim of this study 

 

The aim of this study is to gain insight into characteristics of news coverage on EU-

issues and its influence on public opinion. In particular, this study sets out to 

investigate Dutch newspaper coverage about the EU-enlargement and related 

politics, while tracking differences in news coverage about the latest EU-enlargement 

                                                           
1 Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia; 
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over time. Secondly, this study explores similarities and differences between 

characteristics within media content regarding the EU-enlargement and newspaper 

readers’ discourse and public opinion about the same issue. 

 

1.2 Research questions 

 

The above stated aim of this study led to the development of the following research 

questions: 

 

Research question A: 

How was the enlargement process of the EU represented in Dutch news coverage?  

 

Sub-research question A1: 

How did Dutch news coverage on the EU-enlargement during the Copenhagen 

Summit in December 2002 differ from news coverage on the same topic during the 

month of January when the Netherlands decided to put restrictions on immigration 

from those countries?  

 

Sub-research question A2:  

How does news coverage on EU-enlargement around the date when the candidate 

states officially entered the Union (May 1, 2004) differ from news coverage about the 

same topic during the Copenhagen summit and the month of January 2004?  

 

Research question B:  

What form does citizens’ discourse and public opinion about the enlargement of the 

European Union acquire and how are recurrent structures and characteristics of 

media discourse about the enlargement reflected in media users’ discourse and 

public opinion about the same topic? 

 

1.3 Relevance 

 

The EU’s Eastern enlargement entails many positive challenges and opportunities as 

well as a series of problems for the future of the EU. Problems range from the 

question of how to organize the decision making and executive process of a 25 
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member states Union to issues such as how to distribute agricultural subsidies and 

regulate immigration into and within the EU. 

 The working assumption of this paper is that public support for the EU and its 

policies is crucial for the success and continuity of an economically, politically and 

culturally integrated Europe. Very little research has been conducted on the interplay 

between public opinion about EU issues and media content. However, media 

representations of the EU might be a decisive factor affecting public opinion about 

the EU. Furthermore, the author of this study points to the norms of balanced news 

coverage.  Diverse information about and served by various actors and about various 

sides of an issue is a prerequisite for an informed public debate. 

 It follows that a deeper understanding of the above stated relationship 

between media content and public opinion is vital. This study seeks to further our 

knowledge and understanding of this relationship. In particular, it seeks to contribute 

to research on media representations about EU integration and their influences on 

public opinion in light of the biggest enlargement of the Union in history. 

 

1.4 Scope of this study 

 

This study focuses on describing the media’s role in providing representations of and 

forming public opinion about EU integration and the EU-enlargement in particular. 

Rather than analyzing the EU’s or national governments’ stances towards the EU East 

enlargement and related politics, this study will focus on the media’s representation 

of the issue and will place the findings in a relevant social and theoretical framework.  

 

1.5 Outline 

 

After this introduction a chapter on EU-history will follow. Special attention will be 

given to the most recent eastward enlargement of the EU.  

 Chapter three will deal with the issue of public opinion in general, and public 

opinion on EU integration in particular. It will begin with a short assessment on one 

of the crucial factors that guarantees the success and the continuation of the project 

of one politically, culturally and economically integrated Europe – public support of 

the EU. In a next step a short definition of public opinion will be given. Furthermore 

the chapter will look into how public opinion about EU-integration and on the recent 
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EU-enlargement is distributed throughout Europe and the Netherlands. This section 

will be followed by an assessment of factors that possibly influence public opinion 

about EU issues. The chapter will close with a discussion of news coverage as a 

crucial factor influencing public opinion about the EU and its policies. 

 In Chapter four some theories about the mass media’s influence on public 

opinion will be reviewed. Special attention will be given to the agenda setting 

research tradition and the concept of framing. A closing section will discuss why 

news tends to focus on certain aspects of an event over another. A short overview of 

the research tradition on news values and news factors will be given. 

 Chapter five will discuss and present the methods chosen to answer the 

research questions posed in chapter one.  

 Chapter six strives to answer our first set of research questions. We will first 

present the results of the content analysis of Dutch news coverage about the EU-

enlargement. In the second part of this chapter we will turn to a discussion of these 

results. 

 In chapter seven we aim to answer our second research question. We will first 

discuss the findings from the focus groups, and then turn to the results from the 

content analysis of the letters to the editor. Finally, the chapter will be closed by a 

section discussing our public opinion data and linking them to the results of the 

analysis of news content and to the theoretical framework regarding media impact 

on public opinion outlined in chapters three and four.  

 Chapter eight will close this study. In this chapter we will summarize and 

present our most important results and conclusions and try to place them in a 

theoretical framework. The chapter will close with a discussion of the methodology 

used and recommendations for future research. 
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2. EU – history  

 

The aim of this section is to give a short overview of the history of the present 

European Union (EU). In the first paragraph, the reasons for the foundation of the 

European Communities (EC) and later the European Union will be dealt with. Then a 

short summary of the most important events in the development of the EU and its 

institutions will be given. 

 

2.1 Origins 

 

It has been argued that the increased cooperation between Western European 

countries after WWII stems from the emerging cold war between the USA and the 

Soviet-Union, both super-powers at that time still present in Europe. The heightened 

collaboration between the Western European countries served US interests regarding 

the conflict with the Soviet Union and the division of Europe under respectively 

American and Russian influence. By supporting economic, political and military 

cooperation between the Western European countries, the US sought to anticipate 

the development of a Soviet hegemony within Europe. The US demands also served 

the European countries’ own interests, in terms of economic and military aid from 

the US in order to defend the Western European countries (Janssen, 2001, p. 22 f.). 

 Another more idealistic view of the foundation of the European Communities 

and later the EU has been described as the prospect of peace and the prevention of 

such gruesome conflicts as the two preceding world wars in which Europe was the 

main battlefield (www.europa.eu.int; Hewstone, 1986, p. 3). 

 

2.2 Development of the EU  

 

With the founding of the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) in 1951, the 

stage was set for the development of today’s European Union. Its initial aim was to 

integrate France and West Germany’s coal and steel industries that had been subject 

to major conflicts during the course of the previous century. Other countries were 

http://www.europa.eu.int/
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also invited to join the community. The ECSC was thus comprised of six members: 

Belgium, West Germany, Luxembourg, France, Italy and the Netherlands.   

 During the course of the next couple of years, the cooperation regarding other 

economic sectors of these six countries was strengthened. With the Treaties of Rome 

in 1957, the European Atomic Energy Community (EURATOM) and the European 

Economic Community (EEC) were founded. The member states started to remove 

trade barriers between them and to form a "common market".  

 In 1967 the various institutions of the three European communities were 

merged into a single Commission and a single Council of Ministers as well as the 

European Parliament. Originally, the members of the European Parliament (EP) were 

chosen by the national parliaments. In 1979 direct elections of the EP were 

introduced, allowing the citizens of the member states to vote for the candidate of 

their choice. Direct elections are now held every five years.  

 The Treaty of Maastricht in 1992 created the European Union (EU). The 

member states’ governments2 agreed to new forms of co-operation - for example on 

defense, and in the area of "justice and home affairs". After the ratification of all 

member states by the end of 19933 the common internal market with free 

movement of services, work, people and capital was established. 

 

2.3 EU-enlargements 

 

One of the original principals of the EC was that any European country wishing to 

join the communities was welcome to do so, provided they fulfill certain economic 

and political (democratic) standards. In the course of the last half century, the EU 

has thus grown in size with successive waves of accessions. Denmark, Ireland and 

the United Kingdom joined in 1973 followed by Greece in 1981, Spain and Portugal in 

1986 and Austria, Finland and Sweden in 1995. The fall of the iron curtain in the late 

1980s set the stage for the East enlargement of the EU that took place on May 1, 

                                                           
2 By that time following countries had joined the EU/EC in de preceding years: Denmark, Ireland, the UK, 
Greece, Spain and Portugal; 
3 The Danish public voted against the Maastricht treaty in during a referendum in 1992. Only after some 
changes have been made to the original document, the treaty was accepted in the course of a second Danish 
referendum in 1993. 
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2004. During the Copenhagen Summit in December 2002 the Council of the EU 

concluded the accession negotiation with 10 Eastern and Central European countries4 

that finally entered the Union on May 1, 2004.  

 Poole (2003) argues that the process of the Eastern enlargement of the EU 

has differed from past enlargements for several reasons. First of all, the Eastern 

enlargement has been identified as the largest enlargement in history, with 10 

countries accessing the EU at the same time. However, a proportionally smaller 

increase in population has taken place than during the first enlargement, when 

Denmark, Ireland and the United Kingdom joined the EC in 1973.  

 Another point that makes the event of the East enlargement different from 

former enlargements is that most of the candidates have been much poorer than 

candidate countries of previous EU-enlargements. However, he argues, that by the 

late 1990s these countries were experiencing strong economic growth with a 

prospect of even more in the near future. Furthermore, the accession countries 

(except for Malta and Cyprus) had been under 40 years of communist rule; though 

over the course of the past decade they developed into stable democratic systems. 

However, Greece, Spain and Portugal had also been under some form of 

authoritarian rule until shortly before they joined the EC. As history has shown, their 

accession to the EC has contributed to their rapid economic and democratic 

development. Finally, Poole refers to the very complex and technical process of this 

last enlargement, which makes it differ from the previous ones. (p. 12ff) 

 The process leading up to the May 1, 2004, and extending beyond the actual 

date of the enlargement, has not been a completely harmonious one. Controversies 

about agricultural subsidies and the distribution of mandates in the enlarged 

European Parliament have been at the top of the enlargement agenda. The prospect 

of the biggest enlargement in EU history has also given rise to diverse reactions from 

national and supranational policy makers, as well as the mass media regarding the 

controversial issue of inter-EU immigration policies. 

 Radical nationalist parties in various European countries strongly opposed the 

European Union’s plans and warned that the Eastern enlargement would bring a 

large influx of economically weak migrants that would add to the EU’s crime and add 

to unemployment problems (Poole, 2003, p. 154). Some of the current member 

states had already decided during the summit to put restrictions on work migration 

from the accession countries (e.g. Germany, Austria). Others at that point had 

                                                           
4 Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia; 
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adopted an ‘open door policy’, guaranteeing free movement of workers after 

enlargement. Nevertheless in the months of January and February 2004, three 

months before the actual enlargement was to take place, those countries decided to 

restrict entry for workers from the new member states (Sweden, Denmark, The 

Netherlands and the UK). These new restrictions vary from quotas on how many 

people from the accession states will be allowed to enter the various countries (NL, 

Denmark, Sweden), to restrictions on eligibility of benefits (UK, Denmark). 

 Various critical voices have risen, fearing that those policies would lead to the 

creation of a divided two-class European Union (E.g. Financial Times, Editorial, 

February 24, 2004) and cause a backwards development of EU integration (A golden 

age? In: Economist; 2/28/2004, Vol. 370 (8364), p 51.). This points to an 

asymmetrical relationship between the old and the new member states of the 

European Union. In particular it addresses the differences in rights that the citizens 

of the enlarged European Union will or will not enjoy.  

 Furthermore, the various forms of restrictions have been criticized for 

violating the fundamentals of EU unity (Rice-Oxley, 2004, p. 6). In fact, the 

restrictions defy one of the most central provisions of the European Union, 

established in the Maastricht treaty in 1992. With the establishment of one internal 

market, not only the free flow of capital but also free flow of people and work was 

achieved. The United Nations Development Program’s (UNDP) Human Development 

Report (HDR) of 2004 speaks in favor of opening boarders to immigrants in general, 

stating: 

  

 “Immigration supports economic growth and development. Closing doors to 

 immigration is neither practical nor in the interest of national development. 

 Far from being a drain on development, immigrants are a source of skills, 

 labour, ideas and know-how.” (UNDP, 2004, p.102) 

 

An often mentioned reason for Western Europe’s need for immigration is the 

prospect of an aging and decreasing population, and the resulting need for an 

expanding, and also foreign, workforce (UNDP, 2004; Poole, 2003, p. 151). 

 It follows that EU integration, in particular the latest enlargement of the 

Union, entails both problems and positive challenges, as well as opportunities. Poole 

(2003) notes the prospect of further regional integration in Europe, brought about by 
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the EU-East enlargement (p. xiii; see also Janssen, 2001, p. 45). He argues that 

through a synergy between capital and technology from the old member states and 

the skilled workforce of the new states, rapid economic growth throughout Europe 

will occur (Poole, 2003, p. 13). He claims that the eastern enlargement would bring 

about an increase in freedom, security and justice throughout Europe (p.158). 

According to him, all of Europe has already benefited from the preparations for the 

East enlargement.  

 The prospect of membership in the EU has helped the eastern European 

candidates to resolve problems with their neighbor states in a peaceful manner 

(p.14). An example would be the heated conflicts regarding the Hungarian minority 

populations in Romania and Slovakia. Supposedly the preparations for the accession 

to the EU of the respective states have led to the resolving of the problem through a 

peaceful diplomatic exchange. In 1995 the governments of Hungary and Slovakia 

signed a treaty of friendship and cooperation that guaranteed the rights of ethnic 

minority groups. Also, the Eastern European states have played an important role in 

stabilizing the Balkan conflicts during the 1990s (Poole, 2003, p.14). 

 However, Srubar warns about one-sided Euro-skepticism or Euro-phobia, 

arguing that the complex process of the East enlargement will have an impact on 

socio-cultural relations, opening up both opportunities and risks (Srubar, 2003, p. 7). 

He argues that the EU-enlargement is part of the process of globalization, imposed 

by the neo-liberalization of the world society. Not only will the new countries have to 

undergo serious changes, but also the EU itself will be required to adapt to the new 

circumstances (Srubar, p. 173). An example of the difficulties regarding changes 

within the EU itself is the struggle for an EU constitution that extended over a period 

of more than two years. 

 In this chapter we have given a historical overview of the EU. We focused on 

the latest EU-enlargement, dealing not only with historic events that led up to the 

enlargement but also with the controversies surrounding the issue. The next chapter 

will give an account of public opinion and public support for the EU and its policies – 

a crucial factor for the success of the project of the European Union. 
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3. Public opinion about EU-issues 

 

For the success of an integrated socio-cultural, political and economic European 

Union, public support of the idea is crucial.  

 

 “‘The European House’, as former Chairman of the European Commission, 

 Jaques Santer, labeled the integrating Europe, will neither be truly European 

 nor have any resemblance to a house, if European citizens do not embrace 

 the idea” (de Vreese, 2003, p.4). 

 

Gabel (1998) argues that public opinion, constituted during national referenda on 

integration but also through lobbying, public protest and elections for the European 

Parliament, shapes and constrains the process of European integration. Since EU law 

lacks a supranational means of enforcement, the endurance of the EU political 

system vitally depends on public compliance with and acceptance of EU law (p. 333). 

The rejection of the Maastricht treaty through a Danish referendum in 1992 

illustrates the importance of public opinion for the process of EU integration and has 

inspired various researchers to look into what factors constitute public support for 

the EU (Janssen, 2001; Siune et al., 1994). 

 In the light of the restrictions put on work migration from the new EU 

countries to the old ones and the possible creation of a divided two-class Union a 

new problem arises. If the divide between first and second-class European countries 

and citizens persists in the public opinion of European citizens the project of one 

integrated European Union is in jeopardy.  

 It follows that in order to find out more about public support for EU 

integration and for the EU East enlargement in particular, we have to know more 

about general public opinion on these issues. In the first part of this chapter we will 

give a definition of public opinion. This will be followed by a short overview of public 

opinion on the enlargement of the European Union. We will then present factors that 

have been found to influence public opinion about EU related issues. In a concluding 

section, we will discuss the mass media’s role in the process of public opinion 

formation on EU issues. 
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3.1 Definition  

 

Before we move on to talk about public opinion on the EU-enlargement, we first need 

to define the concept of public opinion in general. In this section we wish to give a 

short account of how public opinion has been defined in the literature so far and 

come to a conclusion of how we will define public opinion for this study. 

 Many authors argue that opinions consist of information obtained through, for 

example, the mass media or interpersonal communication, and that interacts with a 

set of predispositions, such as knowledge, symbolic interpretations and values (de 

Vreese, 2003, p. 16; Altheide, 2002, p. 44; Rössler, 1997, p. 21). This corresponds 

to what Walter Lippmann in 1922 referred to as the “pictures in our heads”. He 

states that our actions are seldom based on our direct and certain knowledge about 

reality. They rather respond to pictures of this reality made by ourselves or given to 

us by others that are interpreted along the line of stored up images of the same or 

related events (Lippmann, 1922, p. 16). He further argues that we cannot have any 

feelings about an event we have not experienced unless we have a mental image of 

that event. This mental image can only exist as long as “we know what others think 

they know (Lippmann, 1992, p. 9)” He follows that: 

  

 “The pictures inside the heads of human beings, the pictures of  themselves, 

 of others, of their needs, purposes, and relationships, are their  public 

 opinions. Those pictures which are acted upon by groups of people, or by 

 individuals acting in the name of groups, are Public Opinions with capital 

 letters” (Lippmann, 1922, p. 18). 

 

It therefore follows that public opinions are a distortion of the events that we hold 

opinions and feelings about, through external and internal factors that determine the 

pictures in our heads (Lippmann, 1992, p.18). Attitudes and opinions are socially 

determined, even though individually held (Hewstone, 1986, p. 187). Social 

representations (such as those presented in the news media) are at the heart of 

public opinion in a society (p. 569). 

 For the purpose of this study we will define public opinion as containing the 

following characteristics outlined above: (1) public opinions are individually held but 

socially determined; (2) they consist of external information and representations 

about aspects of reality interacting with already existing mental images of these 
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aspects; (3) public opinions are not a direct reflection of reality, being determined as 

they are by the social representations of events and the way these social 

representations interact with already existing mental images. 

 

3.2 Public opinion and EU-enlargement  

 

The data of the biannually conducted Eurobarometer surveys on behalf of the 

Directorate-General of Press and Communication of the European Commission 

assesses public opinion on EU affairs in all member states, and recently also that in 

the accession countries. Data from Eurobarometer 60, (2003) shows that within the 

entire Union at that time, 47% of the citizens supported the EU-enlargement, 

whereas 36% were against it. These numbers are almost mirrored by the public 

opinion data in the Netherlands: 50% supported the enlargement, 38% rejected it. 

 

3.3 Factors affecting public opinion about EU-issues 

 

After having given a definition of public opinion and illustrating how it is divided on 

the topic of the EU-enlargement within the old member states, we now will have a 

look at what factors influence and constitute public support of the EU and its policies. 

 Gabel (1998) defines five main explanations for variations of public support 

for European integration. The first three explanations given pose the question from a 

sociological angle. The first factor, initially investigated by Ronald Inglehart (1970), 

observes a relationship between citizens’ cognitive skills and their attitude toward 

European integration. Citizens that are highly cognitively mobilized, meaning that 

they have a high level of political awareness and well-developed skills in political 

communication, tend to show higher support for European integration (Gabel, 

p.335).  

 The second factor, also developed by Inglehart, states that support for 

European integration is associated with value orientations regarding economic and 

political issues. Citizens with ‘postmaterialist’ values, such as self-actualization, 

intellectual fulfillment, and belonging, tend to show more support for European 

integration than citizens who prioritize ‘materialist values’, primarily concerned with 

economic and physical security (p. 335 f.).  
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 The third approach, also termed the ‘utilitarian theory’, proposes that citizens’ 

support for integration is positively related to their welfare gains from integrative 

policy (p.336).  

 The final two explanations explored by Gabel take on a political science 

approach: The fourth explanation states that party support is a factor that influences 

support for integration. Citizens therefore reflect the position toward integration of 

the party they support (p. 338). 

 Finally, the fifth approach states that support for government plays an 

important role regarding individuals’ support for European integration. According to 

this theory, citizens evaluate integration according to their evaluation of the party of 

the national leader (p. 339).  

 Gabel does not find strong evidence for the explanations stated above, with 

the exception of the utilitarian theory that provides the strongest evidence for a 

variable influencing variation in support for integration. In particular, he finds that 

public support for EU integration differs between residents of border regions and 

residents of non-border regions within the EU. He argues that the welfare gains of 

citizens of border regions are more positively or negatively affected by certain 

integrative policies, like the EU-enlargement, than citizens who reside further away 

from the borders (Gabel, 1998, p.337). 

 

3.4 News content’s influence on public opinion 

 

Gabel’s list of explanations ignores one factor that possibly has a large effect on 

support for EU-integration: the effect of media coverage of EU-issues on public 

opinion. Eurobarometer data shows that people’s primary source of information 

about the EU is by far the traditional media, with television ranking first, followed by 

daily news papers and the radio (Eurobarometer 60, p. 24).  

 As we have stated in the beginning of this chapter, social representations of 

issues, most notably those presented in the news media, lie at the heart of public 

opinion in a society (Hewstone, 1986, p. 569) It is therefore integral to look into 

news coverage when we want to understand more about why public opinion on EU 

integration takes the form it does (Hewstone, 1986, de Vreese, 2003).  

 Various scholars have argued that political societies have become so large, 

that most of what audiences know about public life stems from second-hand 

information through the mass media (Rössler, 1997, p. 28; Zaller, 1992). Moreover, 
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citizens’ attitudes tend to be more influenced by news about foreign affairs than by 

news about domestic issues. Concerning opinion formation, audiences are much 

more dependent on news coverage about international affairs than they are on news 

coverage on national or regional issues. The reason for this is that when it comes to 

foreign affairs, citizens have very few other ways to get information or direct 

personal experience with the specific issues than through the media. This is a 

compelling reason for investigating media coverage of EU-enlargement when we 

want to know more about public opinion about this topic (de Vreese, 2003, Norris, 

2000). 

 As de Vreese (2003) notes, few people have studied news content about EU 

issues and its impact on public opinion so far. A notable exception is de Vreese’s 

comparative study of Dutch, Danish and British television news coverage. The period 

of study is comprised of the 1999 European election campaign, various EU summits, 

introduction of the euro, and a ‘routine’ news period sampled throughout 15 months. 

Furthermore, he investigates the production of EU television news in the 

aforementioned three countries and the impact of EU television news coverage on 

public opinion. He finds that news about EU affairs generally emphasizes conflict. EU 

political actors are consistently evaluated negatively in news coverage; however, this 

evaluation applies to political actors in general. Furthermore, he finds that EU issues 

were generally covered from a domestic point of view and focused on the impact of 

EU issues in a national and domestic context. 

 Norris (2000) analyzed news coverage of the EU and its policies in 

newspapers and television news in 15 member states, beginning January, 1995, and 

continuing until the Amsterdam Treaty that was concluded in the autumn of 1997. 

Her findings mainly refer to the minimal amount of news coverage on EU issues (see 

also de Vreese, 2003) and to the consistent negative bias employed. 

 Anderson & Weymouth (1999) studied the portrayal of the European Union in 

the British press in the year preceding the General Election of 1997 and during the 

British EU presidency of 1998. They found that the British press employs a very 

Euroskeptic discourse by repeatedly using discursive devices for the 

misrepresentation of the European Union and its policies. 

 Some authors, such as Hewstone (1986), point to the impact of media 

coverage of EU affairs on public opinion. Hewstone only conducts an informal 

analysis of the British news, suggesting that the news concentrated on the two 
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central aspects of bureaucracy and agriculture. Moreover, he found that the media in 

the U.K. tends to ascribe economic decline to membership in the Community.  

 Janssen (2001) also recognizes the media’s influence on public opinion of the 

EU. He points to the need for content analysis of the news media (p. 265) on EU 

issues, if we want to know more about public opinion of the EU. However, he only 

looks into correlations between political party officials’ opinions and public opinion on 

EU issues, rather than the broader scope of media influence on public opinion. 

 In this chapter, integral research that probes factors affecting public opinion 

of EU issues has been reviewed. It illuminates the fact that little attention has been 

paid to the mass media’s influence on public opinion of EU issues. However, as noted 

above, the mass media may play a crucial role in the process of public opinion 

formation on the EU and its policies. Having established a link between the mass 

media and public opinion of EU issues, the following chapter will give an overview of 

theories regarding the mass media’s influence on public opinion, relevant to the 

present study. 
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4. The media’s impact on public opinion 

 

In political communication studies, media content is assumed to constitute the basis 

for media impact and offers an open and visible stepping stone for inferences about 

more speculative phenomena (Shoemaker and Reese, 1996, p.27). A great number 

of theories have been formed about the interaction between news content and public 

opinion. In this chapter those most relevant for this study will be presented. The 

chapter will be closed with a section giving a short overview of the research tradition 

on news values and news factors. This approach seeks to answer the question of 

what decides which issues and which aspects of an issue make it into the news, as 

well as the extent to which they are covered.  

 

4.1 Agenda setting 

 

Many scholars have argued that the central function and impact of the mass media 

lies in the construction of social reality (e.g. Rössler, 1997; Burkart, 2002; McQuail, 

2000). The Agenda-Setting-Approach takes its starting point from there, explaining 

how the mass media structures the social environment through continuously defining 

the issues of public interest and debate (Rössler, 1997, p. 10f). One fundamental 

aspect of this insight is that the mass media cannot even remotely represent the 

entire range and details of events happening in the world at the same time. 

Inevitably, through a forced process of selection, they produce a distorted picture of 

the world (Rössler, 1997, p. 16). 

 The central idea of the Agenda-Setting-Theory, initially developed by 

McCombs and Shaw (1972) is that mass-media has an impact on what issues media 

users think about, rather then dictating to them how to think about certain issues. 

According to the Agenda-Setting-Approach, mass media does not influence 

audiences’ adoption or rejection of certain opinions and attitudes. Instead, it tells 

them what importance to attach to various issues.  

 An issue taking a more or less salient position in media coverage will be 

selected by the recipients and then influences their attitudes and opinions as to 

which issues are important topics of the public debate. Less prominent or 

unrepresented issues are marginalized (Rössler, 1997, p. 18). As a consequence 
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mass media has the potential to subtly influence the construction of reality (Rössler, 

1997, p. 17). 

 

4.1.1 Priming 

The classical Agenda-Setting-Approach focuses only on cognitive influences of the 

mass media, not considering the recipients’ evaluative process of the issues that are 

set on their agenda. However, after the media has defined the symbolic weight of an 

issue, the recipient inevitably will assign meaning to the issue in question. This 

process of the construction of meaning does not, however, rest on all the information 

available (Rössler, 1997, p. 20).  

 Connected to this approach, Iyengar and Kinder (1987) introduce the concept 

of priming, taking the Agenda-Setting-Theory a step further. Priming rests on the 

assumption that citizens, due to the limits of human mental capacity, are not able to 

take all sides of an issue into consideration when making judgments and evaluations 

about a certain topic. They state that these judgments and evaluations depend on 

what comes to mind first, meaning those aspects of an issue that are easily 

accessible and retrievable. Here it seems important to note that not merely one, but 

a myriad of agendas exist. Every social entity can posses an agenda of relevant 

issues (Rössler, 1997, p. 22).  

 Iyengar and Kinder (1987) go on to argue that, especially when it comes to 

complex political and social issues, the mass media and news coverage form an 

essential part of making certain aspects of those issues easily accessible and, as a 

consequence, more important for the audiences’ political analysis. That way, 

audiences are not only being told what topics they should think about, but also what 

aspects and sides of an issue they should think about. In this way they build their 

judgments about an issue. They argue that the mass media helps set the agenda for 

aspects and standards of political issues, on the basis of which citizens develop their 

political evaluations. An important qualification to this argument is that the news 

media not only define what aspects of an issue are given attention, but also what 

aspects are being left out. 

 According to Rössler (1997), the directed positioning of issues within the 

overall news coverage can be compared to a subtle persuasion strategy. This 

happens on the one hand by suggesting the importance of issues, which are value 

laden, and on the other hand by marginalizing issues through giving less or no 

attention to them at all (p.20). 
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 Thus, an important aspect of this advancement in the agenda setting research 

is the insight that issues and events are not, as such, value-free. The Agenda-

Setting- Approach and, in particular, priming, imply that the mass media are making 

value laden choices, by giving attention to one issue over another, and to one side of 

an issue over another.  

 The unidirectional relationship between the mass media’s emphasis on certain 

topics and the public’s assignment of relevance to these very issues is the focus of 

most agenda-setting studies in political communication science. This relationship will 

also serve as an explanatory factor for the prevailing presence of certain aspects of 

EU-enlargement in public discourse. 

 In order to deepen our understanding of the agenda-setting-process it is 

important to draw an outline of the directional relationships between the various 

elements of this approach. Rössler (1997, p.31 ff) defines three relationships: 

(1) Public agenda setting describes the influence of the media and the political 

system on the public agenda and public opinion. The influence of the media 

on public agenda is also the focus of the present study. 

(2) Media agenda setting deals with the influence of the public or the political 

system on the media’s agenda. 

(3) Policy agenda setting focuses on the ways the public or the media influence 

the political agenda.    

 

4.2 Framing 

 

The concept of framing is closely connected to the agenda setting approach. 

However, it goes one step further, trying to describe the ways in which the media 

influences public opinion as to how to think about certain issues (de Vreese, 2003, p. 

175). 

 

4.2.1 Definition 

The concept of framing has been explored within various theoretical fields. It follows 

that a variety of more or less consistent definitions exist.  

 In the sociological tradition, frames refer to a random part of current events 

(Goffman, 1974, p. 10). Frames help individuals to “locate, perceive, identify, and 

label” (Goffman, 1974, p. 21).  
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 In critical discourse studies, framing is referred to as a ‘kind of meta narrative 

that influences interpretation but is not part of the content’ (Stahl, 189, as quoted in 

van Dijk, 1997, p. 196). Altheide (2002) defines frames as the ‘focus, a parameter or 

boundary, for discussing a particular event’ (p. 44). He finds that frames define the 

subjects discussed and the way they are discussed. He stresses that frames, above 

all, determine the ways in which certain events are not discussed.  

 Within the field of political communication studies, De Vreese finds framing to 

be closely linked to the perceived ability of news to ‘provide perspectives, shape 

images […] and highlight issues’ (Lippmann, 1922, as quoted in de Vreese, 2003, 

p.21). As such, news media plays a considerable role in mediating and conveying 

information to the public, and framing becomes a ‘packaging tool’ with which frames 

can ‘define problems, diagnose causes, make moral judgments [and] suggest 

remedies’ (Entman, 1993, as quoted in McQuail, 2000, p.343). 

 What all these definitions have in common is that frames emphasize one 

aspect of an event over another and thus help the communicator to ‘wrap’ and 

present an event and the receiver to understand and interpret that event.  

 An example of framing regarding EU issues was implicitly given in the first 

section of this chapter about the history of the EU. Two different frames were used, 

packaging the event of the foundation of the Union: First, from a more critical point 

of view, the emergence of the European Union was framed as the outcome of US 

demands, serving US interests with regards to the emerging cold war and Europe’s 

interests concerning economic and military aid from the USA. The second frame 

much more idealistically highlights the prospect of peace after two World Wars as the 

main motivation for the emerging intense cooperation between the Western 

European countries. 

 The events covered by the news media, and the angles, from which these 

stories are told, are by far not representative of all possible events or of all possible 

angles (Kennamer, 1992, p. 11; Rössler, 1997, p. 16; Zaller, 1992, p. 7). Events as 

such do not have intrinsic value. Only when they are wrapped within a meaningful 

framework they can be organized, and coherent interpretations of them be made (De 

Vreese, 2003, p. 5: Gamson, 1989, p. 157). This is true on the one hand for 

journalists who have to make choices about what information to cover and how to 

organize and present it (De Vreese, 2003, p. 5; Altheide, 2002, p. 44; Zaller, 1992, 

p. 7; Gamson, 1989, p. 157).  On the other hand the concept applies to the citizens 



The media’s impact on public opinion 

 20

that use frames as organizing devices they need in order to make sense of certain 

situations and events (de Vreese, 2003, p. 5; Gamson, 1989, p. 157).   

 This is not a problem as such. Journalists have to make decisions about how 

and what information to cover; at the same time everyone needs frames in order to 

make sense of the world and the events around them. However, repeated and 

consequent framing of news can become a powerful tool through which news can be 

directed and presented in certain ways. Various scholars have argued that the 

organization or structure of information, the framing of a news event, is equal in 

importance to its content (Kennamer, 1992, p. 6; Cerulo, 1998, p. 22). 

 Consequently, this poses an operationally plausible way to determine bias in 

news coverage. The determination of bias draws on normative standards in the 

evaluation of news media and their functions in democratic societies. One example is 

that of a civic forum encouraging pluralistic debate about public affairs. It follows 

that biased news coverage impedes the fulfillment of this role5. If we accept that the 

news media acts as the primary source for information about politics for the 

citizenry, the framing of issues can thus become a manipulative force for forming, 

changing and expressing opinions (de Vreese, 2003, p. 24). 

 This chapter has given an account of the definitions of the concept of framing 

within various research fields. Special attention has been paid to the controversies of 

news framing and its impacts on public opinion. The next section will describe the 

various stages of the framing process.  

 

4.2.2 Framing: 4 stages  

As stated above, frames are not only an inherent feature of media content, but also 

matter for the production and receiving of news, and the encoding and decoding of 

information. Political communication studies define framing as a process, including 

media frames and audience frames (deVreese, 2003, p. 24).  

 The process of framing runs through three classically defined stages of 

communication research: the communicator, the message and the receiver; Frames 

therefore matter for journalists that need to select and package information; they 

define and alter meaning in media texts, and they consequentially influence the 

receiver’s perception of a certain issue. It is therefore important to look into the 

production, content and effect of political communication (Norris, 2000, de Vreese, 
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p.24). Entman adds a fourth stage, noting that regularly employed frames finally 

form the broader culture (Entman, 1993, p. 53). 

 This study aims to gain further insight into media frames and audience frames 

by investigating the content and effect of political communication. 

 

4.2.3 Frame setting and frame building 

Research in framing further distinguishes between frame setting and frame building. 

Frame building refers to the interaction between journalists and news sources such 

as elites and social movements. This process determines the frames present in the 

text. Frame setting on the other hand, refers to the interaction between media 

frames in a text and the receiver’s prior knowledge and predispositions about a 

specific event. Frames present in media texts may thus influence learning, 

interpretation and evaluation of issues and events (de Vreese, 2003, p.24). As 

discussed above, the extensive use of a certain framing of an issue might have more 

influence on public understanding of political issues than the factual information itself 

(de Vreese, 2003, p. 168). Frame setting will also be the focus of the present study.  

 

4.2.4 Generic vs. issue-specific frames 

Because of the various fields that have investigated frames, a myriad of frames have 

been defined that can be applied to various topics. In order to make the concept for 

frames more transparent and comprehensible, it is important to look for a typology 

of frames. 

 De Vreese (2003) proposes a distinction between generic and issue-specific 

frames. Issue-specific frames refer to specific news events or texts. An example of 

the use of issue-specific frames would be the framing of illegal drug use as either a 

public health issue or as a criminal justice issue (Altheide, 2002, p. 45). Another 

example would be Clair’s et al (1993) study of women’s framing of sexual 

harassment. She lists six frames of how women, in their discourse of sexual 

harassment, unconsciously contribute to women’s oppression. The frames are (1) 

accepting dominant interests; (2) simple misunderstanding; (3) reification; (4) 

trivialization; (5) denotative hesitancy; and (6) personalizing the public.  

                                                                                                                                                                             
5 Apart from the civic forum-function, Norris lists another two basic roles for the news media in 
representative democracies: that of a watchdog and that of a mobilizing agent (Norris, 2000, p.12).  
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Issue-specific frames can thus detect profound details and specific characteristics 

important for certain events and discourses. However, de Vreese (2003) argues that 

being very issue-sensitive, these frames cannot be empirically tested and are 

therefore not well suited to contribute to empirical theory building (p. 28 ff). 

 Generic frames, on the other hand, can be associated with different topics 

and therefore go beyond specific issues. Altheide (2002) discusses an example of 

generic frames. He argues that the mass media due to economic and time pressures 

oftentimes present news events as problems, employing a problem frame that as a 

consequence brings fear as a dominant discourse into news reporting (p. 43). People 

experience mediated reality as one in which risk and danger are ever-present 

features (p. 41). He argues that employing the problem frame in news reporting 

helps news organizations presenting real problems as something interesting that will 

draw audiences’ attention (p. 47). 

 He lists six characteristics of the problem frame: (1) an undesirable aspect of 

an event is being presented; (2) the problem is relevant to many people; (3) it holds 

unambiguous aspects, as contrasted by the usual ambiguous and complex nature of 

social problems; (4) the problem can be fixed or changed; (5) there is a procedure 

for fixing the problem; (6) the change or repair is conducted by a known actor, 

usually the government (p. 50). 

 Entman’s (2004) concept of substantive frames is closely related to the 

problem frame. Substantive frames convey two or more of the following 

characteristics: (1) effects or conditions are defined as problematic; (2) causes are 

identified; (3) substantive frames convey moral judgments; (4) remedies and 

improvements are endorsed (Entman, 2004, p.5).  

 Altheide (2002) argues that the problem frame in news coverage can 

misrepresent complex social situations. It follows that political and social agents that 

deal with the assumed problem might be led to make changes in the making and 

execution of policies that might actually act counterproductively and deteriorate the 

situation (p. 50). Rössler (1997) notes that the fate of social problems depends on 

its collective definition and the media’s recognition of them as problems and as 

matters that need to be changed (p.26). 

 De Vreese (2003) investigates the use of the mass media, and the influence 

on public opinion, of the conflict frame in coverage of EU affairs. The conflict frame 

focuses on tension, disagreement, conflict, controversy and other diverging aspects 

between various entities. He found that recipients of news that has been framed in 
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terms of conflict also expressed thoughts and opinions about the issues in question 

that reflected the conflicting way the news was framed. He also suggests that 

framing news in terms of conflict might be a conscious choice of journalists, adding 

to a stories news value and at the same time providing simple guidelines as to how 

to present an issue (p. 165).   

 The problem frame and the conflict frame might overlap in some cases, 

sharing some features such as controversial aspects. They might also have similar 

impact on recipients of information that is framed in terms of conflict or problem. 

This study seeks to investigate the presence of the problem and conflict frame in 

Dutch news coverage about the enlargement of the European Union, and its potential 

reflection in public opinion about the same issue. 

 The last section has discussed the concept of framing. In the following 

sections three characteristics of news coverage that might have an impact public 

opinion about EU issues will be presented. 

 

4.3 Geographical focus of news content about EU coverage 

 

Kennamer (1992) notes that the news media tend to nationalize international stories 

(p. 6). De Vreese (2003) has also found that news coverage about EU issues tend to 

present the stories as domestic ones. The impact of any EU issue tends to be 

presented from a domestic point of view, and has an impact on the domestic 

country. It can be argued that if coverage about EU affairs is predominantly 

represented with a domestic focus, the supranational character of the European 

Union is being ignored. This constitutes evidence of strong ethnocentrism. Such a 

social representation might undermine EU integration efforts.   

 

4.4 Actors  

 

This study suggests that for a balanced news coverage that contributes to the 

democratic process of opinion formation, news coverage should draw on a variety of 

sources for information and actors that represent as many angles as possible of a 

certain issue. 

 However, Janssen (2001) argues that the mass media gets its information 

primarily from political professionals, that is, political elites. Within the context of EU-
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issues and - policies, he defines political elite actors as ministers, MEP’s, EU-

commissioners, members of national parliaments, journalists, lobbyists, executives, 

and other persons that are dealing with the EU and its policies on a full-time base (p. 

221).   

 The matter of this need for a balanced range of news sources and actors in 

the news is problematized, in that in order to achieve the journalistic standard of 

objectivity journalists tend to prefer legitimate and official sources such as policy 

makers and government officials. Legitimate sources are generally assumed as 

having status and representing official position (Berkowitz, 1992, p.102; Lemert 

1992, p. 58, Iyengar & Kinder, 1987, p. 133).  

 Kennamer argues that groups that are perceived as legitimate sources get 

covered to a greater degree by the news media than other sources. It follows that in 

this manner they have more access to the process of policymaking and therefore 

more impact on policy outcomes (Kennamer, 1992, p. 9). Transcending the ability to 

make part of an existing policy debate, these highly legitimate news sources can 

provide “situation definition” of policy issues that determine the context of future 

discussion. Finally policymakers themselves decide to a great degree what kinds of 

news stories are being produced (Berkowitz, 1992, p. 91).  

 Those sources generally will hold rather conventional and conservative views 

on controversial issues. Radical and/or unconventional views, presented by smaller 

organizations, nongovernnment sources, and groups with narrower, self-interested 

goals probably will not get much attention and that way do not enter into the public 

policy debate (Lemert, 1992, p. 58; Berkowitz, 1992, p. 98; Iyengar & Kinder, 1987, 

p. 133).  

 Another argument for using a variety of news sources and actors, especially 

in the light of the EU-enlargement, is stated by Srubar (2003). He argues that 

everyday cultures are decisive in issues such as the motivation for mobility, 

migration, social inclusion and exclusion in the light of European integration. 

European decision-making will depend more and more on regional interests and 

expectations as the democratization process of the EU institutions advances. A 

profound knowledge and presentation of local and everyday cultures and their 

interest, is vital for the existence of a democratic EU (Srubar, in Srubar, 2003, p. 

181). Therefore, news coverage is needed that represents not only political experts 

but also every day actors. 
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 Norris (2000) adds that for public learning it is necessary that public policy 

processes not be covered exclusively in terms of government officials. She proposes 

news coverage that is comprised of a wide range of political information, covering 

different levels and different formats (p. 227). 

 

4.5 Tone and amount of news coverage 

 

 “The effect of bad news on public disaffection is widely assumed but rarely 

 demonstrated” (Norris, 2000, p. 199). 

 

Norris (2000) states that public opinion can be swayed, given that a certain issue 

receives strong and persistent coverage about one specific side of the debate (p. 

206). Furthermore, she argues, that public opinion will be influenced if an issue 

receives an extensive amount of media coverage and if the coverage is presented 

with a strong directional bias (p. 205). In her study of news coverage of EU affairs in 

15 member states she finds that this coverage has been limited but that a largely 

negative slant has been employed. 

 Regarding the extent to which an issue gets covered Entman (2004) 

expresses similar thoughts, this time applied to the concept of framing. He states 

that frames that are repetitively and prominently used are capable of affecting public 

opinion about certain issues (p. 6).  

 In this chapter some relevant literature about media effects on public opinion 

has been reviewed. The aim of this study is to further our understanding of the 

relationship between media coverage of the European Union and its resulting effects 

on public opinion. The focus lies on the most recent enlargement. The theory 

outlined above serves on one hand as explanatory framework for the findings of our 

analysis of news content and public opinion about the European Union’s 

enlargement. This study aims on the other hand to test our findings against these 

theories, in this way either supporting or challenging them. In particular, this study 

will focus on the agenda-setting and framing theories.  

 Furthermore we will investigate the influence of the media’s tone when 

reporting about EU-enlargement on media recipient’s discourse about the same 

issue. We are also interested in systematic (over-/under-) misrepresentation of 

sources/actors from the accession countries. This study strives to investigate 

whether this has been the case in Dutch news coverage about the enlargement of 
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the European Union. Finally, we will investigate the focus of news coverage and 

public discourse in order to find out whether the EU-enlargement has been presented 

and perceived as a domestic or European story, or a story of the new member 

states. The following chapter will discuss the question as to why the news media 

focuses on some events over others, and on some aspects of an event over others. 
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4.6 News values and news factors  

 

What remains is the question as to what decides which issues and which aspects of 

an issue make it into the news, as well as the extent to which they are covered. In 

this section, we will give a short overview of the research tradition on news values 

and news factors. The concept of news values reaches back as far as 1922, when it 

was introduced by Walter Lippmann. He states that the issues and sides of an issue 

that get media attention depend on the editor’s ‘judgement as to what will absorb 

the half hour’s attention a certain set of readers will give to his newspaper’ (p. 354). 

The emphasis here should lie with the editor’s judgment; issues appear in the news 

as a consequence of what journalists and editors consider important and newsworthy 

characteristics of reality for their audiences. It is not a real assessment of what really 

interests audiences. Neither is the decision of what to publish based on the 

information citizens need to know in order to participate in a democratic society. 

 The peace researchers Galtung and Ruge (1965), in what is now a classical 

study, introduced a set of news values. Their findings about the positive link between 

negative news and news value are of special interest to this study. Their study was 

further developed by Winfried Schulz (1976). He defined a list of ‘news factors’ that 

are closely intertwined with news values and as such influence journalists’ decisions 

regarding news selection. The eighteen news factors are divided into six factor 

dimensions (Schulz, 1976, p. 32): 

 

(1) Time: The news factor continuity indicates that events of short continuity have a 

high news value; events that extend over a period more than one week have a low 

news value. The news factor thematization deals with the establishment of an event 

in news coverage; topics already adopted within news coverage over a long time 

period have a higher news value than topics that still have to be established within 

news coverage. 

(2) Proximity: The news factor geographic proximity indicates the distance between 

the place of the event and the editorial office. Political proximity constitutes another 

news factor. It can be conceived as the economic-political relations to the region of 

the event. With the news factor cultural proximity Schulz refers to linguistic, 

religious, literary and scientific relations to the region or country in which the event 

occurs. Relevance as news factor refers to the degree of existential meaning of the 
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event. Events with high proximity show a high news value those with low proximity 

have a low news value. 

3) Status: Regarding national news, the news factor regional centrality describes the 

degree of the economic-political importance of the region in which the event occurs. 

When it comes to international news, the news factor national centrality indicates the 

economic, scientific and/or military power of the country in which the event occurs. 

Personal influence refers to the political power of the involved persons. With 

apolitical news the celebrity status of persons constitutes another news factor. High 

status refers to a high news value, low status to a low news value. 

 (4) Dynamic: The news factor surprise indicates that news events with unexpected 

timing and outcome have a high news value. Structure as news value refers to the 

complexity of the event. Complex events have a low news value. 

(5) Valence: The news factor conflict refers to the degree of aggression of a political 

event. Crime indicates the illegality of a certain action. Damage as news factor refers 

to damage to persons, property and financial damage or failure. Lastly, the news 

factor success refers to political, economic or cultural advancement brought about by 

an event. Events with high valence indicate a high news value. 

(6) Identification: The news factor personalization indicates the degree of personal 

relation to an event. Ethnocentrism as news factor can be conceived as to what 

degree an event concerns the population of the country in which the medium is 

released. The more an event contains elements of the news factor identification, the 

higher its news value.   

 

This section dealt with the question of what determines whether an issue or an 

aspect of an issue is selected for news coverage, focusing on Schulz’s concept of 

news factors and news values. This concept will be used as a potential explanatory 

factor for the results of the analysis of news content dealing with the most recent 

EU-enlargement in the course of this study. The following chapter describes the 

research design and the method used to gain answers to research questions defined 

in chapter 1.2. 
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5. Method 

 

This chapter will discuss the methods chosen to answer the research questions posed 

in chapter 1.2. The aim of this study is twofold: First we set out to identify recurrent 

structures and representations in news about the EU-enlargement and about 

potential shifts regarding these characteristics that might have occurred over time. 

Second, we wish to investigate if and in what ways certain characteristics of news 

coverage of the EU-enlargement have influenced public opinion. The study thus 

combines a study of news content with a study of its effects. 

 In order to find out more about news coverage, a content analysis of a broad 

range of Dutch national newspapers will be conducted, covering three different time 

periods of the enlargement process.  

 Concerning the second part of this study, which aims at investigating media 

impact on public opinion, two different research methods will be employed. First, 

focus/discussion groups with newspaper readers about the EU-enlargement will be 

held. The recorded discussion will be analyzed and compared with the data from the 

content analysis of news coverage. The second method consists of the analysis of 

letters to the editor and a subsequent comparison with the data of the content 

analysis of the news coverage. In the following chapter the research design will be 

presented in more detail. 

 

5. 1. Content analysis of news coverage 

 

In order to find systematic and recurrent characteristics of news coverage about EU 

affairs that might influence public opinion, it is vital to conduct content analyses of 

news content. Content analyses detect various characteristics of texts, by classifying 

parts of the text into categories. These categories represent the operationalizations 

of the characteristics of interest (Bortz & Döring, 1984, p.139). Moreover, findings 

from content analysis can validate and guide the operationalization of methods for 

studying and analyzing public opinion data, which will constitute the second part of 

this study. Another merit of content analysis is that it aims at ‘making replicable and 

valid inferences from data to their context’ (Krippendorf, 1980, cited in de Vreese, 

2002, p. 16). A final exploration of the application of content analysis as method in 

this study regards the assumptions, described in the Berelsonian research tradition, 
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that the numerical expressions of elements in a text is a reliable guide to its overall 

meaning (McQuail, 2000, p.325). 

 

5.1.1 Analyzing Dutch newspapers: 

In order to assess characteristics of news coverage about the EU-enlargement, a 

wide range of Dutch national newspapers will be analyzed. The decision to focus this 

study on newspaper coverage in the Netherlands is primarily pragmatic and financial, 

but can be justified on other grounds too. 

 Eurobarometer data show that people’s primary source of information about 

the EU is by far the traditional media, with daily newspapers ranking second after 

television (Eurobarometer 60, 2004, p. 24). More importantly, however, newspaper 

coverage might be very similar to coverage of other news media such as radio and 

television. Esser et al., in a comparative content analysis of metacoverage in the 

German, British and U.S. press, argue that the national press both reflects and 

stimulates news coverage of other media such as television or radio (Esser et al., 

2001, p. 28). We thus expect that newspaper coverage about the EU-enlargement 

will not be substantially different from news coverage by other media. 

 According to data from the Eurobarometer surveys, the distribution of support 

for EU-enlargement in the Netherlands mirrors that of the overall EU population (see 

chapter 3.1). These factors make Dutch newspaper coverage a viable option for 

analyzing media content about the EU-enlargement.  

 

5.1.2 The newspapers: 

The newspapers chosen for the analysis cover both the political and the tabloid – 

quality spectrum. The newspapers analyzed are NRC Handelsblad, Volkskrant, 

Algemeen Dagblad, and Telegraaf. Due to their large audience reach, the free 

newspapers Spits and Metro have been included in the analysis. A brief description of 

the analyzed newspapers will be given in this section. 

 The quality newspaper NRC Handelsblad has a circulation of 265.321. An 

analysis of one randomly chosen week of NRC Handelsblad shows that an average of 

eleven pages containing news and editorials is being published by this newspaper.  

Volkskrant is considered a quality newspaper as well. It has a circulation of 326.321 

and publishes an average of ten pages per edition. 
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Algemeen Dagblad is considered a mid-market paper. Its circulation amounts to 

313.942. An average edition of Algemeen Dagblad contains nine pages of news 

stories and editorials. These three newspapers are released six times a week. 

 The tabloid paper Telegraaf has the highest circulation among Dutch national 

newspapers with 767.175. The average edition of Telegraaf contains about ten pages 

with news and editorials. Telegraaf used to be released six times a week; since  

March 21, 2004 it is also released on Sundays.  

 In 1999 two free tabloid newspapers arrived on the Dutch newspaper market; 

Spits, an initiative of Telegraaf, has a circulation of 388.394. It is released five times 

a week. An average edition of Spits has eight pages containing news and editorials.  

 The publisher of Metro, Metro International, operates world-wide and 

publishes 37 edition of this free newspaper world-wide. The Dutch edition has a 

circulation of 276.327. An average edition contains about eight pages of news and 

editorials, and is released six times a week. Both tabloids take most of their news 

from the national wire service ANP and aim at the morning and afternoon 

commuters. They are distributed at Dutch railway stations (Commissariaat voor de 

Media, 2003, p.18).  

 

5.1.3 Selection of articles (unit of analysis) 

Articles selected for coding include news stories and editorials. The unit of analysis 

will be the individual news stories on the EU-enlargement; this relationship is defined 

by the presence of certain key words, which should be mentioned in a) the headline 

of the articles and/or b) the lead of the article and/or c) the first two paragraphs of 

the article. By following these guidelines, the hierarchical semantic structure of 

newspaper articles is being analyzed, with the headline subjectively defining the 

situation, and expressing the major topic of a news report, often written by the 

editor and not the journalist (Van Dijk, 1988, p.221).  
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5.1.4 Time frame 

The content analysis will investigate news coverage from the following three time 

periods: 

 

PART 1: 

The Copenhagen Summit of December 2002 is the time frame within which the first 

part of this study is considered. During these events the Council concluded the 

accession negotiations with the countries that entered the European Union on May 1, 

2004 (Cyprus, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia, the 

Czech Republic and Slovenia). The sample includes news coverage from December 6 

until December 21 (the summit itself was held on December 12th – 14th). The sample 

thus includes the actual summit, the week before the summit starting from the 

weekend and the week after the summit. This selection is based on de Vreese’s 

observations on the cyclical pattern of news coverage on the EU (2002, p. 102) 

 

PART 2: 

The second time period investigated will be the period in which the Netherlands 

decided to put restrictions on immigration from the accession countries. The decisive 

date was January 23, 2004, when the Dutch Ministry of General Affairs decided to 

limit the number of work migrants from the accession countries to 22.000. One week 

before and one week after January 23 will be considered for the analysis. That is, the 

sample will include news coverage from Friday 16, 2004 until Saturday 31, 2004. 

 

PART 3:  

The 10 Eastern and Central European countries entered the EU on May 1, 2004. The 

week before and after this event is the time frame for the third part of the content 

analysis. The newspaper editions from April 23, 2004 until May 8, 2004 will be the 

subject of the third part of the content analysis. 

 

5.1.5 Deduction vs. induction 

Research within the social sciences in general applies to two different ways of 

reaching conclusions. 

 Induction leads from the particular to the general, from the individual to the 

aggregate and from the concrete to the abstract. Research that applies an inductive 
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approach draws generalized conclusions from single observations. Concerning a 

content analysis, from an inductive approach the researcher looks at the text first 

and then extracts important features and meanings that are not a priori defined. 

Inductive research has been praised for its innovative potential. At the same, it 

always leads to uncertain conclusions, because it cannot be based on concrete 

observations and remains ambiguous and difficult to replicate.  

 A deductive approach draws conclusions from the general to the specific, from 

the aggregate to the individual and from the abstract to the concrete. Within a 

content analysis a deductive research strategy applies predefined categories to the 

text, in order to detect the presence (or absence) of the respective features. 

Furthermore, a deductive approach can be replicated easily.   

 The method of the analysis of news content of this study is deductive, thus 

providing a reliable and replicable way of extracting meaning from the content. An 

exception will be made for the topic analysis (see chapter 5.1.6.6) that will operate 

through an inductive approach. 

 

5.1.6 Features of the content analysis 

The analysis aims to investigate the following six features of news content:  

 

5.1.6.1 Quantity: 

First, the content analysis will indicate purely quantitative characteristics of news 

coverage about the EU-enlargement. According to the agenda setting approach, the 

salience of an issue in media coverage is constituted through the extent, amount and 

style through which the issue is covered. The salience affects which issues will be 

selected by the recipients and consequently considered important topics of public 

debate, and which issues will receive only slight or no attention (Rössler, 1997, p. 

18). As argued by Norris (2001), reasonably extensive news coverage is a 

precondition if the media are to have any effect on public opinion; fleeting and 

ephemeral news coverage, it is further argued, is unlikely to have impact on public 

awareness 6 (p. 205). Entman further states that the more prominence and 

                                                           
6 In addition, she finds that for public opinion to be swayed, the issue needs to be covered if the issue is 

presented with a strong directional bias (see chapter 4.5). 

 



Method 

 34

repetition a certain frame receives in news coverage, the more capable this frame is 

of influencing public opinion.  

 On the basis of these findings, this study will look into the amount, extend 

and style of coverage on the EU-enlargement. First, the total amount of stories about 

the EU-enlargement will be assessed. This will be done by first counting the total 

amount of articles about the enlargement. Second, we will look at the size of the 

articles. Quantity of news is thus also defined in terms of the relationship between 

the size of the article and the total size of the (newspaper) page. The size of an 

article is defined as Small, Medium or Large (a small articles takes up less than up to 

10% of the total page; a medium article takes up 11-25% of the total page; and a 

large article takes up more than 25% of the total page). Pictures are included in the 

total size of the article. Prominence of news articles will be coded in terms of whether 

the article is located on the front page of the newspaper or not, and whether the 

articles are located on the top or bottom of the page.  

 In the next step, the content analysis will assess whether there are 

differences in the amount, style and prominence of coverage of the EU-enlargement 

between the three chosen time periods. 

 

5.1.6.2 Frame analysis:  

In the second step, a frame analysis will be conducted. We will look for the presence 

of a set of generic frames employed in news coverage about the EU-enlargement. 

The advantage of generic frames over issue-specific frames is that they can be found 

with different topics and therefore go beyond specific issues. In this way they have 

the potential to contribute to empirical theory building.   

 The content analysis will first focus on assessing the employment of the 

problem frame in Dutch news coverage of the EU-enlargement. In order to find out 

whether one news story carries the problem frame, the following set of questions has 

been developed on the basis of Altheide’s (2002) and Entman’s (2004) descriptions 

of problem and substantive frames: 

(1) Does the article present an undesirable aspect of the event? 

(2) Is the problem relevant to many people? 

(3) Are the causes of the event identified? 

(4) Does the presentation of the event hold unambiguous aspects? 

(5) Does the presentation of the event convey moral judgments? 

(6) Is there a set procedure to fix or change the problem? 
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(7) Is the problem fixed or changed by a known actor (usually the government)? 

(Altheide, 2002 p. 50 and Entman, 2004, p. 5). If two or more of these questions 

can be answered in the affirmative, the article is coded as carrying the problem 

frame. 

 Another frame investigated will be the conflict frame. According to de Vreese 

(2003) the conflict frame focuses on tension, disagreement, conflict, controversy and 

other diverging aspects between various entities (p. 165). As discussed in chapter 

4.2.4, these two frames might overlap in some cases. One news story might thus be 

coded as carrying both frames. 

 The aim is to assess first to what degree these frames have been present in 

the media debate about the EU-enlargement and second, whether there have been 

quantitative changes in the respective time periods investigated. Even though we 

have opted for a deductive approach in the course of this study, we aim to remain 

receptive to other frames that might be present in the analyzed news content. These 

potential frames will not be quantitatively taken in to the analysis, but will be 

reported in our findings.  

 

5.1.6.3 Focus analysis:  

The focus analysis will investigate whether the news coverage of the EU-enlargement 

has been represented as respectively domestic, foreign or supra-national EU stories. 

De Vreese (2003) found that EU issues are generally covered from a domestic point 

of view and focus on the impact of EU issues in a national and domestic context. 

Focus in this study is defined as the geographical and political region that according 

to the news story is affected by an EU issue.  

 As discussed in chapter 4.3, news that predominantly covers EU stories with a 

strong domestic focus constitute evidence of strong ethnocentrism. Such social 

representations might undermine EU integration efforts.   

 

5.1.6.4 Actors: 

Political actors from the new countries should be seen as participants in, not merely 

as objects of, the negotiations and the enlargement process itself. This study is 

interested in systematic (over-/under-) misrepresentation of sources/actors from the 

accession countries. Unfair treatment and the under-, over- or misrepresentation of 

certain groups are frequent characteristics of biased news coverage. Furthermore, 

the variety of different sources is perceived as a way of reducing the likelihood of 
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one-sided representation of events (Gunter, 1997, p. 55). Looking into the 

representation of various sources and actors in the EU-enlargement is thus a 

palpable way to assess the extent to which news coverage is biased. The systematic 

under-representation of sources from the accession countries regarding news 

coverage on EU-enlargement would be an indicator for ethno-/Euro-centrism.  

 Furthermore, we will investigate the extent to which ‘normal people’ are 

reported on and used as sources. According to Janssen (2001) professional actors 

are: Ministers, MEP’s, EU-commissioners, members of national parliaments, 

journalists, lobbyists, executives, and other persons that are dealing with the EU and 

its policies on a full-time base (p. 221).  In this analysis, people that fall outside of 

these categories will be coded as non professional actors are, e.g. people in their 

roles as family members, employees, labourers, etc.  

 As discussed in chapter 4.4, news coverage that represents not only political 

experts, but also every day actors, is important for a balanced media debate. The 

content analysis sets out to gain insight into the ways news coverage of the EU-

enlargement reports on ‘expert7’ and ‘normal people8’, and uses them as sources. 

 

5.1.6.5 Tone:  

The measurement of a news story’s tone has been adapted from Norris, who argues 

that news coverage must display a consistent directional bias in order to have 

sufficient impact to change public attitudes (Norris, 2000, p. 183). However, looking 

into the tone of the news coverage is a somewhat more qualitative enterprise than 

that of measuring the size of the articles. Even though the overall tone of a news 

story is a more or less direct way of biasing coverage on a particular issue, it is still 

difficult to pin down. It may be done in a subtle way, making any possible impact on 

the audience even more unpredictable.  

 The tone of an article will be coded as either ‘positive’, ‘negative’, or 

‘balanced/neutral’ towards EU-enlargement. The coding decision is based on the sum 

of explicit statements per article that have a qualitative dimension and that could be 

thematically referred to the topic of the EU-enlargement. In this study, the headline 

and the lead of news stories are rendered significant in deciding whether the tone of 

the news story is overall negative, positive or balanced/neutral. News headlines are 

known to possess the capacity to influence the ways information is processed by 

                                                           
7 Ministers, MEP’s, EU-commissioners, members of national parliaments, journalists, lobbyists, executives, 
and other persons that are dealing with the EU and its policies on a full-time base (Janssen, 2001, p. 221).   
8 E.g. people in their roles as family members, employees, laborers, etc. 
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readers and thereby bias the ways a text is understood, for example by indicating 

the most important aspects of a text (Gunter, 1997, p. 40)9. That is, if the headline 

and the lead features a negative argument/statement, and the body of the article 

contains both, pro and con arguments, the article will still be coded as ‘negative’ due 

to its negative headline.  

 

5.1.6.6 Topics: 

In another step, dominant topics within news coverage about EU-enlargement will be 

analysed in order to gain additional insight into the content level of the media 

debate. This part of the study operates from an inductive approach: the categories 

are not a priori defined, but will be developed after the reading of the data. 

 

5.1.6.7 Countries mentioned most often: 

Finally, we will count which countries were mentioned most often during the course 

of the newspaper coverage. The headline and the lead of news stories are rendered 

significant in deciding which countries were mentioned most prominently in the 

analyzed articles. For example, if the headline mentions Poland and the body text 

mentions Poland, Hungary and Malta, the article will be coded as most prominently 

featuring Poland. 

 

5.2 Effects study 

 

In order to answer Research Question B, a two-step explorative study will be 

conducted. As a first step, focus groups will be held and analyzed in which 

newspaper readers discuss the enlargement of the European Union. Second, we will 

analyze letters to the editor that deal with the same topic. 

 

5.2.2 Focus groups as a way to study media impact on public opinion 

Various ways of researching the impact of news coverage on public opinion have 

been employed. Norris (2000), for example, uses survey data concerning public 

                                                           
9 Implicit in this qualification is the traditional inverted pyramid model from press journalism, which 
specifies that the most important facts are told first, followed by lesser facts in descending order of 
importance. In this sense, the headline gets to play the lead role as initial primer of the text that follows 
below (Gunter, 1997, p. 116).  
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opinion in 15 European member states. De Vreese (2003) uses experiments in order 

to study the impact of certain news frames present in coverage of EU affairs.  

 However, small group interviews or focus group discussions could be more 

appropriate for studying public opinion. People express their opinions in different 

forms, depending on the context they have to express them. Questions that are 

asked in polls and after experiments might be outside the everyday discourse of the 

respondents. Therefore, respondents might have to switch to an elite and media type 

of discourse that might very likely replicate characteristics used in news media’s 

content. Data from focus group discussions might be more situated in the context of 

respondents’ everyday discursive practices (Lewis, p. 79; Gamson, 1992).  

 In the course of this study, two focus groups were held in the month following 

the date of the enlargement (May 1, 2004). These groups were chosen according to 

readership groups of two newspapers, Telegraaf and Volkskrant, which showed an 

opposed predominant employment of certain frames, bias and tone. The participants 

were recruited from students of the University of Amsterdam. The two groups were 

heterogeneous, regarding gender and subject of study of the participants. The 

medium age was 24.7 years. Each group contained readers of the two newspapers.10 

 The decision to use university students for this research was mainly a 

pragmatic and financial one. The author of this study is aware that university 

students are not representative of the general population. However, using students 

for the focus groups provides us with a homogeneous group of people. Using a 

homogeneous group of university students, the interfering variable of differences in 

educational levels cannot be used as an explanation for differences between 

respondents’ contributions to the discussions. 

 The participants were asked to discuss EU-enlargement and migration from 

the new member states. The discussions had an open character, the aim was to let 

the participants talk as much as possible themselves and not interfere too much as 

to determine the direction of the discussions. As a support for the discussions, a 

topic list was used.11 The discussions were recorded. A content analysis of the 

recorded material will be conducted in order to investigate the reflection of discursive 

elements employed in the respective newspaper’s discourse. 

 Due to the nature of the discourse of discussion/focus groups, the content 

analysis will be more qualitative and inductive in nature than the content analysis of 

                                                           
10 For more details about the participants see Appendix C 
11 For the topic list see Appendix C 
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newspaper content. Special attention will be given to the predefined frames, 

investigated in the course of the content analysis of the newspapers and also to 

possible other frames. The inductive approach of this analysis prescribes that 

possible frames present in the discussions that have not been found in the course of 

the newspaper analysis will be reported as well.  

 As a second step the tone of the discussions will be analyzed in order to gain 

insight into whether the EU-enlargement has been perceived and talked about in a 

more or less biased manner. 

 A focus analysis will be conducted, aiming at investigating whether the 

participants of the discussion groups perceive the EU-enlargement as having an 

impact on the European Union as a whole, the new member states, the Netherlands, 

or on themselves as individuals.   

 In a more quantitative step, we will count the countries that were mentioned 

most often during the course of the discussions. 

 Finally, an inductive topic analysis will be conducted in order to find out which 

issues regarding the EU-enlargement were present among the participants. 

 The results of the analysis of the focus group discussions will be compared to 

the findings from the content analysis of newspaper content.  

 

5.2.3 Letters to the editor 

In the second part of the effects study, we will compare letters to the editor to the 

editorial line of the analyzed newspapers. Tipton (1992) notes that using letters to 

the editor as a means for studying public opinion has been criticized for two reasons. 

First of all, letters to the editor are subject to editorial choice. Second, letter writers 

are not representative of a larger demographic group. However, he argues, writing 

letters to the editor has become an increasingly popular tool for the expression of 

public opinion during the last 70 years. Especially when it comes to issues of general 

interest, letter writers may not be entirely unrepresentative of the larger population 

of a country. He also notes that an increasing amount of letters to the editors have 

been published during the last years (Tipton, 1992, p. 137 f).  

 Hill (1981) compared letter opinion about the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) 

in the US with public opinion survey data about the same issue. Furthermore, he 

compared the distribution of opinions in letters to the editor about the ERA in 

newspapers that publish all received letters with those of newspapers that exercise 

editorial control over the publication of letters. He does not find any evidence that 
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newspaper policies bias letter opinion. Neither does he find that letter opinion differs 

from the distribution of opinions within the general public.  

 Based on these findings, analyzing letters to the editor might be a viable way 

to explore how certain features of media coverage are reflected or refused in public 

opinion. This study will look into similarities and differences among opinions of the 

EU-enlargement expressed in letters to the editor and the editorial line. The analysis 

of letters to the editor serves as a complement to the results of the focus groups, 

and in this way helps us to gain additional insight into how people perceived the EU-

enlargement.  

 For the analysis of letters to the editor, the same time frames as for the 

content analysis of the news coverage on EU-enlargement as described in chapter 

5.1.4 has been considered. The letters to be analyzed will be taken from the same 

newspaper editions as considered for the content analysis of newspapers. 

 An analysis of one randomly chosen week of the six analyzed newspapers 

shows that an average of 36.6 letters to the editor is published by these papers on a 

daily basis. The largest mean number of publications of letters to the editor can be 

found in the mid-market paper Algemeen Dagblad that publishes a mean of 8 letters 

daily. The quality newspaper Volkskrant and the free paper Metro each publish an 

average of 7.5 letters a day. The tabloid Telegraaf publishes an average of 7 letters a 

day; the quality newspaper NRC Handelsblad publishes an average of 5.2 letters 

daily. Spits, the other Dutch free daily newspaper lags behind, publishing an average 

of 1.4 letters a day.  

 This letter analysis will employ some of the features of the content analysis of 

news coverage, as outlined in chapter 5.1. It will look for the presence of the 

problem and the conflict frame, as well as for other frames that might have emerged 

in the course of the content analysis of newspapers. Other possible frames will also 

be reported. Furthermore, the analysis will strive to investigate the predominant tone 

used in the letters. A focus analysis will be conducted, investigating whether letter 

writers perceive the EU-enlargement as having its foremost impact on the 

Netherlands, the new member states, the EU as a whole or on themselves 

personally. In another step of the analysis we will investigate which countries are 

mentioned most often. Finally, an inductive topic analysis will be conducted in order 

to find out which issues regarding the EU-enlargement were present among the 

letter writers. 
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 This chapter has presented the methods chosen for answering our research 

questions. We have presented the characteristics of the content analysis of Dutch 

newspaper content. In addition we have explored the two-step explorative research 

design with which we aim to gain further insight into news coverage and public 

opinion about the EU-enlargement and the relation between the two of them. The 

following chapter will present and discuss the results of the content analysis of Dutch 

newspaper coverage of the enlargement of the European Union. 
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6. The EU-enlargement in Dutch newspapers: 

 

After having explained the research design with which hope to answer our research 

questions, we will now turn the actual results. In this chapter we will answer our first 

set of research questions: 

 

Research Question A: 

How was the enlargement progress of the EU represented in Dutch news coverage?  

 

Sub-Research Question A1: 

How did Dutch news coverage on the EU-enlargement during the Copenhagen 

Summit in December 2002 differ from news coverage on the same topic during the 

month of January when the Netherlands decided to put restrictions on immigration 

from those countries?  

 

Sub-Research Question A2:  

How does news coverage on EU-enlargement around the date when the candidate 

states officially entered the Union (May 1, 2004) differ from news coverage about the 

same topic during the Copenhagen summit and the month of January 2004?  

 

In order to answer these questions a quantitative oriented content analysis of Dutch 

newspapers was conducted, comparing three different time periods. The following 

section will present the results of this analysis, followed by a discussion of the 

results. 

 

6.1 Results: 

6.1.1 Quantitative aspects: 

Over the three time periods investigated, the six analyzed newspapers published 466 

articles about the EU-enlargement. 

 Most articles were published by the quality newspapers NRC Handelsblad 

(143/30.7%) and Volkskrant (103/22.1%) closely followed by the tabloid Telegraaf 

(100/21.5%). The smallest number of articles was published by the two free 

newspapers Spits (29/6.2%) and Metro (28/6.0%). 
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Figure 1.  

 

Most articles (193/41.4%) were published between April 23, 2004 and May 7, 2004, 

that is, the period in which the enlargement of the Union was finalized. Between 

December 6, 2002 and December 21, 2002, the time period around the Copenhagen 

Summit, 37.8% (176) of the articles were published. During the time period in which 

the Netherlands put restrictions on work migration from the new member states 

(January 16, 2004 – January 31, 2004), 20.8% (97) of the analyzed articles were 

published.  
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Figure 2.  

 

Four out of the six analyzed papers followed this pattern, publishing most articles 

around the date of the enlargement and least during the period when the 

Netherlands decided to put restrictions on work migration from the new member 

states. 

 NRC Handelsblad published slightly more articles during the period of the 

Copenhagen Summit (40.6%) than during the period of the actual enlargement 

(37.1%). Spits published almost half of the articles (48.3%) about the EU-

enlargement during the Copenhagen summit and only 31% during the period of the 

actual enlargement. 

 Volkskrant shows the highest percentage of articles (24.3%) published during 

the second time period. During this time period, Algemeen Dagblad and Telegraaf 

feature the smallest percentage of articles about the EU-enlargement with 

respectively 15.9% and 18% (relative to the other two time periods). Both 

newspapers also account for the largest (relative) amount of articles published 

during the period of the enlargement: 48% of the Telegraaf’s news stories about the 

enlargement were published during this period; Algemeen Dagblad follows closely 

with 47.6%. 
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6.1.1.1 Size and position: 

For the purpose of this analysis, quantity was not only defined in terms of numbers 

of articles published. We also defined the size, position and prominence that news 

stories were allocated to in the newspapers as aspects that determined quantity and 

visibility. 

 Most articles about the EU-enlargement are medium sized and positioned on 

top of the newspaper page (24.7%) followed by small articles printed on the bottom 

half of the page. Large articles positioned on the bottom half of the page account for 

only 1.1% of the articles analyzed. 
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Figure 3 

 

Also in terms of size and position on the newspaper page, the third time period 

investigated ranks first; most articles about the EU-enlargement published during 

this period are (26.4%) medium sized and printed on the top half of the page, 

followed by large articles, also positioned on top of the page (23.3%).  

 Here too, the period around the Copenhagen Summit ranks second, with 28% 

medium sized articles, printed on the top half of the page. 23.9% of the articles are 

small sized and printed on the bottom half of the page. Large articles printed on the 

top half of the page account for 15.9% of all articles published in this period, those 

printed on the bottom half only take up 1.1%. 
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 The smallest percentage of large and medium sized articles was published 

between January 16, 2004 and January 31, 2004. Small sized articles printed on the 

bottom half of the page account for 30.9%. Large articles printed on the top half 

make up for 14.4%, those printed on the bottom half take up 3.1%. 

 Among the six analyzed newspapers, with 23.1% large articles printed on the 

top half of the page NRC Handelsblad published relatively most articles of this 

category. Metro ranks last, with only one (3.6%) large article printed on the top half 

of the page during the six weeks under study. Metro also publishes the largest 

percentage of the smallest category analyzed, with 46.4% of its articles about the 

EU-enlargement being small sized and printed on the bottom of the page, as 

compared to the Volkskrant, with 15.5% of its articles falling in this category.  

  

6.1.1.2 Prominence, front-page coverage: 

11.2% of all articles analyzed made it to the front-page. There is little difference 

between the various time slots. Most front-page articles were published during the 

period of the Copenhagen Summit (12.5%), between January 16, 2004 and January 

31, 2004, 10.3% of the articles made it to the front-page, and in the period of the 

actual enlargement, the newspapers published 10.4% of their articles on the front-

page.  

 Compared to the other newspapers, Metro published relatively most of its 

articles on the front-page (5/17.9%). However, this statement has to be seen in light 

of the small number of articles that it published during the whole six weeks 

investigated (28 articles, which accounts for only 6% of the 466 articles published in 

total). Volkskrant published 14.6% of its 103 articles on the front-page. Telegraaf 

only gave priority to 6% of its 100 articles by placing them on its front-page. 

 

6.1.2 Content: 

After having presented the quantitative results of news coverage about the EU-

enlargement we now want to turn to the features that characterize the content of 

this news coverage. 

 

6.1.2.1 Frames: 

In the course of the analysis, the presence of the conflict and the problem frame was 

investigated. With 46.4%, the conflict frame turned out to be the frame most 

prominent among the articles about the EU-enlargement. 35.4% of the articles don’t 
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carry any of the analyzed frames, 11.2% carried the problem frame and 7.1% are 

framed in terms of both conflict and problem. 
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Figure 4. 

  

In the following paragraphs, articles that carry both the problem and the conflict 

frame are taken into account in both the conflict and the problem frame articles. 

 

Conflict frame:  

The conflict frame is the most prominently employed frame of all three time periods. 

It is most prominently used during the period of the Copenhagen Summit (57.35% of 

the 176 articles published during that time period). During the second period 

investigated, it accounts for 52.6%. During the time period of the actual 

enlargement, 41.7% of the articles are framed in terms of conflict.  

 With 55.5% of its articles about the EU-enlargement framed in terms of 

conflict, NRC Handelsblad shows the highest percentage of articles about the EU-

enlargement using this frame. It is followed by Volkskrant, with 50.5% of its articles 

about the EU-enlargement using this frame. Telegraaf ranks last, with 43% of the 

analyzed articles framed in terms of conflict. 
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Problem frame:  

With 19.6% the problem frame is most prominent in the period between January 16, 

2004 and January 31, 2004. It is in this period that the Dutch government decided to 

put restrictions on work migration from the new member states. With 7.95%, it is 

least present during the period of the Copenhagen Summit. Between April 23, 2004 

and May 7, 2004, 18.4% of the articles are framed in terms of problem. 

 With 22.00% of its articles about the EU-enlargement framed in terms of 

problem, Telegraaf shows the highest percentage of this frame. NRC Handelsblad 

comes in last regarding the use of this frame, with 5.95% of its articles framed in 

terms of problem.  

 

6.1.2.2 Tone: 

Whether the tone of an article was coded as neutral/balanced, positive or negative is 

based on the sum of explicit statements per article that have a qualitative dimension 

and that could be thematically referred to the topic of the EU-enlargement. 

 Most articles about the EU-enlargement employed a negative tone (45.5%). 

30% of the articles are coded as neutral or balanced. In 24.5% of the news stories, a 

positive tone was employed. 
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Figure 5. 
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Between January 16, 2004 and January 31, 2004, almost half of the articles showed 

a negative tone (49.5%). The highest deployment of a positive tone was found 

during the time period of the actual enlargement (26.9%). 

 Algemeen Dagblad takes the lead in terms of negative news coverage about 

the EU-enlargement, with 57.1 of its articles showing a negative tone. The most 

positively colored news coverage comes from the Volkskrant, with 35% of its articles 

employing a positive tone.  

  

6.1.2.3 Actors from new member states: 

30.5% of all the articles about the EU-enlargement used sources from actors from 

the new member states.  

 During the period of the Copenhagen Summit the percentage of actors from 

new member states used as news sources is the highest with 35.8% and the lowest 

between January 16, 2004 and January 31, 2004 with 21.6%. Among the 

newspapers, NRC Handelsblad shows the highest use of actors from new member 

states as news sources (35.7% of its articles). Spits and Metro use actors from new 

member states as news sources the least with 17.2% and 17.9% respectively. 

  

6.1.2.4 Non-official sources: 

17.4% of all cases make use of non-official sources. For the purpose of this study 

non-official source are defined as direct and indirect quotes from people that don’t 

deal with EU-issues on a full-time base.   

 Algemeen Dagblad shows the highest percentage of non-official sources in its 

news coverage about the EU-enlargement (23.8%). Spits ranks on the bottom end of 

the list, with only one (3.4%) of its articles using non-official sources. 

 During the period of the actual enlargement, 24.9% of the articles made use 

of none-official sources, as opposed to only 10.3% during the second period under 

study and 13.1% during the period of the Copenhagen Summit.  

 

6.1.2.5 Countries mentioned most often: 

Poland, with 24.9%, is the country that received most attention within news 

coverage about the EU-enlargement. In 23.4% of all cases, no country is mentioned. 

The candidate country Turkey is mentioned in 19% of all the articles, followed by the 

divided island-state of Cyprus, which is mentioned in 8.8% of the analyzed articles. 
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Slovenia ranks last in the analysis, being mentioned in only one article (0.2%). The 

candidate country Croatia has not been mentioned at all.  
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Figure 6. 

 

During the period of the Copenhagen Summit, Turkey gets covered most, with 

34.1% of all articles. In 21.6% of the articles, no country is mentioned, while 21% of 

the articles focus on Poland. Latvia and the candidate country Romania are not 

mentioned at all. 

 During the second period under study, in most articles (35.1%), no country is 

mentioned. Poland is mentioned most often with 29.9%, followed by Turkey with 

24.7%. The Czech Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia, Estonia and Malta don’t get any 

prominent attention during this time period. 

 During the period of the actual enlargement, Poland ranks first again, with 

25.9%. In 19.2% of all articles, no countries are mentioned. Cyprus gets prominent 

coverage in 17.1% of the cases. Slovenia and the candidate country Bulgaria aren’t 

mentioned predominantly in any article during this period. 

 With the Volkskrant and Spits, Turkey ranks first, with respectively 25.2% 

and 34.5% of their articles predominantly focusing on this country. With both 

newspapers, Poland ranks second, with 22.3% of the Volkskrant articles and 10.3% 

of the articles published in Spits. The other four newspapers give most attention to 
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Poland, Algemeen Dagblad and NRC Handelsblad, each featuring 28.6% of articles 

that focus on the largest new member states. 

 

6.1.2.6. Focus: 

Focus in this study is defined as the geographical and political region that according 

to the news story is affected by an EU issue. 38.6% of the analyzed articles focus on 

the European Union as a supra-national entity. 34.5% focus on one or more of the 

new member states or one of the candidate countries, 20% focus on the 

Netherlands. 
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Figure 7. 

 

The Telegraaf features more news stories that focus on new member states (41.0%) 

than on the EU (36%). Spits shows the lowest percentage of stories with focus on 

new member states (20.7%). Spits also features the highest percentage of stories 

with an EU-focus (48.3%) Within the news coverage of the free newspaper Metro, 

domestic news stories rank first with 32.1%. 

 48.5% of news stories with a domestic focus were published between January 

16, 2004 and January 31, 2004. Stories with a focus on new member states were 

most prominent during the period of the official enlargement of the Union, with 42% 

of stories that fall into this category published in this period. Articles with a focus on 
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the EU, were mostly published during the period of the Copenhagen Summit, 54.5% 

of these articles were published during that period. 

  

6.1.2.7. Topics: 

During the course of the analysis, 36 different topics have been defined. Here we will 

report the results of the 11 (70th percentile) most frequently covered topics. 

 

 
Figure 8 

 

Turkey: 

With 77 articles (16.5% of the total number of articles analyzed), ‘Turkey’ was the 

topic most frequently covered during the analysis. Articles that were coded with 

‘Turkey’ as topic, dealt with Turkey as candidate country for the EU. During the 

Copenhagen Summit, Turkey did not participate in the accession negotiation. It was 

given a date (December 2004) in which the EU committed to decide whether Turkey 

will be accepted in the Union and to announce a date as to when accession 

negotiations with Turkey will start.  

 The topic was mostly covered during the analyzed period of the Copenhagen 

summit (62.3% of all articles that fall into this category). Between January 16, 2004 

and January 31, 2004, 29.9% of all articles about this topic were published. The 

period of the actual enlargement accounts for 7.8%. 
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 The topic ‘Turkey’ is framed as ‘conflict’ in 64.9% of the cases. Among the 

eleven topics discussed, it ranks third regarding the use of the conflict frame. 6.5% 

of the articles about Turkey employ the problem frame. 

 The tone employed within the articles about this topic is quite evenly 

distributed. However, a slight majority of negative articles (36.4%) can be detected. 

Positive articles accounted for 32%, 31.2% of news stories about Turkey use a 

neutral or balanced tone. 

 Most relative attention was given to Turkey by the free newspaper Metro. It 

dedicated 25% of its articles about the EU-enlargement to this topic. Volkskrant 

followed with 22.5%, Spits with 20%. 

 

Work migration: 

This topic ranked second with 10.5% of all analyzed articles. Articles coded ‘work 

migration’ as topic, dealt with the migration of workers from the new member states 

to the old ones. The free flow of people and work is one of the central provisions of 

the European Unity. However, most of the old member states have put restrictions 

on work migration from the new countries out of fear for a large influx of 

economically weak migrants that might add to the EU’s crime and unemployment 

problems. On January 23, 2004 the Dutch Ministry of General Affairs decided to limit 

the number of work migrants from the accession countries to 22.000. These work 

migrants also have to get a work permit and are only allowed to work in specified 

sectors, mostly in agriculture. 

 Most articles about this topic (65.3) were published during the second time 

period investigated. This is the time period in which the Netherlands decided to put 

restrictions on work migration from the new member states. In the period of the 

actual enlargement, 26.5% of articles about work migration from the new member 

states were published. During the period of the Copenhagen Summit, 8.2% of these 

articles were published. 

 With 36% of articles that fall into this category carrying the problem frame, 

this topic ranks first among the eleven topics reported, regarding the use of this 

frame. 40.8% of the articles dealing with the topic of work migration are framed in 

terms of ‘conflict’. Almost half of the articles dealing with work migration (49%) 

employ a negative tone only 12.2% use a positive tone.  
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 Relatively most articles about this topic were published by Metro (17.9%), 

followed by Algemeen Dagblad and Telegraaf that dedicated respectively 14.3% and 

13% of its articles about the EU-enlargement to the topic of work migration. 

 

Cyprus: 

8.6% of all articles deal with the divided island-state Cyprus and its accession to the 

European Union. During the Copenhagen Summit, the European Council decided that 

Cyprus was to enter the European Union at May 1, 2004, even if at that point it 

would still be divided. In April 2004, a referendum was held among the population of 

Cyprus concerning a plan developed by the UN aiming at the reunification of the 

island. The so-called Annan-plan was rejected by a majority of the Cypriots. It was 

accepted by a majority of the Turkish population of the island. However, after this 

outcome of the referendum, only the Greek part of the island could enter the 

European Union, thus creating a new outside-order of the EU that runs through the 

island.  

 80% of all articles dealing with Cyprus were published during the period of 

the actual enlargement, 12.5%% during the period of the Copenhagen Summit, and 

7.5% during the second period investigated. 73.75% of all articles dealing with this 

topic carry the conflict frame. Among the eleven topics reported, this is the second 

largest percentage of conflict frames detected in the analysis. 13.75% of the news 

stories reporting on the topic ‘Cyprus’ are framed as ‘problem’. The topic ‘Cyprus’ 

ranks first regarding the use of a negative tone. 85% of all articles about this topic 

have been coded as carrying a negative tone; only 2.5% are coded as ‘positive’.   

Among the six newspapers, Algemeen Dagblad dedicated relatively most of its news 

coverage about the EU to this topic (12.7%). NRC Handelsblad ranks second with 

8.4% of its articles about the EU-enlargement dealing with this topic, closely followed 

by Telegraaf with 8%. 

 

Negotiations Copenhagen Summit: 

7.3% of all articles dealt with the accession negotiations of the 10 new member 

states at the Copenhagen Summit in December 2002. All of these articles were 

published between December 6, 2002 and December 21, 2002. 

 94.55% of these articles are framed in terms of ‘conflict’. This is the highest 

percentage regarding the use of the conflict frame detected among the eleven topics 
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reported here. 1.45% of all articles are framed in terms of ‘problem’. With 61.8% of 

all articles about this topic showing a negative tone, articles dealing with the 

accession negotiations at the Copenhagen summit rank third in the list of the eleven 

reported topics, regarding the use of a negative tone. 8.8% of these articles 

employed a positive tone. Most articles about the negotiations were published by 

Algemeen Dagblad that dedicated 11.1% about its total news coverage about the 

EU-enlargement to this topic, followed by NRC Handelsblad with 8.4% and Telegraaf 

with 8%. 

 

Costs and benefits: 

Articles coded as ‘costs and benefits’ as topic accounted for 6% of all articles 

analyzed. They dealt with costs and/or benefits of the EU-enlargement for either the 

new member states, the old member states or for the EU as a whole. This topic can 

also be seen as a separate frame. Articles dealing with costs and benefits would fall 

into the ‘economic consequences’ frame, investigated by de Vreese (2003). 

 57.1% of these articles were published between April 23, 2004 and May 7, 

2004, 35.7% during the period of the Copenhagen Summit, and 7.1% between 

January 16, 2004 and January 31, 2004. The fact that about half of these articles 

(46.4%) do not carry any of the analyzed frames, supports the argument that this 

topic constitutes a frame in itself. The other half of these articles is divided into 

42.9% that carry the conflict frame and 10.7% carrying the problem frame. 42.9% 

of the articles dealing with costs and benefits use a negative tone, 8.8% use a 

positive tone. Relatively most of these articles have been published by NRC 

Handelsblad with 8.4% of its articles about the EU-enlargement dealing with costs 

and benefits, followed by Telegraaf with 7% and Spits with 6.9%. 

 

Organization of enlarged EU: 

With 5.6%, articles about the organization of the enlarged European Union rank sixth 

in the list of topics analyzed. These articles deal with how the Union should be 

organized after an enlargement with 10 member states. They deal with matters such 

as the discussion about a constitution of the Union, how to organize the EU-

institutions and voting procedures in a larger Europe. 

 The vast part of these articles was published during the period of the 

Copenhagen Summit (38.5%), followed by the period of the actual enlargement 
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(34.6%). During the second period investigated, 26.9% of these articles were 

published. A rough half of these articles (51.9%) carried the conflict frame, 9.6% 

were framed in terms of ‘problem’. 38.5% of the articles dealing with this topic used 

a negative tone, 26.9% employed a positive tone. The relatively largest portion of 

articles in this category was published by the Volkskrant with 15.7%. Algemeen 

Dagblad ranks second, with 4.8%, followed by Metro with 3.6%. 

 

Enlargement festivities: 

4.7% of the articles dealt with the enlargement festivities on May 1, 2004. All of 

these articles were published in the third period analyzed. The major part of these 

articles (73.9%) did not carry any of the analyzed frames. 26.1% carried the conflict 

frame. No articles framed in terms of ‘problem’ could be detected. Regarding the use 

of a positive tone, articles dealing with the enlargement festivities rank second 

among the eleven reported topics, with 56.5% of this category employing a positive 

tone. Only 8.7% of these news stories could be detected in which a negative tone 

was dominant. Relatively most articles dealing with this topic were published by 

Telegraaf, dedicating 8% of its news stories about the EU-enlargement to the 

enlargement festivities. Metro ranks second with 7.1%, followed by Spits with 6.9%. 

 

Public opinion in the new member states 

These articles addressed public opinion about the enlargement in the new member 

states. They add up to 4.3% of all articles analyzed. Exactly half of the articles were 

published during the period of the Copenhagen Summit; the other half was published 

during the period of the actual enlargement. 

 50% of these articles used the conflict frame, 5% were framed in terms of 

Problem, and 45% did not carry any of the identified frames. In terms of tone, half of 

the articles employed a negative tone, 20% a positive one. With 6% of its articles 

about the EU-enlargement, Telegraaf published relatively most of its articles about 

public opinion in the new member states, followed by the Volkskrant with 5.9% and 

NRC Handelsblad with 4.2%. 
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Public opinion in the old member states: 

Articles dealing with public opinion about the enlargement in the old member states 

accounted for 3% of all articles analyzed. 64.3% of these articles were published 

during the period of the actual enlargement, 28.6% during the period of the 

Copenhagen Summit and 7.1% during the second period analyzed. 

 32.15% of the articles that deal with public opinion in the old member states 

are framed as ‘problem’. This topic shows the second highest percentage of articles 

using the problem frame among the eleven reported topics, as opposed to the 

articles that deal with public opinion in the new member states (see previous 

section) of which only 5% used the problem frame. 24.95% of articles dealing with 

public opinion in the old member states are framed in terms of ‘conflict’. 71.4% of 

the articles dealing with this topic use a negative tone, thus ranking second among 

the eleven reported topics concerning the use of a negative tone. 14.3% of these 

articles employed a positive tone. Relatively most articles about public opinion in the 

old member states were published by Spits with 6.9% of its articles falling into this 

category, followed by the mid-market paper Algemeen Dagblad with 4.8% and Metro 

with 3.6%. 

 

Trade: 

News stories about trade related issues also accounted for 3% of the total articles 

analyzed. These stories dealt with trade between the new and the old member 

states. Articles that deal with this issue also fall into the frame of ‘economic 

consequences’ as articles coded as ‘Costs and Benefits’ as topic (see 2.7.5). 

 78.6% of these stories were published during the period of the actual 

enlargement, 21.4% of the stories were published during the period of the 

Copenhagen Summit. The large amount of articles that fall into this category that do 

not carry any of the previously defined frames (85.7%) speaks for the argument that 

they fall into the category of the ‘economic consequences’ frame. 14.3% carry the 

conflict frame, none of the articles about trade are framed in terms of ‘problem’. 

With 50% of these articles using a positive tone, this topic ranks third regarding the 

use of a positive tone among the eleven reported topics. The largest percentage of 

articles of this category can be detected within NRC Handelsblad (4.2%), followed by 

Telegraaf (4%) and Metro (3.6%). 
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Unified Europe: 

Another 3% of the articles dealt with the assumption that after Europe was divided 

during the vast part of the last century, it has finally been reunified. This topic could 

actually be seen as a separate frame in itself. Characteristics of this frame would be 

that the division of Europe can be seen as something unnatural and undesirable, 

especially the communist rule to which the new member states have been subjected. 

The unification is seen in the light of something desirable. The fact that the new 

member states have entered the European Union is rather seen as an act of 

solidarity by the old member states, than as something that the EU benefits from 

economically and strategically.  

 Exactly half of the articles that dealt with this topic/frame were published 

during the period of the Copenhagen Summit. The other 50% was published during 

the period of the actual enlargement. More than half of these articles don’t carry any 

of the previously defined frames (53.8%), 26.95% carry the conflict frame. 19.25% 

are framed in terms of ‘problem’, ranking third among the eleven reported topics, 

regarding the use of the problem frame. With 84.6% of articles dealing with this 

topic using a positive tone, ‘Unified Europe’ takes the lead among the eleven 

reported topics predominantly employing a positive tone. NRC Handelsblad shows 

the highest percentage of articles falling into this category with 4.2%, followed by 

Metro with 3.6% and Telegraaf with 3%. 

 

6.2 Discussion: 

In the previous section we reported the results of the content analysis. In this 

section we will critically reflect on these results and try to explain how they can be 

interpreted for the purpose of this study. 

 

6.2.1. Quantitative aspects: 

In total 466 articles about the EU-enlargement were published during the six 

analyzed weeks. This constitutes a much larger number than expected especially if 

we compare it to Norris’ (2000) and de Vreese’s (2003) observations about how little 

news coverage about EU-issues there is in the Netherlands! 

 According to Norris’s (2000) and Entman’s (2004) findings about the link 

between extensive coverage of an issue and influence on public opinion, we can 
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assume that newspaper coverage on the EU-enlargement has to some degree 

influenced public opinion.  

 

6.2.1.1 Size and position: 

Most articles about the EU-enlargement are medium sized and positioned on top of 

the newspaper page (24.7%), 18.7% of all analyzed articles were large and bottom 

sized. These results suggest that in terms of size and visibility articles about the EU-

enlargement were not underrepresented in Dutch news coverage. Supported by 

Entman’s assumption about the link between prominently presented frames and their 

impact on public opinion, we can assume that Dutch newspaper coverage about the 

EU-enlargement is likely to have affected public opinion on this issue. 

 Only 1.1% of all articles were large sized and positioned on the bottom half of 

the page. This can be explained through the fact that in general large sized articles 

are placed on the top half of the newspaper page. 

 

6.2.1.2 Front page 

In total 11.2% of all analyzed articles are printed on the front page of the respective 

newspapers. Metro relatively published most of its articles on the front-page 

(5/17.9%). However, these results have to be seen in the light of the small number 

of articles that this paper published during the whole 6 weeks investigated (28 

articles, which accounts for only 6% of the 466 articles published in total). Metro 

together with the other free newspaper Spits shows the relatively smallest amount of 

newspaper pages in general; it appears thus logical that a larger number of articles 

end up being printed on the front page. 

 

6.2.2. Content: 

6.2.2.1 Frames:  

The vast majority of analyzed news stories have been framed in terms of ‘conflict’ 

(46.4%). The large number of articles carrying this frame can be explained by means 

of the news factor ‘conflict’ (Schulz, 1976). The news factor conflict refers to the 

degree of aggression of political events. According to Schulz, the more conflict an 

event or an aspect of an event contains, the higher its news value is. We can 

tentatively conclude that journalists base their decisions regarding what aspects of 

the EU-enlargement to publish, to a large extent, on conflict as a news factor that 

heightens an event’s news value.    
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 11.2% of all articles analyzed have been framed in terms of problem. As a 

whole, this does not give us strong reason to assume that this frame is reflected in 

public opinion. However, during the second time period the presence of this frame 

was somewhat higher, with 16.5% of the articles published during this time period 

carrying this frame. This increase in the number of articles carrying the problem 

frame is explained by the high number of articles about work migration that was 

published during this time period. This topic was framed in terms of problem in 

40.65% of the articles published between January 16, 2004 and January 31, 2004, 

which constitutes the second time period investigated. During this time period the 

Dutch government decided to put restrictions on work migration from the new 

member states. It is very likely that public opinion reflects this frame concerning this 

topic.  

 The large number of articles that did not carry any of the frames defined 

previously to the analysis (35.4%) can partly be explained due to other two frames 

that could be identified in the course of the inductive topic-analysis; First of all, the 

frame ‘economic consequences’ can be found with the topics ‘costs and benefits’ 

(46.4% of these articles did not carry any predefined frame) and trade (85.7% of 

these articles did not carry the conflict or problem frame). This generic frame has 

been investigated in other studies and has been found present in news coverage 

about EU issues (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000, de Vreese, 2003). It implies the 

presentation of an event in terms of the economic consequences that it might have 

on countries, individual persons, groups or institutions (de Vreese, 2003, p. 80).  

 Secondly, the frame ‘unified Europe’ was found with the topic of the same 

name. 53.8% that fell into this topic-category did not carry any frame at all which 

speaks for the argument that this topic might be considered a frame in itself.  

 The following three characteristics of this frame can be defined: (1) The 

division of Europe is seen as something unnatural and undesirable, especially the 

communist rule to which most of the new member states have been subjected; (2) 

unification is seen as something desirable; (3) the fact that the new member states 

have entered the European Union is seen as an act of solidarity by the old member 

states, rather than a process from which the EU benefits economically and/or 

strategically. 
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6.2.2.2 Tone: 

The proverbial ‘bad news is good news’ has been investigated in a more scientific 

setting by Galtung and Ruge (1965) in their by now classic study of foreign news 

coverage that led to their classification of news values. They found a negative tone in 

news coverage positively linked to an event’s news value. Applying this concept to 

the results of this content analysis, it serves as an explanatory factor for the large 

number of articles with a bad tone (45%). We can draw the tentative conclusion that 

journalists might have chosen to use a negative tone when reporting about the EU-

enlargement to heighten the topic’s news value and therefore justify its publication. 

Leaning on Norris’s findings about the influence of negative news on public opinion, 

we can expect that news coverage on the EU-enlargement has influenced public 

opinion about this issue. 

 There is not a lot of difference between the three time periods regarding the 

use of tone. However news coverage about the EU-enlargement was somewhat more 

negative between January 16, 2004 and January 31, 2004, than during the other two 

time periods investigated. The highest percentage of articles with a positive tone 

could be located in the third period investigated, the period in which the enlargement 

was finalized.  

 Why did the time period in which the Dutch government decided to put 

restrictions on work migration show the highest number of articles using a negative 

tone? This cannot be explained through the presence of topics with a predominant 

use of a negative tone – more interesting is the absence of news stories with a 

positive tone. 

 The topic or frame ‘unified Europe’ with 84.6% of these articles carrying a 

positive tone, is completely absent during the second time period. However, exactly 

half of these articles were published during the period of the actual enlargement, the 

other half during the period of the Copenhagen summit. The topic ‘enlargement 

festivities’ that was presented in a positive tone in 56.5% of all the cases was only 

present during the period in which the actual enlargement took place. Only 8.7% of 

these news stories carried a negative tone.  

 The topic ‘trade’ with exactly half of its articles showing a positive tone 

towards the EU-enlargement and only 14.3% using a negative tone was also absent 

during the second time period investigated. 78.6% of these articles were published 

during the period of the actual enlargement; the rest were published during the 

period of the Copenhagen Summit. 
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6.2.2.3 Actors from new member states: 

The results for the analysis concerning the use of sources from the new member 

states show that in 30.6% of all cases actors from new member states have been 

quoted directly or indirectly. This percentage is not very high, given that the member 

states are those that are certainly affected most by the enlargement of the EU. The 

systematic under-representation of sources from the accession countries regarding 

news coverage on EU-enlargement is an indicator for ethno-/Euro-centrism. Here, we 

again points to norms of balance in news coverage. We see diverse information, 

about and served by various actors and about various sides of the enlargement as a 

prerequisite for an informed public debate. 

 Actors from the new member states were quoted least during the second time 

period investigated – only 21.6% of all articles published during this time period 

made use of sources from the new member states. How can this difference in 

attention towards actors from new member states between the three time periods be 

understood? One explanation might be that during the Copenhagen Summit and the 

period of the actual enlargement Dutch journalists were present in Copenhagen and 

in Dublin (Ireland took over the EU presidency during this period) together with 

representatives of the new member states, which made access to sources from new 

member states easier for them. However, the topic that dominated news coverage 

about the EU-enlargement during the second time period was the issue about work 

migration from the new member states to the old ones. 33% of all articles published 

during this time period dealt with this issue. Only 15.6% of these stories made use of 

sources from the new member states. However, during the period of the actual 

enlargement 46.2% of the articles dealing with this topic used quotes from actors of 

the new member states. In order to get quotes from actors from the new member 

states about this topic, journalists wouldn’t have been required to be at a meeting of 

the EU-council, nor in one of the new member states. Particularly regarding this topic 

it would have been easy to get quotes from citizens from the new member states 

that live and work in the Netherlands. 

 One explanation for these very different results could be that with respects to 

the actual enlargement, the Dutch news media perceives the new member states of 

at least temporarily gaining in terms of the news factor national centrality. This news 

factor indicates the economic, scientific and/or military power of the country in which 

the event occurs. The fact that news articles about the issue of work migration - that 
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concerns the Netherlands as well as the new member states – used fewer sources 

from the new member states before the enlargement than during the period of the 

actual enlargement might be explained by this rise in status of the new member 

states attributed by Dutch journalists.    

 

6.2.2.4 Non-official sources 

Only few articles (17.4%) made use of sources from every-day actors; Most of these 

articles were found with the topics ‘unified Europe’, ‘enlargement festivities’, ‘trade’, 

‘public opinion in new member states’ and ‘public opinion in old member states’. In 

more policy-oriented topics, unofficial sources were widely neglected. These results 

can be explained through Schulz’s news factor personal influence, referring to the 

political power of the involved persons.  

 As argued by various critics (Lemert, 1992, p. 58; Berkowitz, 1992, p. 98; 

Iyengar & Kinder, 1987, p. 133) official sources with political power will hold rather 

conventional and conservative views over controversial issues. Radical and/or 

unconventional views, presented by smaller organizations, non-government sources, 

and groups with narrower, self-interested goals probably won’t get much attention 

and that way not enter into the public policy debate (Lemert, 1992, p. 58; Berkowitz, 

1992, p. 98; Iyengar & Kinder, 1987, p. 133).  

 Again we can find quite striking differences between the three investigated 

time periods. During the period of the actual enlargement, 24.9% of the articles 

made use of non official sources, as opposed to only 10.3% during the second period 

under study and 13.1% during the period of the Copenhagen Summit. The reason for 

this can be found with the publication of a larger number of articles dealing with 

rather apolitical topics such as ‘unified Europe’, ‘enlargement festivities’, and ‘trade’ 

during the period around May 1, 2004. 

 

6.2.2.5 Countries mentioned most often 

Poland was the country mentioned most often among the analyzed articles. This can 

be explained through Schulz’s news factor of political proximity. This news factor 

indicates the political and economic relations to the region of the event. Poland 

constitutes the largest of the countries among the new member states. It is also the 

country that has the strongest trade-relations with the Netherlands. 

 The fact that Turkey was the second most often mentioned country during the 

whole period analyzed is quite interesting, given the fact that it actually did not 
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access the European Union on May 1, 2004. There is no date set yet as to when 

Turkey will join the European Union, there isn’t even a date as to when the EU will 

start accession negotiations with this country. The controversy surrounding Turkey’s 

candidacy for the EU justifies some of the attention that Turkey received in the Dutch 

news coverage. However, the fact that during the period of the Copenhagen Summit 

more than one third of the articles (34.1%) focus on Turkey seems a bit 

exaggerated. 

 The reason that Cyprus was the third most prominently mentioned country 

can be explained through the high content of conflict that articles about the divided 

island state contained – the news factor conflict justified the publication of a large 

number of articles about this country. 

 The question remains why the other seven new member states and the 

candidate countries of Romania, Bulgaria and Croatia received so much less 

attention. Drawing again on Schulz’s news factors, we can argue that there had been 

fewer conflict-related issues that journalists regarded worth reporting on, as well as 

very little political proximity. 

 

6.2.2.6 Focus 

Focus in this study is defined as the geographical and political region that according 

to the news story is affected by an EU issue. We would assume that issues dealing 

with the European Union have an impact on more than one national entity. Especially 

issues that are related to the enlargement of the EU should be perceived as having a 

strong impact on the new member states and the candidate countries. 

 From the results we can see that the largest percentage of the articles about 

the EU-enlargement (38.6%) focused on the European Union as a supra-national 

entity. 34.5% focus on one or more of the new member states or one of the 

candidate countries, 20% focus on the Netherlands. These results seem quite evenly 

distributed among the various participating political entities. 

 However, a notable exception from this pattern can be found again with the 

second time period analyzed: During this period, almost half of the articles (48.5%) 

had a domestic focus. Only 24.7% focused on one or more of the new member 

states. How can we explain the differences in focus between the three time periods?  

 The focus of news stories about EU issues has also been discussed by de 

Vreese (2002). He finds that “the ‘European story’ is more a domestic story than a 

‘European’ one, with the significant exception of the summit coverage” (p. 117, 
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italics added). That is to say, news stories about issues regarding European Union 

are predominantly presented as having an influence on the country in which the 

news story is released, rather than focusing on the European Union as a supra-

national entity. However, during summits of the European council, the focus turns to 

the European Union as a whole.  

 In this regard, the results of the present study mirror those of de Vreese’s. 

The largest percentage of articles with a domestic focus was found during the second 

time period investigated in which no summit of the council took place. During the 

other two time periods in which EU representatives gathered in respectively 

Copenhagen and Dublin a much larger percentage of the analyzed news stories had a 

focus on the EU as a supra-national entity. 

 At this point we want to go somewhat deeper, trying to explain why in the 

current analysis this shift regarding the focus of news stories occurred. Again, 

Schulz’s concept of news factors serves as an explanatory factor for our results. The 

news factor ethnocentrism can be conceived as the degree to which an event 

concerns the population of the country in which the medium is released. Applied to 

the results of the current study, we can conclude that during the second time period 

investigated a large portion of the news stories about the EU-enlargement have been 

presented as domestic stories thus making use of the news factor ethnocentrism that 

heightens an event’s news value.  

 The question remains as to why during the second time period more news 

stories had been released that made use of this news factor than during the other 

two time periods. The answer to this question has to be looked for in the relative 

absence of other news factors during this period. The news factor national centrality 

dealt with in chapter 2.3 points to the economic, scientific and/or military power of 

the country in which the event occurs. During the third period analyzed 42% the 

articles focused on the new member states. This speaks for the argument developed 

in chapter 2.3, stating that after the actual enlargement the new member states 

might have gained in terms of the news factor national centrality. Regarding the high 

number of stories with a focus on the European Union during the Copenhagen 

Summit (54.5%), the same news factor applies; it can be argued that especially 

during summits of the European Council the high visibility of the EU as one political 

and economic power contributes to the presence of this news factor. 
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6.2.2.7 Topics 

In chapter 2.7 (results/topics) we presented the eleven most prominently covered 

topics in the analyzed Dutch newspaper coverage about the EU-enlargement. In the 

course of this discussion of the results, we restrict ourselves to the interpretation of 

the three most frequently covered topics. 

 

Turkey: 

Among the topics defined during the content analysis, articles about Turkey as 

candidate country for the EU ranked first in terms of frequency. As discussed earlier 

(chapter 2.5), the overt media attention that this country received in the course of 

the EU-enlargement by the Dutch news media comes as quite a surprise. 

 Turkey did not enter the European Union on May 1, 2004. At the time of the 

analysis there was still no date set as to when Turkey will join the European Union, 

there was not even a date as to when the EU would start accession negotiations with 

this country. The controversy of the issue surrounding Turkey’s candidacy for the EU 

justifies some of the attention that Turkey received in the Dutch news coverage. Also 

here the news factor conflict played its role in heightening this issue’s news value 

and consequent justification for publication. However, the fact that a candidate 

country of the EU, that unlike ten Eastern and Southern European countries did not 

enter the Union on May 1, 2004, dominated the media debate about the EU-

enlargement seems quite exaggerated.  

 One tentative assumption could be that Dutch newspaper professionals might 

feel more concerned about Turkey’s candidacy for the European Union due to the 

rather large Turkish community living in the Netherlands12. This argument would 

again point to the news factor ethnocentrism. Due to the rather large Turkish 

population in the Netherlands this issue might have been conceived as a rather 

domestic one by Dutch journalists which might have justified the large number of 

articles published about this issue. However, this observation is left as merely 

tentative and should be understood cautiously. In order to get to know more about 

this potential link we would need to compare news coverage about this topic from 

other EU countries that vary in terms of immigrants from Turkey.   

 

                                                           
12 The Dutch statistical office Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek (CBS) reported 351 648 people of Turkish 
origin living in the Netherlands on January 1, 2004. This accounts for 2.16% of the total population living 
in the Netherlands and 11.39% of the total foreign population of this country. 



The EU-enlargement in Dutch newspapers 

 67

Work migration: 

Articles coded as ‘work migration’, dealt with the migration of workers from the new 

member states to the old ones and constituted the second most frequently covered 

topic. The great deal of attention that this topic received from the Dutch news media 

can be explained through the news factor ethnocentrism. This news factor can be 

defined as the degree to which an event concerns the population of the country in 

which the medium is released. Over the whole six weeks analyzed, 81.6% of these 

stories had a domestic focus. That is to say, news stories about work migration from 

the new member states to the old ones deal with work migration as having an impact 

on the Netherlands rather than on the new member states or on the EU as a whole.  

 Most of these stories were published between January 16, 2004 and January 

31, 2004. During this time period the Dutch government decided to put restrictions 

on work migration from the new member states. From the data of the focus analysis 

we can see, that this topic was conceived as having a rather unambiguous impact on 

the Netherlands and not on any other country involved. This impact was dealt with 

by the Dutch government. We can see this interpretation of events reflected in the 

high use of the problem frame that comes with this topic. Two of the characteristics 

of the problem frame are that an event is conceived as having an unambiguous 

impact on a large group of people and that this impact/problem is being solved by an 

official actor. During the second time period investigated we found that 40.65% of all 

stories dealing with work migration carried this frame. 

 We would like to repeat at this point that the free flow of people and work is 

one of the central provisions of the European Union. Work migration from the new 

member states to the old ones should not merely be presented as a problem for the 

old member states. A possible counter-frame would be to see this migration as a 

chance that entails economic growth and development for both the new and the old 

member states. Another frame would be to see the restrictions put on work 

migration by the Dutch government as a violation of one of the core concepts of the 

European Union. 

 

Cyprus: 

Among the topics most frequently analyzed, news stories about the divided island 

state Cyprus ranked third. During the Copenhagen Summit, the European Council 

decided that Cyprus was to enter the European Union on May 1, 2004, even if at that 
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point it would still be divided. In April 2004, a referendum was held among the 

population of Cyprus concerning a plan developed by the UN aiming at the 

reunification of the island. The so-called Annan-plan was rejected by a majority of 

Cypriots. It was accepted by a majority of the Turkish population of the island. 

However the Turkish community constitutes a numerical minority on the island. 

Furthermore, the Turkish part of the island is not recognized as a national state by 

the international community, except for Turkey.  

 After this outcome of the referendum, only the Greek part of the island could 

enter the European Union, that way creating a new outside-border of the EU that 

runs through the island. The large number of articles about this topic can be 

explained through the highly conflictual situation that the divided island state found 

itself in – the news factor conflict thus justified the publication of a large number of 

articles about this topic.  

 

6.3 Concluding remarks 

 

The previous sections have identified some recurrent structures and representations 

in news about the EU-enlargement as well as shifts regarding these characteristics 

that occurred over time. Furthermore, we have given an interpretation of the results 

of the content analysis. In this section we want to summarize our findings and this 

way give a coherent answer to the first set of research questions. 

 Our first research question asks how the EU-enlargement was presented in 

Dutch news coverage. We found that news coverage about the EU-enlargement has 

been rather extensive. News stories about the EU-enlargement were mostly framed 

in terms of conflict and carried a negative tone. In articles dealing with work 

migration from the new member states to the old ones, the problem frame prevailed. 

 The number of stories making use of sources from actors from the new 

member states is relatively low, given that the new member states certainly felt 

most of the impact of the EU-enlargement. Only few articles made use of quotes 

from actors that did not belong to the group of people that dealt with EU-issues on a 

full-time basis. Poland, Turkey and Cyprus were the countries mentioned most often 

in conjunction with the enlargement of the EU. Only marginal attention was paid to 

the other new member states or the candidate countries. 

 The conflict-laden issue of Turkey’s candidacy for the European Union was the 

topic most covered by the analyzed newspapers. The second most covered issue 
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dealt with work migration from the new member states to the new ones. News 

stories about the accession of the divided island-state Cyprus to the European Union 

ranked third. 

 Our first set of research questions further asks for differences in news 

coverage about the EU-enlargement between three different time periods. The first 

time period investigated was set around the Copenhagen Summit in December 2002. 

During that time the Council of the EU decided which countries were to enter the 

European Union on May 1, 2004. The second time period investigated was comprised 

of two respective weeks before and after January 23. On this day the Dutch 

government decided to put restrictions on work migration from the new member 

states. The week before and after May 1, 2004, the day of the actual enlargement 

constituted the third time period investigated. 

 In terms of framing, we have found that the problem frame prevailed in the 

second period investigated. The conflict frame was found almost equally present in 

all three time periods. During the third time period analyzed a new frame emerged. 

This frame was termed ‘Unified Europe’ and presented the enlargement of the 

European Union as something desirable and an act of solidarity. Furthermore, articles 

carrying this frame presented the division of Europe and the Communist rule to 

which the new member states have been subjected as something objectionable. 

 No large differences regarding the deployment of tone could be found 

between the three time periods investigated. However, the second time period 

investigated showed the highest use of a negative tone, while during the third time 

period investigated the highest amount of a positive tone was be found.  

 Moreover, this study suggests that EU-related issues are presented as 

domestic stories except for periods in which EU-representatives meet at summits. 

The content analysis also shows that a large increase of articles that focus on the 

new member states occurred during the period of the actual enlargement. These 

findings are also reflected in the use of sources from actors from the new member 

states. During the second time period investigated, only a small number of articles 

made use of these sources as compared to the other two time periods investigated. 

 Also, during the period of the actual enlargement an increase in the use of 

sources from actors that do not deal with EU-issues on a full-time basis could be 

observed. These people were used least as news-sources during the second time-

period investigated. 
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 In this chapter we have answered our first set of research questions by 

identifying and discussing recurrent characteristics and structures of Dutch news 

coverage about the EU-enlargement. The second aim of this study is to investigate if 

and in what ways certain characteristics of news coverage about the EU-enlargement 

have influenced public opinion. So far we can only speculate about what impact 

Dutch news coverage about the EU-enlargement might have had on public opinion 

about the same topic. The following chapter aims at finding more systematic 

evidence for the impact of this news coverage on public opinion. 
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7. The enlargement in public opinion: 

 

In the previous chapter we have presented the results of the content analysis of 

Dutch newspaper coverage about the EU-enlargement, defining recurrent structures 

and characteristics of this coverage. By doing this, we have answered our first 

research question. The second part of this study aims to answer our second research 

question:  

 

How are recurrent structures and characteristics of media discourse about EU-

enlargement reflected in media users’ discourse about the same topic? 

 

In order to answer the research question we have chosen an explorative two-step 

research design. In the first step a qualitative content analysis of two focus groups 

discussing the EU-enlargement was conducted. In the second step a more 

quantitative content analysis of letters to the editor about the enlargement of the 

European Union was carried out. The two research methods are supposed to 

complement one another. 

 In this chapter we will present the findings of both analyses and compare 

them to the results of the content analysis of newspaper coverage. Furthermore we 

will link our findings to the theory about public opinion and the mass media’s role in 

the process of public opinion forming outlined in chapters three and four. 

 

7.1 Content analysis of focus-groups 

 

The analysis of the recorded focus groups is more explorative and qualitative in 

nature than the content analysis of the newspaper content. It aims at gaining new 

insights into public opinion and discourse about the EU-enlargement and placing 

findings of the content analysis of newspaper content in a new light. The aim of this 

analysis is thus not to quantify characteristics of the analyzed discourse. We rather 

want to gain insight into which issues about the EU-enlargement were present in the 

participants’ discourse and how these issues are discussed. Furthermore, we want to 

link these findings to the findings of the content analysis of newspapers and to the 

literature about public opinion and media impact reviewed in chapters three and four. 
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7.1.1 Topics:  

In the course of the content analysis of the recorded discussions eleven recurrent 

topics could be identified. Some of these topics were identical to the topics identified 

in the course of the analysis of the newspaper content. Other topics present in 

newspaper coverage were not reflected in the course of the discussions, while some 

topics identified in the course of the discussions could not be detected at all in Dutch 

newspaper coverage about the EU-enlargement. In the following section we will 

discuss the issues that were most prominently present in the focus groups. 

 

7.1.1.1 The culture-related issues:  

A large portion of the discussion dealt with more culture related issues concerning 

the enlargement of the European Union. These issues were also dealt with in the 

analyzed newspapers. A great deal of attention was given to Turkey’s candidacy for 

the EU, the diversity of languages that was brought about by the enlargement, as 

well as the question of whether the new member states can be considered European. 

 

Turkey:  

The topic ‘Turkey’ was the issue predominantly dealt with in newspaper coverage 

about the EU-enlargement. It also constituted one of the dominant topics in the two 

discussions held. Some of the participants even mentioned Turkey’s candidate status 

for an EU membership as the first thing that came to their mind when they thought 

about the enlargement of the European Union. Statements about Turkey’s candidacy 

mostly carried a negative tone, especially when it came to the country’s legal system 

and socio-cultural aspects:  

 

 “I think it’s quite impossible that Turkey becomes part of the EU. On a social 

 level I  find it difficult to accept them as Europeans or as members of the EU. 

 What you read about them… They have all these rules and the Koran of 

 course. It would be quite a change if such a country would join, with head 

 scarves and prison sentence and so on [sighs]! I think it’s difficult, there are 

 huge differences” (student 1)!  

 

 However, from an economic point of view, Turkey’s candidacy was also seen 

in a positive light: “I think that in terms of economy, Turkey has much more right to 



The enlargement in public opinion 

 73

belong to Europe than countries as Poland and actually the whole central part of 

Europe that has joined the European Union” (student 4). 

 These discussions about Turkey suggest that the media have had a rather 

large impact on public opinion about this issue. One of the participants even states: 

“The only thing I know about Turkey is what I see on television or read in the 

newspaper or in magazines and so on” (student 1). This is an interesting 

observation, given that the Turkish population living in the Netherlands constitutes 

one of the largest communities of foreign origin in this country. 

What constitutes the European? 

Closely related to Turkey’s candidacy for the European Union and the future of the 

enlargement in general was the issue that dealt with the question of whether the 

new member states can be considered European and what constitutes the European. 

This issue led to rather heated discussions and opposing points of views. The topic 

was present in the media debate about the EU-enlargement, however, not as 

prominently as in the discussions.  

 Some participants did not think that the new member states were as 

European as the old ones and drew a clear line between these countries and the old 

member states: “I don’t think that the new member states belong to Europe the 

same way as the old countries. That’s because I’m already used to the idea of a unity 

of the old countries. It’s probably going to take years before I remember the new list 

of new countries” (student 3). In this context it is interesting to note that many 

participants referred to the old member states as the ‘West’ and to the new member 

states as the ‘Eastern Bloc’: “I usually never say ‘Eastern Europe’. In a way I always 

say ‘Eastern Bloc’. I’ve always seen it as two blocs. The countries from the former 

Warsaw Pact; I still see a clear border in between” (student 7). The fact that the 

mean age of the participants was 24.7 years makes this observation even more 

interesting. Most of the participants were still children when the iron curtain came 

down and the Eastern Bloc as such ceased to exist. The consequent terming of 

Eastern Europe as the Eastern Bloc by the young participants suggests that the 

mass-media as well as other sources of influence still make use of this term. As 

some of the statements in the focus groups show, this symbolic segregation of 

Europe into East and West lives on in the minds of many citizens. 

 Other points of view stated that the new member states, especially in terms 

of culture, make part of Europe and that even Russia should be considered Europe. 

The question as to what makes a country European was mainly dealt with in terms of 
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geography and culture but also in terms of wealth. A rather clear consensus existed 

that city culture differed very much from culture in the countryside and that the 

capitals of the new member states were more easily recognized as European than 

the new countries’ rural areas. However, this statement was qualified by recognizing 

that also within the old member states large differences exist between city and rural 

culture.  

 

Diversity of language: 

The question of what constitutes the European came up in conjunction with 

discussions about the new diversity of language brought about by the enlargement. 

The issue was marginally covered by the Dutch newspapers, although prominently 

talked about during the discussions. 

 On one hand this new diversity of languages was seen as something positive 

and interesting: “I really think it’s great that now you get the chance to for example 

learn the various languages of Europe in school. You already get French, Spanish and 

English, but now you also get the other languages of Europe” (student 6). 

 On the other hand, the variety of different languages led many of the 

participants to negative reactions. Some of them found that the many languages 

would negatively interfere with the organizational process of the European Union and 

make it even more bureaucratic and complicated. Others even felt that the 

languages of the new countries constituted a reason for not recognizing the new 

member states as European. 

 

7.1.1.2 The politics- and economy-related topics: 

One part of the discussions focused on issues related to economy and politics that 

were also covered in the Dutch newspapers. Much attention was paid to work 

migration from the new member states to the old ones in conjunction with the 

potential investment in the new member states and the consequential emigration of 

companies to these countries. Furthermore, the discussions dealt with the costs and 

benefits of the enlargement, as well as the geo-political and economic role of the 

enlarged European Union.  

 

Work migration: 
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The issue of work migration from the new member states to the old ones constituted 

one of the dominant topics in the discussions of the focus groups. From the content 

analysis of newspaper content we have found that this issue was the second most 

covered topic within newspaper coverage about the EU-enlargement. Two sides of 

this issue came up during the discussions. On one hand, the issue was talked about 

in a negative way and framed in terms of problem: “Now that the borders are open 

for the new countries, a large migration to the West will occur. The work market here 

will crumble down completely” (student 7). Here we can clearly identify two of the 

problem frame’s characteristics as defined earlier in this study: First, the effects of 

an event or a condition are defined as problematic – the work market will cease to 

exist.   

 Second, the causes of that effect or condition are identified – the borders are 

open for workers from the new member states. Another characteristic of the problem 

frame indicates that remedies and improvements conducted by a known actor 

(usually the government) be endorsed. A little later in the discussion the same 

participant talks about the restrictions on work migration issued by the Dutch 

government: “They are very safe and surely justified. We must not open the door 

completely”. This way of talking about work migration from the new member states 

clearly reflects the way a large portion of Dutch newspapers coverage presented the 

issue. The topic ranked first regarding the use of the problem frame in newspaper 

coverage. 

 On the other hand, this position is opposed by some of the other participants. 

One of the central provisions of the European Union, the free flow of people and 

work, is recognized: “I have a problem with these restrictions. They downright 

violate one of the pillars of the European Union. Freedom of work, travel, settlement, 

etc… This is the essence of the European Union, that was the reason for the 

foundation of the European Union, because that way you can easily invest, live, and 

work across borders” (student 4)! 

Investment in the new member states: 

Another issue that came up in conjunction with the topic work migration dealt with 

investment in the new member states and the consequential emigration and 

expansion of companies to the new countries. This issue received only marginal 

attention from the Dutch newspapers, however in the course of the discussion it was 

one of the more prominent topics. Some participants were rather skeptical about 

these investments and thought that the enlargement in conjunction with work 



The enlargement in public opinion 

 76

migration to the old member states might entail a drain of workers and capital for 

the new member states: “If all the workers from the new member states move to 

the West, nothing is built up there. You need to stay were you are, you need 

companies and investment in the new member states in order to create employment 

opportunities” (student 5). In general though, investments were seen as a very 

possible and positive consequence of the EU-enlargement: “I think that many 

companies will transfer to and invest in the new countries. I can also imagine that 

they [people in the new member states] have gained self-confidence and think 

something like ‘we’re going to tackle it ourselves; we stay to live and work here 

because we want to help our country and care for it to improve” (student 2)!  

 Discussions about the investment and expansion of companies to the new 

member states did not focus merely on the new member states, (positive) effects 

were also seen for the old member states and the EU in general: “Agricultural 

companies that cannot expand here can go to Poland now, because there you have a 

lot of space and maybe fewer rules, there you can expand” (student 4). 

 

Costs and benefits: 

The issue dealing with costs and benefits of the EU-enlargement was also one of the 

prevailing topics covered by the analyzed Dutch newspapers. In both the newspapers 

and the discussions the frame ‘economic consequences’ was omnipresent with this 

issue. The views expressed diverged from economic benefits for the new member 

states to exorbitant costs for the old ones. During the discussions, the topic was also 

often framed in terms of problem: “The EU-enlargement will cost us a lot of money 

that we won’t receive back in the coming decades. The economy here already is not 

at its best and with the enlargement it’s not going to improve” (student 7). Again we 

can clearly identify two characteristics of the problem frame here: First, the effects of 

an event or a condition are defined as problematic – the economy in the Netherlands 

is bad and getting worse.  Second, the causes of that effect or condition are 

identified – the enlargement of the EU is the cause of a deterioration of the Dutch 

economy. 

 However, in some cases also economic benefits for the old member states 

were recognized. The same participant quoted above states a little later in the 

discussion: “Poland offers a lot of natural resources, a lot of economic factors that we 

can make use of very well” (student 7). 
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 Dutch newspapers employed a rather negative tone in their coverage about 

costs and benefits of the EU-enlargement. This negative tone also dominated the 

discussions about costs and benefits of the EU-enlargement in the focus groups. 

These findings suggest that the newspapers might have had a rather strong influence 

on how people think about this issue. 

 

Europe in the world: 

One of the most heated debates developed around the issue of the enlarged Union’s 

geo-political and economic role. This debate was mainly led in terms of Europe’s 

position in the world versus the United States of America. The issue was present in 

the media debate, however, not as prominently as in the discussions. The conflict 

frame was very present with this topic, especially in statements regarding the old 

and new member states’ diverging position concerning the war in Iraq. In terms of 

politics, the prevailing opinion was that with the enlargement of the European Union, 

too many countries with diverging interests were brought together which interferes 

with the goal for Europe to appear as one power bloc opposed to the United States. 

In terms of economy a positive tone prevailed, in which the EU was received as an 

economic power that could compete on a world level. 

 

7.1.1.3 The new topics: Travel and cultural integration 

In the course of the discussions about the enlargement of the European Union, two 

topics could be identified that were not present in the previously analyzed newspaper 

coverage. 

 

Traveling Europe: 

The topic ‘open borders/easy travel’ could not be identified in news coverage. In the 

discussions participants mostly spoke positively about the ease of travel that the 

enlargement of the EU has brought about. This issue mostly entailed some sense of 

curiosity about the new member states. This topic could not be identified in the 

analyzed news coverage. However, we can assume that other characteristics of 

newspaper coverage might have triggered this curiosity in travel to the new member 

states. First of all, we have stated in chapter 7.2.2.3 that Dutch journalists have 

attributed some rise of status to the new member states after the enlargement. This 

rise in status might have triggered the participants’ positive curiosity in the new 
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member states. However, the rather strong presence of this topic in the discussions 

suggests that other sources might have presented the EU-enlargement in terms of 

this issue. This study did not include a content analysis of media other than the news 

and editorial sections of newspapers. In order to find out more about how this topic 

entered public discourse, a content analysis of other sources such as newspaper 

travel supplements and electronic media content is recommended.  

 Another reason for the strong presence of this topic might be personal travel 

experience of the participants. Some of the participants reported of their visits and 

planned vacations in the new member states. This strongly suggests that the media 

alone does not constitute the only impact on public opinion about the EU-

enlargement. Direct experience with some aspects of this issue might have mediated 

the effect of this impact to a large degree. 

 

Cultural integration: 

The topic ‘cultural integration’ is the second issue that could be identified in the 

discussion groups but was not found in newspaper coverage. This topic dealt with the 

question as to whether cultural integration of an enlarged Europe was possible, 

whether it was desirable and how far it should go. The prevailing opinion was that 

cultural integration should not go too far and that each country should keep its own 

identity. One participant tells:  

  

 “I’ve been to Berlin on May first13. In front of the Brandenburg Gate each new 

 member state had a little stand where they presented their culture, the 

 beautiful things they had… It was really nice to see… These differences need 

 to make part of the European Union” (student 6).  

 

At the same time, most people thought that it was almost impossible to create 

something as one European identity or culture or that at least it was going to take a 

long time before something like that could be realized: “I think that the economic 

integration is going to happen within a couple of decades. In terms of culture it will 

certainly take a couple of centuries” (student 3).  

                                                           
13 Date of the actual enlargment 
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7.1.2 Countries mentioned most often: 

In a more quantitative step we investigated how many times the different countries 

were mentioned. These results mirror to some degree the findings of the analysis of 

newspaper content.  

 Poland was mentioned 33 times, followed by Turkey that was named 17 

times. Also in the content analysis of the newspaper content, Poland was the country 

mentioned most often, followed by Turkey. During the discussions, the Czech 

Republic was mentioned eight times, followed by Estonia and Malta, both mentioned 

five times. The name of the candidate country Romania fell four times, Lithuania was 

named twice; Hungary, Cyprus and Latvia were each mentioned once. These results 

suggest that the overt media attention that the Dutch newspapers dedicated to the 

countries Poland and Turkey has influenced newspaper readers’ opinion about these 

countries on a cognitive level. The rather high level attention that the island-state 

Cyprus had received in Dutch newspaper coverage was not reflected in the 

discussions.  

 The question raises why the Czech Republic, Estonia and Malta were 

mentioned relatively often in the course of the discussions even though these 

countries received very little attention from the Dutch newspapers. The question can 

be answered easily – as discussed above, some of the participants have been to 

these countries on vacation. The question is even answered by the participants 

themselves. Whether a country is considered European or not, “has to do with 

vacations too… Prague for example has always made part of the classic city trip 

destinations” (Student 1). 

 

7.2 Letters to the editor 

 

Only fourteen letters to the editor concerning the EU-enlargement were published by 

the analyzed newspapers in the three defined two-week periods. This number is 

rather low, considering that these newspapers publish an average number of 36.6 

letters a day. Owing to this low number of letters the results of this analysis are not 

representative of public opinion in the Netherlands as a whole. However, the analysis 

serves as a complement to the results of the focus groups, and in this way helps us 

to gain additional insight into how people perceived the EU-enlargement.  
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 Most of these letters (six) were published by the tabloid Telegraaf. The quality 

newspaper NRC Handelsblad published five letters; the mid-market paper Algemeen 

Dagblad published two. The quality paper Volkskrant lagged behind with only one 

letter to the editor dealing with the enlargement of the European Union. Between 

January 16, 2004 and January 31, 2004 six letters were published. In this period the 

Dutch government decided to put restrictions on work migration from the new 

member states. The same number of letters was published between April 23, 2004 

and May 7, 2004, the period of the actual enlargement. During the period of the 

Copenhagen Summit, that is the period from December 6, 2002 until December 21, 

2002, only two letters to the editor were published. 

 

Table 1:  

 Telegraaf 
Algemeen 

Dagblad 

NRC 

Handelsblad 
Volkskrant Total 

December 6 – 

December 21, 

2002  

1  1  2 

January 16 – 

January 31, 2004 
3  3  6 

April 23 – May 7, 

2003 
2 2 1 1 6 

Total 6 2 5 1 14 

 

7.2.1 Topics: 

In the analyzed letters to the editor seven distinct topics could be identified. The 

topic ‘work migration’ ranks first, with four of the letters dealing with this issue. It is 

followed by the topic ‘unified Europe’ with three publications. The topics ‘Turkey’ and 

‘costs and benefits’ ranked third with two letters each. One letter dealt with the topic 

‘Cyprus’, another with investments in the new member states. One letter dealt with 

the new member states’ image in the view of the old member states. This issue was 

not identified as such in the analyzed newspapers. 

 Similar to the findings of the content analysis of news coverage about the EU-

enlargement, most of the letters dealing with the issue of work migration were 

framed in terms of problem and carried a negative tone. Only one of the letters 
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carried a positive tone and framed the issue of work migration in terms of its 

economic benefits for the European Union as a whole. In chapter 7.1.2.7 we stated 

that the topic ‘Unified Europe’ could be considered a frame in itself. In the course of 

the analysis of letters to the editor we found three letters dealing with this topic that 

were also framed in this way. All of these letters carried a positive tone. Both letters 

dealing with Turkey’s candidacy for the European Union were framed in terms of 

conflict. One of the letters carried a negative tone the other a positive tone, thus 

arguing in favor for Turkey’s accession. The two letters dealing with the relative costs 

and benefits of the EU-enlargement employed a negative tone and reflected the 

‘economic consequences’ frame. Only one letter was dedicated to the topic of 

Cyprus, which ranked third among the topics identified in newspaper coverage. One 

new topic came up in the course of this content analysis that could not be identified 

in the analyzed newspapers. This topic dealt with the new member states’, in 

particular Poland’s, image in the view of the old member states. It is of interest to 

note that this letter was written by a Polish citizen residing in the Netherlands. All 

other letters were written by Dutch citizens. 

 

7.2.2 Frames:  

Four of the letters dealing with the enlargement of the European Union were framed 

in terms of the enlargement’s economic consequences. The problem frame was found 

in three of the letters, all dealing with the topic of work migration. Both letters 

dealing with Turkey’s candidacy, as well as the letter dealing with the accession of 

the divided island-state Cyprus, were framed in terms of conflict. All letters dealing 

with the unification of Europe carried the ‘Unified Europe’ frame. These results mirror 

those of the analyzed newspapers.  

 

7.2.3 Tone: 

The tone of the analyzed letters was rather evenly distributed with seven letters 

using a negative and six letters a positive tone. Only one letter carried a neutral or 

balanced tone. We assume that this has been the case due to the inherent nature of 

letters to the editor – citizens that write letters to the editor tend to have strong 

opinions about the issue their letters deal with. That is to say, their points of view 

about an issue will be subjective, rather than neutral or impartial. 
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7.2.4 Focus: 

Half of the analyzed letters had a domestic focus, thus presenting (aspects of) the 

EU-enlargement as having a foremost influence on the Netherlands, rather than on 

the EU as a whole or on the new member states. Four of the letters focused on the 

EU as a whole; only three presented the EU-enlargement as having a foremost 

impact on the new member states. 

 

7.2.5 Countries mentioned most often: 

In terms of the countries mentioned most often in the letters to the editor, a rather 

striking resemblance to the content of the analyzed newspapers was found: Five of 

the letters mentioned Poland, whereas two mentioned Turkey. In five cases no 

country was mentioned at all. Only one letter named Cyprus, and another one 

mentioned Hungary. 

 

7.3 Concluding remarks 

 

Comparing the discussions and letters to the editor about the Enlargement of the 

European Union to Dutch newspaper coverage about the same issue, we have found 

substantial evidence that the media have, to a large degree, influenced what readers 

think about and also how they think about certain issues. If we apply our findings to 

the theory concerning media impact, outlined in chapter four, we come to several 

conclusions:  

 The agenda-setting theory, which suggests that the media influences the 

range of issues that media recipients think about, can to some degree be affirmed. 

This is more true for some topics than for others. Some of the topics that dominated 

the media debate about the enlargement of the EU also prevailed in the discussions 

and the letters to the editor. The topics ‘Turkey’, ‘work migration’ and ‘costs and 

benefits’, which dominated the media debate regarding enlargement, also dominated 

the discussions and the letters to the editor. However, this is only true for topics with 

which participants had little direct experience. Many other topics, such as those 

dealing with travel, diversity of languages and European cultural integration, were 

rather prominent during the discussions, but only marginally or not at all covered by 

the analyzed newspapers. 
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 We have come to similar results in terms of countries mentioned most often. 

We have seen that Turkey and Poland received most media attention and also 

dominated the debate in the analyzed data of public opinion. Other countries that 

were recurrently mentioned in the discussions only received little attention in the 

analyzed news coverage. This suggests that the agenda setting theory works best for 

topics and aspects of media discourse that citizens have only marginal or no direct 

experience with.  

 These findings suggest that the participants of the focus groups and the letter 

writers got their information on EU-enlargement from elsewhere. Some of the 

sources that might have influenced public opinion of the enlargement might be 

constituted by mass-media channels other than newspapers. In order to find out 

more about how these topics entered public discourse, a content analysis of other 

sources, such as newspaper supplements and electronic media content, is 

recommended. 

 However, although the news media certainly constitutes a dominant influence 

on public opinion of EU-enlargement, this study suggests that the direct experience 

of citizens should not be under-estimated. We can assume that many issues 

emerged during the discussions resulted from direct experiences that the participants 

underwent, for example, through travel to Central and Eastern Europe, and personal 

contacts with people from the new member states. In particular, our findings suggest 

further support for Gabel’s (1998) findings regarding the utilitarian approach 

concerning support for EU integration. This approach suggests that citizens’ support 

for integration is positively related to their welfare gains from integrative policy. In 

the course of the discussion groups this approach was affirmed by positive 

statements when it came to personal benefits that the EU-enlargement has brought 

about for some of the participants. This was especially true for the topic ‘open 

borders/travel’. This topic was exclusively presented in a positive tone and in terms 

of individual experiences and prospects. 

 Norris’ (2000) findings concerning the influence of biased news on public 

opinion are supported by our findings. She states that public opinion will be 

influenced if an issue receives an extensive amount of media coverage and if this 

coverage is presented with a strong directional bias. The negative tone that prevailed 

in the most prominent topics in newspaper coverage was reflected during the 

discussions and letters to the editor. In the analyzed newspapers the topics ‘Turkey’ 

and ‘work migration’, as well as the topic ‘costs and benefits’, were among those 
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most extensively covered and presented in a predominantly negative tone. This 

negative tone was clearly reflected in the analyzed discussions and letters to the 

editor.  

 In terms of framing, we have come to similar conclusions. We found that the 

problem frame most prominent in the topic ‘work migration’ was reflected in this 

same topic in the discussions. The frame ‘economic consequences’ that dominated 

the topic ‘costs and benefits’ in the analyzed news coverage was reflected in the 

discussions and letters to the editor. This suggests that the framing of an issue in 

terms of ‘problem’ or ‘economic consequences’ by the news media in fact influences 

public opinion about certain issues.  

 No strong evidence could be found that the conflict frame, used so often in 

news coverage, concerning enlargement of the EU, has affected public opinion. This 

conclusion differs from de Vreese’s (2003) findings on the reflections of the conflict 

frame in public opinion. The reason for this discrepancy might stem from the 

disparate research methods used. De Vreese investigated media impact through 

experiments with individuals. Participants were shown an experimentally 

manipulated news story that was framed in terms of conflict. After the viewing the 

participants had to fill in a set of questionnaires. We suggest that this method might 

not have been completely adequate. Questions that are asked in polls and after 

experiments fall outside of the everyday discourse of the respondents. Therefore 

respondents may then have to switch to an elite and media type of discourse that 

very likely replicates characteristics used in news media’s content. Data from focus 

group discussions and analyses of letters to the editor seem more situated in the 

context of respondents’ everyday discursive practices.  
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8. Conclusion and discussion 

 

The present study offers empirical findings to the questions of how the EU-

enlargement was covered by Dutch newspapers and how this coverage has 

influenced public opinion about the same subject. We have analyzed Dutch 

newspaper coverage about the enlargement and studied public opinion about the 

same topic by analyzing discussion groups and letters to the editor.  

 The working assumption of this paper is that public support for the EU and its 

policies is crucial for the success and continuity of an economically, politically and 

culturally integrated Europe. Media representations of the EU might be a decisive 

factor affecting public opinion about the EU. Furthermore, the author of this study 

points to the norms of balanced news coverage. Diverse information about and 

served by various actors and about various sides of an issue is a prerequisite for an 

informed public debate. It follows that this study contributes to research on media 

representations about EU integration and their influences on public opinion in light of 

the biggest enlargement of the Union in history. Furthermore, the value of this study 

lies in its explorative nature, challenging and supporting some of the most current 

and contended theories about news values and the influence of media content on 

public opinion.  

 In this chapter, the most important findings and conclusions of this study will 

be presented. We will start with a section on the results and discussion of our 

content analysis of newspaper coverage. This section will be followed by a discussion 

of the results of our public opinion data, consisting of analyses of discussion groups 

and letters to the editor dealing with the topic of the enlargement of the European 

Union. A closing section will discuss the methodological shortcomings of the present 

study and formulate recommendation for further research in the field of mass media 

impact on public opinion about EU related issues. 

  Coverage about the EU-enlargement was found to be rather extensive. This 

contradicts de Vreese’s (2003) and Norris’s (2000) findings about the rather 

marginal media attention that EU-related issues receive from the Dutch media. 

 On a content level, the analysis of Dutch newspapers shows a rather 

consistent pattern of presenting the enlargement of the European Union. A large part 

of our results could be explained through the news value theory that in turn was 

supported by our findings. 
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 News stories about the EU-enlargement were mostly framed in terms of 

conflict. This can be explained through the news factor conflict which has been found 

to heighten an event’s news value. The problem frame was mostly present during 

the period in which the Dutch government decided to put restrictions on work 

migration from the new member states to the old ones. This frame was then also 

mostly present among articles that dealt with the issue of work migration.  

 Two other frames were identified that were not defined prior to the content 

analysis: The frame ‘unified Europe’ presented the enlargement of the European 

Union as something desirable and an act of solidarity. Articles carrying this frame 

present the division of Europe and the Communist rule to which the new member 

states have been subjected as something objectionable. A large part of the analyzed 

articles carried the frame ‘economic consequences’. This frame implies the 

presentation of the EU-enlargement in terms of the economic consequences that it 

might have on countries, individual persons, groups or institutions.  

 A negative tone dominated most of the analyzed articles. We can assume that 

Dutch journalists might have used a negative tone when reporting about the EU-

enlargement in order to heighten the issue’s news value.  

 The number of stories that make use of sources from actors from the new 

member states is relatively low, given that the new member states certainly 

underwent most of the impact of the EU-enlargement. The author of this study 

wishes to point to norms of balance in news coverage. Diverse information about and 

served by various actors and about various sides of any issue is a prerequisite for an 

informed public debate. 

 The lowest number of articles using sources from the new member states was 

found during the second time period investigated, during which the Dutch 

government decided to put restrictions on work migration from the new member 

states. This can partly be explained due to the fact that during the other two time 

periods investigated, Dutch journalists were present at the gathering of EU-

representatives and representatives of the new member states. This facilitated 

access to sources from the new countries. This study also tentatively suggests that 

after the actual enlargement the new member states might have gained in terms of 

status in the eyes of Dutch journalists and that way created an increase in (in-)direct 

quotes from actors from the new countries. 

 Only few articles made use of quotes from actors that did not belong to the 

group of people that dealt with EU-issues on a full-time base. For an explanation of 



Conclusion and discussion 

 87

these results we draw on the news factor personal influence, referring to the political 

power of the involved persons. Quotes from official news sources therefore heighten 

an event’s news value. A rather large increase in the use of these so-called ‘non-

official sources’ could be observed in the third period investigated. This might be due 

to a large number of articles dealing with apolitical topics published during this 

period. 

 The news value theory has also been helpful in explaining why some of the 

new member- or candidate states received more media attention than others. The 

news value political proximity serves as an explanatory variable for the large 

percentage of articles that predominantly mentioned the country Poland. The 

country’s large size and its strong economic bonds with the Netherlands constitute a 

high news value. 

 The high number of articles that mentioned the countries Turkey and Cyprus 

can be explained through the news value conflict. Both of these countries were 

involved in rather controversial situations regarding their candidacy for an EU 

membership. Other new member- or candidate states of the European Union have 

received very little or no media attention at all. This can be explained through a lack 

of news factors present with issues surrounding these countries. 

 Moreover, this study supports de Vreese’s (2003) findings that EU-related 

issues are presented as domestic stories except for periods in which EU-

representatives meet at summits. Again this can be explained through the news 

factor ethnocentrism. The content analysis also shows that a large increase of 

articles that focus on the new member states occurred in the period of the actual 

enlargement. This suggests that the new member states might have gained in terms 

of the news factor national centrality, which indicates a foreign country’s status in 

the eyes of Dutch journalists. 

 This study also suggests that the EU-enlargement was not presented as one 

coherent story. In fact, news coverage about the enlargement was presented in 

terms of a handful of events and issues. The reason for the overt attention that some 

of the identified topics received in Dutch newspaper coverage can also be explained 

by means of the news value theory. The news factors conflict justified the large 

number of articles that was published about the topics dealing with Turkey’s 

candidacy for the EU and the failed re-unification of the divided island-state Cyprus. 

The prominence of the topic ‘Turkey’ can to some degree also be explained through 

the news factor ethnocentrism. Due to the large Turkish population living in the 
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Netherlands this issue might have been conceived as a rather domestic one by Dutch 

journalists.  

 The reason why the topic ‘work migration’ received a rather large portion of 

news coverage can also be explained by means of the news factor ethnocentrism. By 

presenting the issue as having an impact on the Netherlands rather than on the new 

member states its news value was increased. 

 Our data concerning public opinion about the EU-enlargement suggest some 

support for the theories reviewed and used for the purpose of this study. However, 

for most of these theories this support is limited. First of all, we have found some 

striking similarities between the news agenda and the public agenda about the 

enlargement of the Union. This support of the agenda-setting theory seems to be 

limited to topics with which media recipients have little direct experience though. Our 

findings suggest that the direct experience of citizens should not be underestimated 

in its impact on the public agenda. So we could, for example, see that the topics 

‘Turkey’ and ‘work migration’ that received a great deal of media attention were 

equally present in the discussions and the letters to the editor dealing with the EU-

enlargement. Other topics like ‘travel’ that came up during the discussion groups 

were not present at all in the analyzed newspapers. This suggests that people 

formed some of their opinions about aspects about the enlargement of the European 

Union on the base of personal direct experience rather than on media content.  

 Furthermore, we have found strong reason to suppose that news stories 

framed in terms of problem have a strong impact on public opinion. This frame 

identified with the topic of work migration in news coverage, was equally reflected in 

our public opinion data. The same findings also apply to events framed in terms of 

their economic consequences. No strong evidence could be found for the influence of 

the conflict frame on public opinion. We want to argue that calling a frame focusing 

on tension, disagreement, conflict, controversy and other diverging aspects between 

various entities a ‘conflict frame’ (de Vreese, 2003, p.165) is framing in itself. We 

suggest frames showing some of the above mentioned characteristics might 

alternatively be called ‘debate frames’. Furthermore, we want to suggest that the 

conflict or debate frame’s impact on public opinion might be other than the mere 

reflection of this frame in public discourse as suggested by de Vreese (2003).  In 

order to know more about the impact of this frame, further research is strongly 

recommended. 
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 Much support could be found for Norris’s approach regarding the impact of 

extensive and biased news coverage’s on public opinion. The negative tone that 

dominated the media debate about the EU-enlargement was also reflected in the 

analyzed public opinion data. These findings again point to the need for a balanced 

news coverage about issues of public interest.  

 

8.1 Methodological discussion 

 

At this point we want to discuss the methodological limits and shortcomings of this 

study and formulate recommendation for further research in the field of mass media 

impact on public opinion about EU related issues. 

 This study has investigated news and editorial sections of national Dutch 

newspapers. While we have established in chapter 6.1.1 that the national print media 

both reflect and stimulate other mass media coverage, the results of the focus 

groups give us reason to believe that mass media and media content other than 

news might have influenced public opinion about the EU-enlargement. Further 

content analyses of these other media types and media contents is highly 

recommended if we want to know more about what role the media have played in 

influencing public opinion about the EU-enlargement and about EU-related issues in 

general.   

 The decision to focus on Dutch news coverage was mainly based on financial 

and temporal reasons, but also on the fact that public opinion in the Netherlands 

about the EU-enlargement mirrors that of the overall EU population (see chapter 

3.1). However, this study provides us with strong reasons to assume that other 

factors than the news media influence public opinion on EU issues. In particular, our 

findings suggest further support for Gabel’s (1998) findings regarding the utilitarian 

approach concerning support for EU integration. This approach suggests that citizens’ 

support for integration is positively related to their welfare gains from integrative 

policy. In particular, he finds that public support for EU integration differs between 

residents of border regions and residents of non-border regions within the EU. The 

argumentation goes that the welfare gains of citizens of border regions are more 

positively or negatively affected by certain integrative policies like the EU-

enlargement than citizens who reside further away from the borders (Gabel, 1998, p. 

337). This provides us with a strong reason to assume that public support in 
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countries that differ in their geographical position regarding neighboring countries, 

also differ in terms of support for EU-integration.  

 Furthermore, this study has found strong support for the news value theory. 

For historical, political, and socio-economic reasons, some news factors are more 

present in some EU countries than others. We can thus assume that EU countries’ 

media agenda will differ due to different news factors at stake in the various 

countries and regions. To find out more about news factors impact on the media 

agenda makes comparative research into other country’s media coverage about the 

EU-enlargement a highly recommendable and viable enterprise.  

 A large part of our content analysis was conducted in a deductive manner, 

that is to say predefined categories were applied to the analysis in order to identify 

recurrent structures and characteristics of the analyzed text. This has worked well for 

such characteristics as the tone of an article or the question as to whether actors 

from the new member states were used as news sources. For the frame analysis a 

more inductive approach might have been preferable. Prior to the analysis we have 

defined two frames that were looked for during the analysis. The results showed that 

many of the analyzed news stories did not carry any of those two frames, which 

brought us to the assumption that other dominant frames had been present. Two of 

these frames could be identified and were applied to the public opinion data of the 

second part of this study. However, we recommend further research into the framing 

of news to start from an inductive approach that identifies existing frames of a text 

during the course of the content analysis. 

 The second part of our study aimed at getting further insight into how public 

opinion has been affected by news coverage about the EU-enlargement. The small 

number of focus groups held as well as the composition of these groups, together 

with the small number of letters to the editor found and analyzed does not allow us 

to draw strong conclusions about the state of public opinion in the Netherlands in 

general. However, these analyses were more explorative in nature. We have found 

focus groups and letters to the editor more adequate methods to research media 

impact than surveys and experiments. We have succeeded in gaining further insight 

in existing opinions and public agenda regarding the EU-enlargement. We suggest 

that further research about media impact should take a more qualitative oriented 

approach, making use of for example focus groups and in-depth interviews that 

might be more situated in the context of respondents’ everyday discursive practices. 
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 Finally, this study has investigated the influence of media content on public 

opinion. This dynamic is not a purely unidirectional one as also implied in the news 

value theory. Further research should be undertaken that investigates the influence 

of public opinion on news content.  

 The relevance of this study can be found in its explorative nature. In 

particular it has furthered our understanding of news coverage about the EU-

enlargement and its impact on public opinion. Moreover, we have at the same time 

found support for and challenged some of the most current and contended theories 

about news values and the influence of media content on public opinion.  
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Appendix A: Results from content analysis of Dutch newspapers 

 

Time periods: 

Period 1: December 6 – December 21, 2002 (period of the Copenhagen Summit) 

Period 2: January 16 – January 31, 2004 (period in which the Dutch government 

decided to limit work migration from new member states) 

Period 3: April 23 – May 7, 2004 (period of the actual enlargement)  

 

a. Newspaper * time slot cross tabulation 

 

time slot   

  

  

  Period 1 Period 2 Period 3 Total 

Count 58 32 53 143 NRC 

Handelsblad % within 

newspaper 
40.6% 22.4% 37.1% 100.0% 

Count 36 25 42 103 Volkskrant 

% within 

newspaper 
35.0% 24.3% 40.8% 100.0% 

Count 23 10 30 63 Algemeen 

Dagblad % within 

newspaper 
36.5% 15.9% 47.6% 100.0% 

Count 34 18 48 100 Telegraaf 

% within 

newspaper 
34.0% 18.0% 48.0% 100.0% 

Count 14 6 9 29 Spits 

% within 

newspaper 
48.3% 20.7% 31.0% 100.0% 

Count 11 6 11 28 

newspaper 

Metro 

% within 

newspaper 
39.3% 21.4% 39.3% 100.0% 

Count 176 97 193 466 Total 

% within 

newspaper 
37.8% 20.8% 41.4% 100.0% 
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b. Time slot * size and position cross tabulation 

size and position Total   

  

  

large 

top 

large 

bottom 

medium 

top 

medium 

bottom small top 

small 

bottom   

Period 1 Count 28 2 50 17 37 42 176 

  % within 

time slot 
15.9% 1.1% 28.4% 9.7% 21.0% 23.9% 100.0% 

Period 2 Count 14 3 14 17 19 30 97 

  % within 

time slot 
14.4% 3.1% 14.4% 17.5% 19.6% 30.9% 100.0% 

Period 3 Count 45 0 51 35 31 31 193 

  % within 

time slot 
23.3% .0% 26.4% 18.1% 16.1% 16.1% 100.0% 

Total Count 87 5 115 69 87 103 466 

  % within 

time slot 
18.7% 1.1% 24.7% 14.8% 18.7% 22.1% 100.0% 
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c. newspaper * frames cross tabulation 

 

frames Total   

  

  problem conflict none both   

NRC 

Handelsblad 

Count 
6 77 55 5 143 

  % within 

newspaper 
4.2% 53.8% 38.5% 3.5% 100.0% 

Volkskrant Count 11 49 37 6 103 

  % within 

newspaper 
10.7% 47.6% 35.9% 5.8% 100.0% 

Algemeen 

Dagblad 

Count 
10 29 18 6 63 

  % within 

newspaper 
15.9% 46.0% 28.6% 9.5% 100.0% 

Telegraaf Count 16 37 35 12 100 

  % within 

newspaper 
16.0% 37.0% 35.0% 12.0% 100.0% 

Spits Count 5 12 10 2 29 

  % within 

newspaper 
17.2% 41.4% 34.5% 6.9% 100.0% 

Metro Count 4 12 10 2 28 

newspaper 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  % within 

newspaper 
14.3% 42.9% 35.7% 7.1% 100.0% 

Total Count 52 216 165 33 466 

  % within 

newspaper 
11.2% 46.4% 35.4% 7.1% 100.0% 
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d. Time slot * frames cross tabulation 

 

frames Total   

  

  

  problem conflict none both   

Period 1 Count 10 97 61 8 176 

  % within time 

slot 
5.7% 55.1% 34.7% 4.5% 100.0% 

Period 2 

 

Count 
16 48 27 6 97 

  % within time 

slot 
16.5% 49.5% 27.8% 6.2% 100.0% 

Period 3 Count 26 71 77 19 193 

time slot 

  

  

  

  

  

  % within time 

slot 
13.5% 36.8% 39.9% 9.8% 100.0% 

Total Count 52 216 165 33 466 

  % within time 

slot 
11.2% 46.4% 35.4% 7.1% 100.0% 
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e. Newspaper * tone cross tabulation 

tone 
  

  
Total 

  

  

  

  

  

  

neutral/balanced negative positive   

NRC 

Handelsblad 
Count 46 57 40 143 

  
% within

newspaper 
32.2% 39.9% 28.0% 100.0% 

Volkskrant Count 22 45 36 103 

  
% within

newspaper 
21.4% 43.7% 35.0% 100.0% 

Algemeen 

Dagblad 
Count 17 36 10 63 

  
% within

newspaper 
27.0% 57.1% 15.9% 100.0% 

Telegraaf Count 33 48 19 100 

  
% within

newspaper 
33.0% 48.0% 19.0% 100.0% 

Spits Count 15 12 2 29 

  
% within

newspaper 
51.7% 41.4% 6.9% 100.0% 

Metro Count 7 14 7 28 

newspaper 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
% within

newspaper 
25.0% 50.0% 25.0% 100.0% 

Total   Count 140 212 114 466 

    
% within

newspaper 
30.0% 45.5% 24.5% 100.0% 
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f. Time slot * tone cross tabulation 

 

tone   

  

  

  

neutral/bal

anced negative positive Total 

Count 59 75 42 176 Period 1 

% within time 

slot 
33.5% 42.6% 23.9% 100.0% 

Count 29 48 20 97 Period 2 

% within time 

slot 
29.9% 49.5% 20.6% 100.0% 

Count 52 89 52 193 

time slot 

Period 3 

% within time 

slot 
26.9% 46.1% 26.9% 100.0% 

Count 140 212 114 466 Total 

% within time 

slot 
30.0% 45.5% 24.5% 100.0% 

 

 

g. Time slot * actors from new member states cross tabulation 

 

actors from new 

member states 

  

  

  

  yes no Total 

Count 63 113 176 Period 1 

% within time 

slot 
35.8% 64.2% 100.0% 

Count 21 76 97 Period 2 

% within time 

slot 
21.6% 78.4% 100.0% 

Count 58 135 193 

time slot 

Period 3 

% within time 

slot 
30.1% 69.9% 100.0% 

Count 142 324 466 Total 

% within time 

slot 
30.5% 69.5% 100.0% 
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h. Newspaper * actors from new member states cross tabulation 

 

actors from new 

member states 

  

  

  

  yes no Total 

Count 51 92 143 NRC 

Handelsblad % within 

newspaper 
35.7% 64.3% 100.0% 

Count 29 74 103 Volkskrant 

% within 

newspaper 
28.2% 71.8% 100.0% 

Count 19 44 63 Algemeen 

Dagblad % within 

newspaper 
30.2% 69.8% 100.0% 

Count 33 67 100 Telegraaf 

% within 

newspaper 
33.0% 67.0% 100.0% 

Count 5 24 29 Spits 

% within 

newspaper 
17.2% 82.8% 100.0% 

Count 5 23 28 

newspaper 

Metro 

% within 

newspaper 
17.9% 82.1% 100.0% 

Count 142 324 466 Total 

% within 

newspaper 
30.5% 69.5% 100.0% 
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i. Newspaper * non official sources cross tabulation 

 

non official sources   

  

  

  yes no Total 

Count 29 114 143 NRC 

Handelsblad % within 

newspaper 
20.3% 79.7% 100.0% 

Count 16 87 103 Volkskrant 

% within 

newspaper 
15.5% 84.5% 100.0% 

Count 15 48 63 Algemeen 

Dagblad % within 

newspaper 
23.8% 76.2% 100.0% 

Count 18 82 100 Telegraaf 

% within 

newspaper 
18.0% 82.0% 100.0% 

Count 1 28 29 Spits 

% within 

newspaper 
3.4% 96.6% 100.0% 

Count 2 26 28 

newspaper 

Metro 

% within 

newspaper 
7.1% 92.9% 100.0% 

Count 81 385 466 Total 

% within 

newspaper 
17.4% 82.6% 100.0% 
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j. Time slot * non official sources cross tabulation 

 

non official sources   

  

  

  yes no Total 

Count 23 153 176 Period 1 

% within time 

slot 
13.1% 86.9% 100.0% 

Count 10 87 97 Period 2 

% within time 

slot 
10.3% 89.7% 100.0% 

Count 48 145 193 

time slot 

Period 3 

% within time 

slot 
24.9% 75.1% 100.0% 

Count 81 385 466 Total 

% within time 

slot 
17.4% 82.6% 100.0% 
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k. Newspaper * focus cross tabulation 

 

focus Total 

  

  

  

  Domestic 

New 

member 

states Foreign EU 

Specific old 

member state 

other than the 

Netherlands   

NRC 

Handelsblad 

Count 
22 54 6 56 5 143 

  % within 

newspaper 
15.4% 37.8% 4.2% 39.2% 3.5% 100.0% 

Volkskrant Count 23 32 2 43 3 103 

  % within 

newspaper 
22.3% 31.1% 1.9% 41.7% 2.9% 100.0% 

Algemeen 

Dagblad 

Count 
16 21 0 23 3 63 

  % within 

newspaper 
25.4% 33.3% .0% 36.5% 4.8% 100.0% 

Telegraaf Count 19 41 1 36 3 100 

  % within 

newspaper 
19.0% 41.0% 1.0% 36.0% 3.0% 100.0% 

Spits Count 4 6 2 14 3 29 

  % within 

newspaper 
13.8% 20.7% 6.9% 48.3% 10.3% 100.0% 

Metro Count 9 7 0 8 4 28 

  % within 

newspaper 
32.1% 25.0% .0% 28.6% 14.3% 100.0% 

Total Count 93 161 11 180 21 466 

  % within 

newspaper 
20.0% 34.5% 2.4% 38.6% 4.5% 100.0% 
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l. Time slot * focus cross tabulation 

  

  
domestic 

new 

member 

states 

foreign EU 

specific old 

member 

state other 

than nl 

 Total 

Count 16 56 2 96 6 176 
Period 1 

  
% within

time slot 
9.1% 31.8% 1.1% 54.5% 3.4% 100.0% 

Count 47 24   25 1 97 
Period 2 

  
% within

time slot 
48.5% 24.7%   25.8% 1.0% 100.0% 

Count 30 81 9 59 14 193 
Period 3 

  
% within

time slot 
15.5% 42.0% 4.7% 30.6% 7.3% 100.0% 

Count 93 161 11 180 21 466 
Total  

  
% within

time slot 
20.0% 34.5% 2.4% 38.6% 4.5% 100.0% 

 

m. Countries mentioned most often * frequencies 

  Frequency Percent 
Valid 

Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Poland 116 24.9 24.9 24.9 

None 

mentioned 
109 23.4 23.4 48.3 

Turkey 91 19.5 19.5 67.8 

Cyprus 41 8.8 8.8 76.6 

All 10

mentioned 

equally 

25 5.4 5.4 82.0 

Hungary 23 4.9 4.9 86.9 

Czech 

republic 
14 3.0 3.0 89.9 

Latvia 11 2.4 2.4 92.3 

Estonia 9 1.9 1.9 94.2 

Lithuania 9 1.9 1.9 96.1 

Malta 6 1.3 1.3 97.4 

Slovakia 4 .9 .9 98.3 

Bulgaria 4 .9 .9 99.1 

Romania 3 .6 .6 99.8 

Slovenia 1 .2 .2 100.0 

Total 466 100.0 100.0   

 



Appendix A: Results from content analysis of Dutch newspapers 
 

 106

n. Topics * frequencies 

   Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

 Turkey 77 16.5 16.5 16.5 

 Work migration 49 10.5 10.5 27.0 

 Cyprus 40 8.6 8.6 35.6 

 Negotiations Copenhagen Summit 34 7.3 7.3 42.9 

 Costs and benefits 28 6.0 6.0 48.9 

 Organization of enlarged EU 26 5.6 5.6 54.5 

 Enlargement festivities 22 4.7 4.7 59.2 

 Public opinion in new member states 20 4.3 4.3 63.5 

 Public opinion in old member states 14 3.0 3.0 66.5 

 Trade 14 3.0 3.0 69.5 

 Unified Europe 14 3.0 3.0 72.5 

 International relations 12 2.6 2.6 75.1 

 Crime 10 2.1 2.1 77.3 

 Environment 10 2.1 2.1 79.4 

 Europeaness 9 1.9 1.9 81.3 

 Domestic policy issues new member states 7 1.5 1.5 82.8 

 Anti-Semitism, racism in new member

states 

6 1.3 1.3 84.1 

 Future enlargement 6 1.3 1.3 85.4 

 Language culture 6 1.3 1.3 86.7 

 Referendum about enlargement 5 1.1 1.1 87.8 

 Euro 5 1.1 1.1 88.8 

 Protests enlargement 5 1.1 1.1 89.9 

 Geopolitical and economic role of EU 5 1.1 1.1 91.0 

 Food 5 1.1 1.1 92.1 

 Dutch position in organization of

enlargement process 

5 1.1 1.1 93.1 

 Publicity campaign EU 5 1.1 1.1 94.2 

 MEP salaries 4 .9 .9 95.1 

 Migration from outside EU 4 .9 .9 95.9 

 Poverty, unemployment 3 .6 .6 96.6 

 Organization Copenhagen Summit 3 .6 .6 97.2 

 Investment in new member states 3 .6 .6 97.9 

 EP elections 3 .6 .6 98.5 

 Organization of enlargement process 2 .4 .4 98.9 

 Demographic characteristics new member

states 

2 .4 .4 99.4 

 Geography 2 .4 .4 99.8 

 Economic characteristics of new member

states 

1 .2 .2 100.0 

 Total 466 100.0 100.0   
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o. Topics * frequencies for time period 1 

  Frequency Percent 
Valid 

Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Turkey 48 27.3 27.3 27.3 

negotiations Copenhagen summit 34 19.3 19.3 46.6 

Costs and benefits 10 5.7 5.7 52.3 

Organization of enlarged EU 10 5.7 5.7 58.0 

Public opinion in new member states 10 5.7 5.7 63.6 

Unified Europe 7 4.0 4.0 67.6 

Dutch position in organization of enlargement

process 
5 2.8 2.8 70.5 

Europeaness 5 2.8 2.8 73.3 

Cyprus 5 2.8 2.8 76.1 

Referendum about enlargement 5 2.8 2.8 79.0 

Environment 4 2.3 2.3 81.3 

Work migration 4 2.3 2.3 83.5 

Public opinion in old member states 4 2.3 2.3 85.8 

Organization Copenhagen Summit 3 1.7 1.7 87.5 

Trade 3 1.7 1.7 89.2 

Future enlargement 3 1.7 1.7 90.9 

Protests enlargement 2 1.1 1.1 92.0 

Euro 2 1.1 1.1 93.2 

Food 2 1.1 1.1 94.3 

Geopolitical and economic role of EU 2 1.1 1.1 95.5 

Crime 1 .6 .6 96.0 

Anti-Semitism, racism in new member states 1 .6 .6 96.6 

Organization of enlargement process 1 .6 .6 97.2 

Language, culture 1 .6 .6 97.7 

Poverty, unemployment 1 .6 .6 98.3 

Investment in new member states 1 .6 .6 98.9 

Geography 1 .6 .6 99.4 

Domestic policy issue new member states 1 .6 .6 100.0 

Total 176 100.0 100.0   
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p. Topics * frequencies for time period 2 

 

  Frequency Percent 
Valid 

Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

work migration 32 33.0 33.0 33.0 

Turkey 23 23.7 23.7 56.7 

Organization of enlarged EU 7 7.2 7.2 63.9 

Publicity campaign EU 5 5.2 5.2 69.1 

MEP salaries 4 4.1 4.1 73.2 

Domestic policy issue new member states 3 3.1 3.1 76.3 

Migration from outside EU 3 3.1 3.1 79.4 

Cyprus 3 3.1 3.1 82.5 

Anti-Semitism, racism in new member states 3 3.1 3.1 85.6 

Geopolitical and economic role of EU 2 2.1 2.1 87.6 

Costs and benefits 2 2.1 2.1 89.7 

International relations 2 2.1 2.1 91.8 

Crime 2 2.1 2.1 93.8 

Protests enlargement 1 1.0 1.0 94.8 

PO in old member states 1 1.0 1.0 95.9 

EP elections 1 1.0 1.0 96.9 

Food 1 1.0 1.0 97.9 

Environment 1 1.0 1.0 99.0 

Euro 1 1.0 1.0 100.0 

Total 97 100.0 100.0   
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q. Topics * frequencies for time period 3 

  Frequency Percent 
Valid 

Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Cyprus 32 16.6 16.6 16.6 

Enlargement festivities 22 11.4 11.4 28.0 

Costs and benefits 16 8.3 8.3 36.3 

Work migration 13 6.7 6.7 43.0 

Trade 11 5.7 5.7 48.7 

International relations 10 5.2 5.2 53.9 

Public opinion in new member states 10 5.2 5.2 59.1 

Public opinion in old member states 9 4.7 4.7 63.7 

Organization of enlarged EU 9 4.7 4.7 68.4 

Crime 7 3.6 3.6 72.0 

Unified Europe 7 3.6 3.6 75.6 

Turkey 6 3.1 3.1 78.8 

Language, culture 5 2.6 2.6 81.3 

Environment 5 2.6 2.6 83.9 

Europeaness 4 2.1 2.1 86.0 

Future enlargement 3 1.6 1.6 87.6 

Domestic policy issue new member states 3 1.6 1.6 89.1 

Investment in new member states 2 1.0 1.0 90.2 

Euro 2 1.0 1.0 91.2 

Poverty, unemployment 2 1.0 1.0 92.2 

Protests enlargement 2 1.0 1.0 93.3 

Anti-Semitism, racism in new member states 2 1.0 1.0 94.3 

Food 2 1.0 1.0 95.3 

EP elections 2 1.0 1.0 96.4 

Demographic characteristics new member

states 
2 1.0 1.0 97.4 

Geography 1 .5 .5 97.9 

Organization of enlargement process 1 .5 .5 98.4 

Economic characteristics of new member

states 
1 .5 .5 99.0 

Geopolitical and economic role of EU 1 .5 .5 99.5 

Migration from outside EU 1 .5 .5 100.0 

Total 193 100.0 100.0   
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Appendix B: Focus groups 

1. Participants: 

In the two focus groups held, nine students participated. After the discussions they 

were asked to fill in a short questionnaire asking for some personal details regarding 

their age, gender, field of study, political involvement and newspaper use. 

Some background details of those students who have been cited in the course of this 

study will be presented here: 

 

Student 1 is a female, 20 years old student of communication science. She states to 

discuss politics with friends and family members often. She reads Telegraaf 

regularly. Student one neither votes for the national, nor for the European 

Parliament. 

 

Student 2 is a male, 23 years old student of communication science. He states to 

sometimes discuss politics with friends and family. Student 2 is a reader of 

Volkskrant. He votes for both the national and European Parliament. 

 

Student 3 is a male, 24 years old student of communication science. He states to 

discuss politics often with friends and family. He reads Volkskrant and votes for the 

national parliament. He doesn’t vote for the European Parliament. 

 

Student 4 is a male, 34 years old law student who states to discuss politics very 

often. He reads Telegraaf and votes for the national and European Parliament. 

 

Student 5 is a female, 25 years old student of communication science. She states to 

discuss politics often and reads Volkskrant. She votes both the national and 

European Parliament. 

 

Student 6 is a male, 26 years old student of film and television science who states 

to discuss politics often. He reads Telegraaf and doesn’t vote for the national 

parliament. He votes for the European Parliament. 
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Student 7 is a male, 23 years old student of European Studies. He states to discuss 

politics sometimes with friends and family members. He reads Volkskrant and votes 

for both the national and European Parliament. 

 

2. Topic list 

The aim of the discussions of the focus groups was to keep them as open as possible 

and let the participants bring up as many issues and points of discussions about the 

EU-enlargement themselves. As a support, a topic list was created. The topic list 

rather served as a lose guideline than as a fixed set of questions. The aim was to 

start on a very general level and let the participants develop the discussions from 

there themselves. The topic list looks as follows: 

 

 

1. General level: 

-What are the first things that come to your mind when you think about the EU-

enlargement? 

-What are the greatest advantages? 

-What are the greatest disadvantages? 

 

2. General consequences: 

-What consequences will the enlargement have for the new countries? 

-what consequences will the enlargement have for the Netherlands? 

-what consequences will the enlargement have for the old countries? 

 

3. Organization and position of the EU in the world: 

-What’s the position of an enlarged Union in the world? 

 

4. Europe: 

-Do the new countries belong to Europe in the same way as the old countries? (Are 

Poland, Hungary and Slovakia as European as France, Italy and Germany?) 

-Why or why not do the new countries belong to the EU? What reasons are there for 

these views about candidate countries?  

-Where does the EU-enlargement stop (geographically)? 

-What about the candidate countries of Bulgaria, Romania, Turkey and Croatia? 
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5. Organization of the enlargement process: 

-How efficiently was the enlargement process organized/prepared? 

-Has the EU-enlargement come too early? 

-Were all the countries ready for enlargement? 

- If not, in what ways were they not ready? 

 

 

6. Environment: 

-What consequences will the EU-enlargement have on the environment? 

 

7. Work market: 

-What consequences will the EU-enlargement have on the work market in the 

Netherlands? 

-What consequences will the EU-enlargement have on the work market in the old 

member states? 

-What consequences will the EU-enlargement have on the work market in the new 

member states? 

 

8. Migration: 

-Do you think migration from the new member states to the old member states will 

increase? 

-Do you think migration from the old member states to the new member states will 

increase? 

-How will the enlarged EU cope with migration from outside the EU? 

 

9. Crime: 

-What consequences will an enlarged Europe have on crime within the EU?  

 

10. Economic consequences: 

-What economic consequences will the enlargement have for the Netherlands? 

-What economic consequences will the enlargement have for the old member states? 

-What economic consequences will the enlargement have for the new member 

states? 

-What economic consequences will the enlargement have for the EU in general? 
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Appendix C: Coding Scheme 

 

In this appendix the coding scheme used for the analysis of the newspaper content 

will be presented. In order to clarify this research method, a step-by-step analysis of 

one of the articles will be presented.  

 

1. Coding Scheme: 
 

Identification of units of analysis 

 

1. Outlet 

NRC Handelsblad: 1 

De Volkskrant: 2 

Algemeen Dagblad: 3 

De Telegraaf: 4 

Spits: 5 

Metro: 6 

 

2. Date (day/month/year) 

 

3. Article  

Indicate page number (front page = page 1)  

Headline, spelled out 

 

Selection of articles (unit of analysis) 

Key words for selecting articles for coding include: 

EU-enlargement (NL: EU Uitbreiding) 

Accession countries (NL: nieuwe lidstaten) 

Candidate countries (NL: kandidaat lidstaten, kandidaat EU-landen) 

EU Membership (EU lidmaatschap)  

Accession negotiations (NL: toetredingsonderhandelingen) 

Copenhagen summit, Brussels, EU, EU Commission, Europe, etc. + one of the 

candidate countries 
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4. Quantity/Size of article:  

Quantity of news is also defined in terms of the relationship between the size of the 

article and the total size of the (newspaper) page. The size of an article is defined as 

Small, Medium or Large (a small articles takes up less than up to 10% of the total 

page; a medium article takes up 11-25% of the total page; and a large article takes 

up more than 25% of the total page). Pictures are included in the total size of the 

article. Prominence of news articles will be coded in terms of whether the article is 

located on the front page of the newspaper or not. We also code whether and article 

is located on the top or bottom of the page.  

 

Large and Top: 1 

Large and Bottom: 2 

Medium and Top: 3 

Medium and Bottom: 4 

Small and Top: 5 

Small and Bottom: 6 

 

 

5. Prominence 

Prominence of news articles will be coded in terms of whether the article is located 

on the front page of the newspaper or not. 

Front page: Yes: 1 No: 2 

    

 

6. Frames: 

The presence of the conflict and the problem frame is being investigated. The two 

news frames might be present in one news story. In that case the news story is 

framed as carrying both frames. 

 

In order to find out whether one news story carries the problem frame, the following 

set of questions has been developed: 

(1) Does the article present an undesirable aspect of the event? 

(2) Is the problem relevant to many people? 

(3) Are the causes of the event identified? 
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(4) Does the presentation of the event hold unambiguous aspects? 

(5) Does the presentation of the event convey moral judgments? 

(6) Is there a set procedure to fix or change the problem? 

(7) Is the problem fixed or changed by a known actor (usually the government)?  

 (Altheide, 2002 p. 50 and Entman, 2004, p.5). 

 

If two or more of these questions can be answered in the affirmative, the article is 

coded as carrying the problem frame. 

 

In order to find out whether an article is framed as conflict, the following elements 

have to be present: tension, disagreement, conflict, controversy or other diverging 

aspects between various entities (de Vreese, 2003, p. 165). 

 

Article that carry the problem frame are coded as: 1 

Articles that carry the conflict frame are coded as: 2 

Articles that fall in neither of these categories are coded as: 3 

Articles carrying both frames are coded as: 4 

 

7. Tone  

The tone of an article is coded as either “positive”, “negative”, or “balanced/neutral” 

towards EU integration. The coding decision is based on the sum of explicit 

statements per article that have a qualitative dimension and that could be 

thematically referred to the topic of the EU-enlargement.  

In this study, the headline and the lead of news stories are rendered significant in 

deciding whether the tone of the news story is overall negative, positive or 

balanced/neutral. That is, if the headline and the lead features a negative 

argument/statement, and the body of the article contains both, pro and con 

arguments, the article is still coded as ‘negative’ due to its negative headline.  

 

Balanced/neutral: 1 

Negative: 2 

Positive: 3 
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8. Focus 

The focus analysis will investigate whether the news coverage about the EU-

enlargement has been represented as respectively domestic (Dutch), foreign (outside 

of the EU), new member state (focusing on one or more of the new member states) 

or general (supranational) EU stories. 

Focus in this study is defined as the geographical and political focus that according to 

the news story is affected by an EU issue.  

 

Domestic: 1 

New member states: 2 

Foreign: 3 

EU: 4 

Specific old member state: 5 

 

 

9. Actors from the new member states: 

The presence of actors from the new member states will be coded in this section. 

Actors can be represented by natural persons or institutions (e.g. the Czech 

government) of a country. In order to be coded as an actor of an accession country, 

an actor has to be quoted directly or indirectly in the first half of the article. 

 

Yes: 1 

No: 2 

 

10. Non-professional actors: 

In a second step the representation of non-professional actors will be investigated: 

According to Janssen (2001) professional actors are: Ministers, MEP’s, EU-

commissioners, members of national parliaments, journalists, lobbyists, executives, 

and other persons that are dealing with the EU and its policies on a full-time base ( 

p. 221).  In this analysis, people that fall outside of these categories will be coded as 

non professional actors are, e.g. people in their roles as family members, employees, 

labourers, etc.  

In order to be coded as non professional actor, the source has to be quoted directly 

or indirectly in the first half of the article.  

Yes: 1   No: 2  
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11. Countries mentioned most often: 

We will count which countries were mentioned most often during the course of the 

newspaper coverage. The headline and the lead of news stories are rendered 

significant in deciding which countries were mentioned most prominently in the 

analyzed articles. For example if the headline mentions Poland and the body text 

mentions Poland, Hungary and Malta, the article will be coded as most prominently 

featuring Poland. 

 

Czech Republic: 1 

Slovakia: 2 

Poland: 3 

Slovenia: 4 

Hungary: 5 

Estonia: 6 

Latvia: 7 

Lithuania: 8 

Malta: 9 

Cyprus: 10 

Turkey: 11 

Romania: 12 

Bulgaria: 13 

Croatia: 14 

None mentioned: 15 

All ten new member states mentioned equally: 16 

 

12. Topics: 

The topic analysis is conducted from an inductive approach. The topic of an article 

will be determined after the reading and not put into a predefined category. 

 

2. Example for coding of an article:  

 

In this section a step-by-step analysis of an article published by the newspaper 

Telegraaf on May 1, 2004, will be presented. 
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Corruptie aan de orde van de dag in nieuwe lidstaten 
 
Door Hans Kuitert 
 
BOEDAPEST, zaterdag 1 Mei 2004 
Eer bestaat geen corruptie, alleem maar dankbaarheid grijnst een Poolse ambtenaar 
verantwoordelijk voor het afgeven van werkvergunningen aa nbuitenlanders. Hij verzuimt erbij te 
vertellen, dat die geste –bij voorkeur in baar geld – vooraf moet plaatsvinden, anders kun je fluiten 
naar zo’n vergunning. In Hongarije hebben ze er eeen woord voor, ‘halapenz’, wat zowveel betekent 
als ‘blijk van waardering’. 
 
Recente opinioonderzoeken in de nieuwe EU-staten spreken boekdelen. Het onderzoeksbureau GfK 
ondtdekte dat bijvoorbeeld 92% van de Polen gelooft in een corrupt land te wonen. De score van andere 
nieuwe lidstaten lag daar maar net een beetje onder. Uit de enquête bleek zonneklaar dat Oost-Europeanen 
bijzonder wantrouwend staan tegenover ambtenaren en medisch personeel.  
Uit andere onderzoeken zoals van Transparancy International, een internationale waakhond tegen corruptie, 
blijkt dat de helft van de ondervraagden wel eens steekpenningen heeft betaald. Corruptie is in de 
dagbladen in Polen, Tsjechië, Slowakije, Hongarije en Slovenië altijd een dankbaar onderwerp.  
Tsjechische kranten houden een periodiek lijstje bij, waar de burger kan hoeveel er ‘geschoven’ moet 
worden om iets gedaan te krijgen. Een staatje dus van corruptietarieven. In staatsziekenhuizen kost het € 
300 om meteen op de operatietafel te liggen. Bouwvergunningen worden alleen met spoed behandeld voor 
€ 200 en een rechtszaak voor een ernstige verkeersovertreding kan voor €100 worden afgekocht. 
Regeringschefs beweren voortdurend dat zij het bestrijden van corruptie tot prioriteit van hun beleid hebben 
gemaakts. De wetgeving is ook aangepast aan de eisen van de EU op dit punt, maar veel van die 
regelgeving wordt niet uitgevoerd. De mankracht ontbreekt, is het meest gehoorde verweer. Wat corruptie 
betereft zijn de nieuwe EU-leden bananenrepublieken. ER wordt gegrossierd in schandalen, die slechts het 
topje van de ijsberg vormen. Polen wordt er nog het meest door geplaagd, waarbij ook buitenlandse 
investeerders de dupe zijn. Nederlandse ondernemers spreken van de ‘Poolse methode’. Zonder het betalen 
van smeergeld krijgt geen zakenman iets gedaan.  
In de jonge democratieёn in he toosten zijn zaken vaak erg ondoorzichtig. Feit is dat politieke patronage 
een belangrijke rol speelt. Steden en regio’s die bestuurd worden door oppositiepartijen weten dat zij altijd 
minder uit de staats-en EU-subsidieruif zullen vangen dan gebieden waar de regeringspartijen het lokale 
politieke palet bestieren.  
‘Dankbaarheid’ moet in alle lagen van het openbare en economische leven worden betoond. Niet alleen 
ondernemende buitenlanders hebben ermee te maken. Corruptie is een epidemie in de nieuwe lid-staten van 
de EU, maar de meeste burgers hebben er mee leren leven.  
Regelrechte fraude, dat is een ander verhaal. Fraude betekent dat ambtenaren of politici willns en wetens de 
boel hebben belazerd. Daar is ook in Oos-Europa geen publieke waardering voor, maar ‘blijken van 
waardering’ worden gewoon voor lief genomen als een soort ongeregelde ‘administratieve kosten’.  
Wie geen ‘blijk van waardering’ wil achterlanten, verkleint zijn kansen in deze economisch interessante 
landen. Ondernemers, ook Nederlandse, slaan zich publiekelijk altijd op de borst niet te zwichten voor deze 
‘derde wereldmethoden’. Feit is dat iedere zakenman – van multinational tot mkb’er – niet ander kan dan 
zijn ‘dankbaarheid’ betonen aan de mannen en vrouwen achter de vele loketten.  
Gunter Verheugen, de Duitse EU-commissaris verantwoordelijk voor de uitbreiding zeurt regelmatig over 
corruptie in Oost-Europa. Terecht maakt hij zich daar zorgen over. De EU-miljarden die binnenkort vanuit 
Brussel oostwaarst zullen vloeien, dreigen voor een deel in verkeerde zakken terecht te komen. Immers, die 
gelden moeten worden besteed door ambtenaren die zijn opgevoed met het principe van een ‘bijverdienste’. 
De Brusselse vinger aan de pols is zeker gewenst. 
Het communisme –vijftien jaar geleden aan de wilgen gehangen – was een systeem dat corruptie en fraude 
in de hand wrkte. Het marktmechanisme is weliswaar met success omarmd in deie oude volkssocialistische 
gebieden in Europa, maar de extreem slechte bezoldiging van overheiddienaren – immers de bewakers van 
de sociale en economische moraal- maakt dat zij de oude gewoontes amper kunnen overwinnen. 
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This article contains a photograph showing people in the historical center of warsaw carrying bags, with the 
byline: Miljarden euro’s aan EU-subsidies dreigen in Oost-Europa in de verkeerde zakken terecht te 
komen. 
 
English translation: 

Corruption thrives in new member states  
 
by Hans Kuitert  
 
BUDAPEST, Saturday, May 1, 2004 
 
'There is no corruption, just gratitude' smiles a Polish official who is responsable for the issueing 
of work permits for foreigners. He doesn't say that this gesture - preferably cash money - must take 
place beforehand, otherwise you won't be sure of a permit. In Hungary there is a word for 
this: ‘halapenz’, which means 'gesture of appreciation'.   
 
Recent polls in the new EU member states say it all. The poll research agency GFK found out that for 
instance 92% of the Polish people believe that they live in a corrupt state. The results of other new member 
states were just below this figure. The polls show clearly that Eastern Europeans are profoundly distrustful 
against officials and medical staff.   
 
Other polls, like the one from Transparency International - an international guard against corruption-, 
shows that half of the questioned persons have paid bribes. Corruption is a thankful topic in newspapers in 
Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary and Slovenia.  
 
Czech newspapers publish a list periodically, in which citizens can see how much should be paid to get 
certain things done; a list with corruption tariffs. You pay 300 euros in state hospitals to have direct 
surgery. Construction permits will be issued directly for 200 euros and a court order for a severe car 
accident can be settled for just 100 euros. Government officials maintain that the priority of their policy is 
the fight against corruption. Regulations are adjusted to the demands of the EU in this matter, but much of 
the regulations are not enforced. That is mainly due to the lack of work force. Concerning corruption, the 
new EU member states are still like banana republics. The many scandals are just a tip of the iceberg. 
Poland is the main problem and many foreign investors are the victim. Dutch investors call this the ‘Polish 
method’. Without paying bribes, a business man can achieve hardly anything.  
 
In the young eastern democracies, business is highly opaque. Political patronage plays an important role. 
Cities and regions managed by opposition parties know that they always receive less from the state and EU 
subsidies, than regions in which government parties dominate local politics.  
 
‘Gratitude’ must be shown in all areas of public and economical life. Not only foreign investors have to 
deal with this. Corruption is an epidemic in the new EU member states, but most citizens have found a way 
to deal with it.  
 
Direct fraud is another case. Fraud means that officials or politicians have actively deceived policy. Also in 
Eastern Europe the public does not appreciate this, but 'gestures of appreciation' are just being accepted as a 
kind of administrative costs.  
 
Someone who doesn't want to pay a 'gesture of appreciation’ limits his possibilities in these economically 
interesting countries. Investors, for instance from The Netherlands, publicly maintain that they won't obey 
to these 'third world practices'. But still every businessman - multinational or small businesses- can do 
nothing but show his 'gratitude' to the men and women behind the counters.  
 
Gunter Verheugen, the German EU commissioner who is responsible for the enlargement, often complains 
about corruption in Eastern Europe. And his worries are profound. The EU billions that will flow from 
Brussels to the east, are destined to reach the wrong pockets. These finances will be spent by officials that 
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are educated with the principle of 'pocket money'. Supervision from Brussels is needed strongly. 
 
Communism – abandoned fifteen years ago - was a system in which corruption and fraud thrived. The 
market mechanism has indeed been successfully implemented in these former socialist regions in Europe, 
but the extremely low pay of government officials - the guardians of the social and economical moral - 
make them hardly overcome old habits.  
 
This article contains a photograph showing people in the historical center of Warsaw, carrying the byline: 
Billions of euros for EU subsidies in Eastern Europe are destined to reach the wrong pockets.  
 
 
 
 
This article was selected for the content analysis due to the key words ‘new member 

states’ (nieuwe lidstaten) in the headline. It is placed on top of the newspaper page 

and together with the photograph it takes in more than 25% of the newspaper page. 

It was therefore coded as falling into the largest category regarding size. It was not 

placed on the front page of the newspaper edition. 

 The article was framed as carrying the problem frame. The following 

questions indicating the presence of the problem frame could be answered in the 

affirmative: 

(1) Does the article present an undesirable aspect of the event? Yes; especially 

the line: ‘Billions of euros for EU subsidies in Eastern Europe are destined to 

reach the wrong pockets.’ points to the undesirability of the event. 

(2) Is the problem relevant to many people? Yes; corruption in the new member 

states is presented as having being a problem for many people, for citizens 

from the new countries, as well as for entrepreneurs and investors from the 

old member states.  

(3) Are the causes of the event identified? Yes; the article presents the new 

member states as ex-communist states in which fraud and corruption was 

order of business: ‘The EU billions that will flow from Brussels to the east, are 

destined to reach the wrong pockets. These finances will be spent by officials 

that are educated with the principles of 'pocket money'. (...)Communism – 

abandoned fifteen years ago - was a system in which corruption and fraud 

thrived’. 

(4) Does the presentation of the event hold unambiguous aspects? Yes; 

corruption is presented as one specific characteristic of the new member 

states. That corruption exists also in the old member states of the European 

Union is not at all mentioned. Furthermore, the causes are quite directly 
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presented: the communist system to which these countries have been 

subjected until fifteen years ago. 

(5) Does the presentation of the event convey moral judgments? Yes; one of the 

strongest examples would be: ‘Concerning corruption, the new members of 

the EU are still like banana republics’.  

(6) Is there a set procedure to fix or change the problem? Yes; the legislation 

concerning corruption in the new member states is brought in line with EU-

legislation. Furthermore, close supervision by the EU is welcomed: 

Supervision from Brussels is needed strongly. 

(7) Is the problem fixed or changed by a known actor (usually the government)? 

Yes; the problem is fixed by the EU but also governments from the new 

member states are mentioned. 

 

The tone of the article was clearly negative. Corruption in the new member states 

was clearly presented as a negative aspect of the enlargement of the European 

Union. 

 This article was codes as having its predominant focus in the new member 

states themselves. We could also find some aspects of the article showing a focus on 

the EU as a whole, however, the predominant focus was on the countries. 

 The article was coded as carrying quotes form members from the new 

member states. In the lead of the article we can find a direct quote from a Polish 

state official that deals with the issuing of work permits. The state official is also 

coded as containing quotes from non professional sources, not dealing with EU-

issues on a full-time base. 

 Poland was the country mentioned most often in this article. Also other new 

EU-countries were mentioned; however, Poland was mentioned once in the lead and 

several times throughout the rest of the article. 

 The article was identified as dealing with the topic of ‘crime’. 2.1% of all 

analyzed articles dealt with this topic (see Appendix A). 
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