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Chapter 9
Negati ve News, Negative Public?

Previous chapters focused on major changes in the process of
political comrunications within the news nedia and parties. Theories of
vi deonal ai se enphasi ze that nodern devel opnments have transforned the

contents of news, with the growth of ‘infotainnent’, ‘negative news,
and ‘tabloidization’, contributing towards w despread cynicism about
government and political |eaders. To examine these clainms we need

systematic evidence about the contents of news coverage and the
public’s response. W are concerned here wth public attitudes,
understood as political preferences towards the nmajor policy issues
facing the polity, as distinct to levels of know edge and information
which are dealt with in subsequent chapters. Thi s chapter assunes that
three interrelated conditions need to be met for the news nedia to
change public attitudes at aggregate |level, nanely:

(i) The news nedia needs to provide reasonably extensive
coverage of an issue;

(ii) The coverage which 1is provided needs to display a
consi stent directional bias; and,

(iii) The public needs to be attentive to news cues, conpared
with other sources of information, such as those provided
by parties, political |eaders, specialist experts, social
and politi cal gr oups, i nt erpersonal communi cati ons,
obj ective conditions, and personal experiences?®.

The reasoning is that if news coverage of an issue proves
fleeting and epheneral then in a conplex world of rapidly changing
information this is unlikely to have nuch inpact on public awareness.
I mpressions of one event wll be swept away by another, |eaving no
residue in a world of flux. If the first condition is net and there is
persi stent coverage but this proves to be largely balanced, either
internally within a news outlet or externally between different news
sources, then this wll be unlikely to shift public opinion in a
consistent direction. |If positive and negative stories are roughly
equal , terned by Zaller ‘two-sided’ information flows? then the effects
are likely to cancel each other out at aggregate |evel. People are nost
likely to be swayed if a series of stories strongly and persistently
reinforce one side or another of a debate. Lastly if the public is
presented with a consistent stream of stories, for exanple a series of
reports headlining a political scandal |ike the Lew nsky affair, but
they prefer to rely upon other sources of opinion cues, which perhaps
they trust nore than the nedia, then the third condition fails to be
met. In this regard we need to distinguish between the ef fect of
opinion cues transmtted via the press, such as official governnent
briefings, party |eadership speeches, or comentary from scientific
authorities, and the independent effects of news mnedia reporting per
se. To exam ne these assunptions we need information about the amount
of coverage, the direction of coverage, and its influence upon the
collective public.
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This chapter conpares these issues within the context of the
European Union (EU). If nost news about the Community is overwhel m ngly

negative, - for exanple if there are a steady stream of Euroskeptic
headl i nes about the inefficiency and inconpetence of the Conmm ssion
bureaucracy, the failure and waste of EU policies like the Conmon

Agricultural policy, and the excessive costs of the budget to ne nber
states - and the public takes its cues from the news nedia, then this
could plausibly <contribute towards a growing disconnect between
European |eaders and the public. The first sections of this chapter
describe the context and the data used in this st udy. W then exam ne
the evidence for the three conditions we assune need to be net for the
news media to influence public support for the EU is information about
the European Union and its policies easily available in newspapers and
television news? 1Is the direction or tone of news coverage
overwhel m ngly negative or nore balanced? And what is the association
between trends in negative coverage in the news nedia and public
disillusionnent with the EU? The conclusion summarizes the najor
findings and considers how far we can generalize from the European
Union to other contexts.

Evi dence and Dat a

The European Union provides a suitable context to test theories
of videonal ai se because in recent years many have expressed concern
about a growing ‘denocratic deficit’ wthin the Comunity and the
contribution of the news nmedia to this problem Many factors may have
contributed towards problens of denocratic legitimation in the EU,
including the structure of EU institutions, the continued weakness of
the European Parlianent vis a vis the Commssion, the Ilack of
transparency of decision-making within the Council of Mnisters, and
the wunwillingness of parties to contest European parlianentary
el ections on the basis of European issues® Al though we |ack systematic
evidence, news about the EU may plausibly contribute towards this
probl em exacerbating the lack of public awareness of the European
Union, at best, and fuelling public hostility, at worst® As one
conment at or expressed this view, when explaining record levels of non-
voting in the June 1999 European elections: ” The nedia hasn't really
got to grips with comrunicating the very conplicated and conpl ex things
which happen in Europe, which just conpounds people’s general
m sunderstanding. W go from the tabloid s scare reporting of straight
bananas through to the jargon-laden |anguage of sone of the highbrow
media. It’s a turn-off and people |ose interest.”® Anderson and Weynout h
use discourse analysis to present a convincing case for the pervasive
Eur oskeptic bias across about three-quarters of the British press, with
a few exceptions like the Financial Tinmes and the Guardian®.

Studies of public opinion suggest that the nmedia may be nore
likely to shape perceptions of foreign policy than of donestic
politics’. The reason is that in our daily lives we often have direct
experience of the inpact of taxes, prices or crime, which can
counterbal ance and outweigh other sources of information Ilike the
medi a. Peopl e have personal contact wth public agencies |ike
unenpl oynent offices, schools and hospitals. Yet, despite public
i nformati on canpai gns, the European Union seens to renmain disconnected
fromthe lives of nost citizens. The public may not regard the EU as
responsible for prograns like regional aid or training subsidies, since
initiatives are inplenented through national legislation and |oca
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bodi es. Wien asked about their sources of information about the EU,
only 3% of the public had contacted the EU directly within the prior
three nmonths, whereas in contrast three-quarters of the public had seen
something on television news and over half had heard something on the
radio or read about the EU in a newspaper ®. As a result, the news nedia
can be expected to prove particularly influential in framng public
perceptions of EU institutions and policies, in the same way that
coverage may shape views of issues |ike Kosovo or perceptions of NATO

These propositions can be tested with systematic evidence from
regul ar Eurobarometer and Europinion tracking surveys of public opinion
and nonthly content analysis of news coverage of the European Union in
the fifteen-nmenber states, wth data provided by the European
Conmi ssion®. As discussed in detail in Appendix A data is derived from
Moni toring Euronedia, a unique nonthly report neasuring coverage of the
European Union and its policies in newspapers and television news.
This 33-nonth period spanned inportant developnments in European
politics from the enlargement of the EU in January 1995, wth the
inclusion of Sweden, Finland and Austria, to the signature of the
Ansterdam treaty in autum 1997. The research design uses a three-stage
process. First we need to establish which issues received extended
coverage during the period under review Second, we can exam ne the
direction of coverage of these issues. W can then focus on the inpact
of news coverage of these issues on aggregate public opinion.

The Visibility of the EUin the News

To establish baseline trends, the first task is to analyze how
much news about the European Union and its policies was reported in
newspapers and television news. W can draw a sinple distinction
between ‘routine’ news on a nonthly basis and ‘event -driven’ news when
coverage peaked around bi -annual neetings of national mnisters at the
Eur opean Counci | .

The pattern of routine news about the EU is drawn from the
monthly Monitoring Euronedia reports that provide an overview of the
hundreds of news stories about the EU generated in every nenber state.
This indicates the typical anmount of coverage ‘of the EU and its
policies’, counting the total nunmber of stories per country and
classifying the contents into 21 different issue topics. This process
allows us to filter out those stories that prove ephenmeral or of only

passing interest, announci ng the appoi nt nent of a particular
Conmi ssioner, a neeting of the European Council, or a new initiative on
conpetition or trade policy. Many topics fell into this category ! such

as disputes about fisheries policy, the Schengen agreenment on open
borders, ‘Mad Cow disease or BSE, and the position of the Kurds in
Turkey. These type of stories were excluded from the second stage of
anal ysis because they did not feature heavily or consistently in the

news headlines throughout the selected period. As argued earlier, if
coverage proves fleeting then we would not expect these stories to have
much inmpact on public attitudes towards Europe, for good or ill, and

these issues fail to neet the first condition in our nodel of nedia
i nfl uence.

Routine television news was nonitored in the monthly tine-series
analysis in six countries (Belgium Italy, France, GCermany, UK and
Spain) from 1995-1997. COverall 576 news programes were analyzed by
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Monitoring Euromedia during this period. These included 487 itens
referring to the European Union and its policies, representing on
average alnost one item (0.85) per program'*. As a proportion of the
schedul e, we can estimate that 3.4% of the evening news was devoted to
EU affairs, representing about 4.2 mnutes of news per day. O course
this underestimates total European coverage because this figure does
not include news about the EU avail able on the nmany other bulletins and
current affairs progranmes shown on different channels and at different
times throughout the day. As we have already noted there has been a
proliferation and diversification of news outlets, from discussion
progranmmes to 24-hour news on cable and satellite stations, not to
speak of sources |ike newspaper, radio and the Internet, none of which
are counted in the estimate!®>. Routine coverage was fairly |ow-key
t hroughout all nenber states although there were sone cross-national
variations, for exanple during this period Spanish and British
tel evision news devoted about twice as nuch time to the EU as French
and ltalian TV.

Critics may regard this amount of news coverage devoted to
European affairs as far too limted, but there is no sinple and
uni versally agreed yardstick to evaluate whether it is adequate, since
judgnments depend upon political priorities and news values. There can

be endl ess unresolved debates of the ‘half-enpty, half-full’ variety.
Press officers, politicians and officials working within the Parlianent
or Commission may well feel that this represents far too little

attention: one study found that many British MEPs were <clearly
dissatisfied with the volume and quality of coverage given to
Parliament in the national and local press'. There is sone survey
evidence that many mnenbers of the public synpathize with this view

when asked to evaluate the availability of coverage of European Union
affairs, nore than a third of the public (38% thought there was ‘too
little television news, while in contrast only 9% conpl ai ned there was
‘too much’, and alnost half the public (45% believed coverage was
“about right’

If we accept that news about the EU is limted, the nost
i nportant point for our argunent is that this fact in itself restricts
the ability of television news to shape anti - European or pro-European
sentiments, since nost people watching nost regular news programmes
nost of the time will encounter relatively little about the activities
of Brussels, Luxenbourg and Strasbourg. Only a few exceptional issues,
like the launch of the Euro, becone sufficiently visible over a |onger
period to nmeet the first condition specified in our nodel of nedia
influence. Little reporting of EU affairs can certain influence |evels
of knowl edge or interest about Europe, but it should mnimze the nedia
i mpact upon political attitudes.

[Figure 9.1 about here]

Certain FEuropean issues or events attracted nore extended
treatment on television, whether measured by the proportion of stories
or time (see Figure 9.1) . There was a pronounced cyclical pattern with
news peaking around the bi -annual neetings of national ministers at the
European Council. This was evident in June 1995 (with the Cannes
Council focusing on unenploynent and aid for the Mediterranean region),
in Christmas 1995 (when the new currency was christened the ‘euro’ by
the Madrid Council); in spring 1996 (with the Turin Inter - Governnental
Conference |ooking at institutional reform; in md-sumrer 1997 (around
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the time of the Florence Council and the beef row); in Christmas 1996
(around the tinme of the Dublin Councils I and Il1); and lastly in md -
summrer 1997 (concerning the third stage of EMJ, the Amsterdam Council’s
decisions on the Stability and Gowh Pact, and the convergence
criteria nenber states had to neet to participate in the euro-zone).
This regular cycle suggests that the routine daily grind of European
parlianmentary debates, Conm ssion business or presidential initiatives
remains largely invisible to the public but key summts, where
government |eaders neet every six nonths at the European Council,
provide the sense of heightened drama which attracts the international
media. Over 3000 journalists from around the world usually travel in
t he wake of Council sunmmts.

[Figure 9.2 about here]

The nonthly trends in newspaper coverage, shown in Figure 9. 2,
has sonmewhat flatter peaks and troughs but it confirms the inportance
of key sunmts in attracting heightened news coverage of European
affairs. The average nunber of stories fluctuated throughout 1995 but
never rose above 6,000 per nonth. Coverage rose sharply, however, at
the time of the Turin Inter-Covernmental conference in spring 1996,
di scussing institutional reform and soared again to over 12,000 for
the Dublin Councils in Decenber 1996.

[ Figure 9.3 about here]

The pattern of newspaper coverage also varied substantially
bet ween nenber states®. By far the highest proportion of stories were
found in the German and British press, while in contrast there were
relatively few stories in newspapers from smaller nenber states |ike
Greece, Luxenbourg and Ireland (see Figure 9.3). Coss-national
di fferences could be a product of many factors, including party debate
over Europe and the salience of the EU on the national political
agenda. Greater coverage in the German press may be due to Chancellor
Kohl’s pivotal |eadership in nobilizing support for the euro during
this period. The British press devoted extensive front -page coverage to
Eur ope because of the controversy over the BSE crisis and the British
opt out clause from the EMJ that John Major had been negotiated at
Maastricht, deeply dividing the governing Conservative party into
irreconcil able factions of Eurosceptics and Europhiles.

The | ssue Agenda

So far we have examined general trends in television and
newspaper coverage, but what EU policies featured in these stories? The
peaks and troughs that we have already observed suggest a tendency for
the news agenda to focus on dramatic devel opnents, such as the BSE
health crisis and the launch of the euro-zone, and events |ike Council
summits. But did journalists also informthe public about nore routine
policy initiatives, such as debates about environnental protection,
enpl oyment progranms, or conpetition policy? Stories were assigned two
or three different ‘topic’ codes, since nobst covered nore than one
subject. The 21 categories included issues such as foreign policy,
agricultural policy, and EU institutions (see Appendix A for details of
the full list).
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[Figure 9.4 and 9.5 on the sane page about here]

The Newspaper Agenda

Economi ¢ and nonetary policy proved the single nost inportant
topic in the newspaper agenda during these year s, absorbing just over
one quarter of the total stories (see Figure 9.4). The category of ‘EU
devel oprent ', i ncl udi ng reports about t he I nt er - Gover nirent al
Conference, enlargenment, and reform of the decision-naking process,
absorbed about one-fifth of the press coverage. The next topics, in
rank order, were foreign policy (including conflict in Bosnia),
agriculture (including the BSE story, at least in part?'’), EU
institutions (such as reports about the Presidency, Council, Comm ssion
and Parliament), and social policy (including enploynment and health).
Al though there was a scattering of occasional stories, none of the
other policy areas like transport or the environment achieved nore than
5% of the press coverage®®.

The Tel evi si on Agenda

The range of issues on routine television news presents a
slightly different pattern (see Figure 9.5), partly because this only
covers television in six countries in the period from May 1995 to My
1996. Foreign policy energed as the top issue on television, reflecting
dramatic conflict in the Bal kans. The devel opnent of the European Union
proved alnost equally inmportant, generating one fifth of all itens,
followed by TV coverage of EU institutions, and econom c/nonetary
policy, in that order. One difference with the analysis of the press is
that agriculture did not feature as a major story on television news
because the BES crisis only hit the headlines in late March 1996. Many
of the nore routine but still inportant policy issues where the EU has
been active, such as regional aid, conpetition policy and environnental
protection, received little attention on TV.

G ven the prem ses of our argument we can disregard those issues
that did not receive much coverage in the news nedia in the period
under review Two topics were selected for further analysis: the
anbi tious and far-reaching project on Econom c and Mnetary Union (EMJ)
and the issue of EU developnent. Both these issues provide a robust
test of the videonalaise thesis. |If extensive negative news about these
topics has little or no inpact upon public opinion, then we would
expect nore fleeting i ssues to have even | ess influence.

EMJ

Throughout this period the project on European Economc and
Monetary Union (EMJ) was high on the agenda!®. The nost inportant
devel opnment concerned the single currency. |In 1989 the Delours
conmttee recomended noving towards EMJ in a three-step plan involving
cl oser economc and nonetary coordination, a single currency, and a
European Central Bank. In July 1990 the first stage of EMJ began with
the free novement of capital. In Decenber 1991 the European Council
agreed to EMJ with subsequent opt out agreenments with Britain and then
Denmark. In Novenmber 1993 the Maastricht Treaty canme into force.

In Decenber 1995 the new currency was officially ter med the
‘“Euro’ by the Madrid Council. The following two years saw di scussion of
the convergence criteria for menbership and specul ation about which
countries would nmanage to nmeet these in order join the euro-zone. Plans
for nmonetary union continued to advance at the March 1996 Turin Council
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and the June 1996 Florence Council. In June 1997 the Ansterdam Counci l
adopted the Stability and Gowh Pact securing the conditions for
participation in the third stage of EMJ, such as the need for sound
government  finances, sustainable growmh and stable prices. The
uncertainty about EMJ was resolved in May 1998 at a special neeting of
the European Council where it was decided that 11 nenber states
qualified for entry, not including Britain, Denmark, Sweden and G eece.
The Euro was first launched on the world market on 1°' January 1999 with
monetary policy comng under the direction of the European Central
Bank. In the following six nmonths the Euro steadily lost against its
initial value in trading on world currency markets. |If all goes
according to plan, use of euro notes and coins is due to start in the
euro-zone in 2002. Therefore EMJ, which started as one of the nost
abstract and technical issues of European politics, has cone to affect
the daily lives of all its citizens. Because of this the Conm ssion
| aunched information canmpaigns to inform the public about the
consequences of the single currency on matters like the transition to
new notes and coins, charges for currency conversion, and retail
prices. Since the euro represents a new issue, which the public had not
encountered before during their lifetimes, this provides an
exceptionally good ‘natural experinent’ to test learning effects from
the information provided by the news nedia and ot her sources.

[Figure 9.6 about here]

The inportance of EMJ in press coverage of Europe over the whole
period under review is illustrated in Figure 9.6. There were sone
substantial fluctuations in the nunber of stories about this issue,
caused by particular initiatives or events. Press reports about
econom ¢ and nonetary policy represented about 12-16% of all European
stories in spring 1995, rising sharply to represent alnost one third of
all EU coverage in January 1996, after the Madrid Council christened
the Euro. Reports on nonetary union fluctuated sharply in spring 1996,
then rose again from autum 1996 to the Ansterdam Treaty in June 1997.
The «cyclical pattern of European coverage that we have already
uncovered is al so evident on this issue.

EU Devel opnent

The second issue selected for extended analysis concerns EU
devel oprment including the proposed enlargement of the EU to enbrace
Central and Eastern European states and the potential reform of EU
governance to pronote greater accountability and efficiency. The 1993
Copenhagen Council agreed on a nunber of criteria that countries
wanting to join the EU had to neet, including respect for denocracy and
human rights, a level of econom c devel opment close to existing nenber
states, and protection of the environment. In spring 1998 acce ssion
negoti ati ons comenced wth the Czech Republic, Cyprus, Estonia,
Hungary, Slovenia, and Poland, while the Commi ssion set up Accession
Partnerships with Bulgaria, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania and Slovakia to
help prepare for their menbership. There was also discussion of
menbership by Turkey and Malta. Mst debate has revolved around the
econom ¢ and political conditions for accession. The consensus in the
Conmunity is that European decision-making and budgetary processes need
to be reformed before engaging upon further enl argenent.

These years also saw heated debate about the institutional
devel opnment of the EU The issue of the ‘denocratic deficit’ has |ong



Chapter from Pippa Norris “A Virtuous Circle: Political Communications in Post-

Industrial Societies.””(NY: Cambridge University Press, Fall 2000)

generated arguments about inadequate nechanisnms for accountability,
transparency and representation in the EU policymaki ng process. Equally
i nportant, there has been much concern about the efficiency of the
Conmuni ty deci sion-making process as the scope and conplexity of EU
policy has grown, along with the range of players due to enlargenent
fromthe original EU-6 to the current EU-15. Many of the debates about
i nstitutional reform involve fairly technical although inportant
i ssues, such as the principle of subsidiarity concerning who should
take decisions in areas transcendi ng national borders, the Parlianment’s
co-deci sion-nmaking powers with the Council of Mnisters, and the veto

powers of menber states within Council. These discussions progressed at
several events, including the March 1996 Turin |Inter -CGovernmnental
Conference, the June 1996 Florence Council, the Septenber-Cctober
Dublin Council | and the Decenber 1996 Dublin Council 11, and several

institutional reform expanding the powers of parlianment were agreed in
the 1997 Ansterdam Treaty. News about EU devel opnent reflected this
debate with peaks and troughs of coverage throughout this period.

Directional Balance: A Steady Diet O Negative News?

Gven that the issues of EMJ and EU devel opnment received
extensive coverage in news about Europe, we can exam ne whether they
met the second conditi on of our nodel, nanely did nedia coverage of
these issues display a consistent directional bias? If news about
Europe proves overwhel mingly negative, as some believe, then we would
expect to find a succession of ‘bad news’ headlines highlighting
quarrels between nenber states, the sluggishness of the euro, the
inefficiency, red tape and extravagance of Brussels, and so on, which
woul d feed Euroskepticism anmong the public. On the other hand if
coverage proved fairly neutral, then the influence of some criti cal
stories about Europe should be counterbalanced by nore positive
reports. ‘Directional’ balance is nmeasured by whether stories are
positive or negative from the perspective of each political actor, for
exanpl e whether the introduction of the euro was r egarded as a good
devel opment, or whether the article expressed approval of the actions
of the Conmission or the President ?°. As described in detail in Appendix
A, the directional code ranged from very negative (-2.0) to very
positive (+2.0).

[Figure 9.7 about here]

Newspaper Directional Bias

The results show that newspapers usually adopted a Euroskeptic
tone on nost issues, although the degree of negative bias remained
l[limted. Qut of twenty-five separate issues, all but four leant in a
negative direction (see Figure 9.7). The classification of newspaper
coverage shows that the nost critical stories concerned the Comm ssion,
the role of EU policy towards the Kurds in Turkey, the audit of EU
finances, Bosnian policy, the fisheries dispute, the Schengen agree nment
on open borders, and the Cannes summit. All of these reports were rated
as significantly negative (defined as stories rated greater than -
0.20). The only exceptions that leant in a slightly positive direction
were the issues of social policy (including health and jobs), the
stability pact, the Wstern European Union, and Mditerranean policy.
If we take the average tone of press coverage of all EU issues per
month the direction fluctuated slightly but clearly fell wthin the
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negati ve zone throughout this period, with the single exception of the
nmont h of Decenber 1995 that saw a positive blip at the Madrid Council.

Tel evision Directional Bias

We mght expect that given the public service ethos enphasizing
political inpartiality, television news would provide nore balanced
coverage than the nore partisan press. The avail able evidence for the
directional bias of TV news in six countries suggests that, contrary to
expectations, in fact the tone of television news proved consistently
nore negative towards Europe than the press. As shown in Figure 9.9,
the most highly critical news about the EU was shown on the BBC
especially in md-sumrer 1995, with stories that reflected the
Eurosceptic position of |eading spokespersons wthin the governing
Conservative party. Belgian news was also strongly negative while in
contrast German television proved nore neutral, while Italian TV was
nore positive. The trends show a significant correlation between the
overall direction of coverage in newspapers and television (R=. 66
sig.p.01), increasing confidence in the consistency and reliability of
t he indicators.

[ Figure 9.8 about here]

Overall coverage of the Comunity in newspapers and television
news therefore often proved anti - Europe. Newspaper headlines comonly
hi ghli ghted issues such as lax financial control and cronyism by the
Conmi ssi on, sl uggi sh econoni ¢ gr owt h, profligate agricul tural
subsidies, the euro’s slide on world markets, the failure of Europe to
act in the Bal kans conflict independently of American |eadership, and
deep-seated quarrels over the pace and extent of European integration.
Negati ve coverage was perhaps nost evident in the Eurosceptic British
press, who have produced a series of headlines about nythical Brussels
demands to introduce straight bananas, ban British bangers and out -l aw
Wmen's Institute jam which have entered popular folklore?. |If an
endem ¢ ‘bad news’ or Euroskeptic frame characterizes nost EU coverage,
drowning out positive news about progress on budgetary reform or
Eur opean defense, then plausibly this may fuel public disillusionnment
wi t h Eur ope.

The I nfluence on the Public?

This leads us to the last and npbst inportant issue concerning the
associ ati on between news coverage and public opinion. The inpact of
bad news on public disaffection is wdely assumed but rarely
denonstrated. As argued earlier in Chapter 3, trend analysis at
aggregate level is open to many criticisnms on methodol ogi cal grounds.
The nost inportant concerns the interaction between the media coverage
and the public opinion, including the classic ‘chicken and egg of who
leads and who follows. On the one hand, coverage of the EU by
television and the press may drive public support towards Europe. But,
equally plausibly, the broader political culture may influence
journalists and help frame nedia reports. Spurious correlations may be
produced by independent factors, for exanple political |eaders may act
as cue-givers, influencing both reporters and the public. For all these
reasons, trend analysis at aggregate level remai ns inherently nore
flawed and difficult to interpret than individual -1evel approaches,
anal yzed in subsequent chapters. Nevertheless this approach allows us
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to test the comon videonalaise claim that the steady drunbeat of
negati ve media nessages is correl ated with public opinion at national
| evel .

W can examne the inpact of press coverage about the EU on
public opinion utilizing three dependent variables. The news nedia
could either influence ‘diffuse’ support, meaning general orientations
towards the European Union and its institutions, or ‘specific’ support
meani ng orientations towards particular policies?. Diffuse support for
the EU is measured by the standard indicators of ‘ nenbership’ and
‘benefit’ that have been wi dely enployed since the start of t he
Eur obarometer series?. Specific support is neasured according to
agreenent or disagreement with the follow ng statenent about the euro 2%
“There has to be one single currency, the euro, replacing the [national
currency] and all other national currencies in the European Union.”
Responses allow us to monitor diffuse and specific support for the EU
every nmonth in each country using the Europinion tracking surveys. To
increase the reliability of the analysis, the study conpared the
measurenment of press coverage and public opinion per country every
nmont h, produci ng 180 observation points for analysis.

Two independent variables are used to nonitor the direction of
news coverage, focusing on the selected issues of nonetary union and EU
devel opnent. Throughout 1995 the tone of newspaper stories about EMJ
showed a highly negative tendency, with a stepped descent, reaching its
nadir in October 1995. Coverage subsequently moved into the neutral
zone for 1996. It was only at the very end of the series, in sunmmrer
1997, that coverage started to nove in a nore positive direction (see
Figure 9.10). The direction of news about EU devel opnment was neasured
by coverage of the 1996 Inter - Governmental Conference, which focused on
the enlargement of nenbership and institutional reforms to the
deci si on- maki ng process. The tone of the news about the |IGC fluctuated,
and treatnment over the whole 33-nmonth period was occasionally neutral
or even briefly positive, but the predom nant coverage was persistently
in the negative zone (Figure 9.9). Mst people reading articles about
t he debate over EU devel opment woul d have received critical coverage of
t hese issues.

[ Figure 9.9 about here]

Sinple bivariate correlation were run to analyze the inpact of
monthly trends in the tone of press coverage on European support. The
results of these correlations confirmed that the tone of news about
nmonetary union was strongly and significantly related to diffuse
support for EU menbership and to specific support for the euro (see
Table 9.1). In contrast, negative press coverage of the IGC was not
associated with public support for the EU.

Regression mpodels were run to see whether the tone of press
coverage continued to prove significant after introducing controls for
nation. The results in Table 9.2 confirm the pattern found with sinple
correlations, nanely the tone of press coverage towards EMJ conti nued
to predict public support for the euro and diffuse support for EU
menber ship (al though not EU benefits). The national variables performed
as expected, for exanple Ireland proved relatively positive, while the
UK proved negative, across all three indicators of European support,
with the overall nodels explaining a high proportion of variance in the
dependent variables. Mre fornmal nodeling supports this concl usion.
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Al though the results are not reported here, a nunber of tine-series
nodel s were estimated to test whether the tone of each nonth’s news on
EMJ related to a neasurable change in diffuse and specific public
support. The results of these nodels confirm a significant
rel ati onshi p.

[Table 9.1 and 9.2 about here]

Wy should we find a relationship between press coverage and
public opinion concerning the euro, but no inpact from the coverage of
Eur opean developnent? Many reasons may plausibly account for this
difference. It may be that the issue of ‘'EU developnent’ is too conplex

and abstract, including many different elenents wthin the sane
category. People could plausibly favour institutional reform for
exanmpl e, but still not want to enlarge nmenbership t o Central and East
European states. A wi de range of conplex and technical reforns fall
under the broad heading of ‘EU devel opnent’. Al ternatively, perhaps

the nmeasures that we are using are insufficiently sensitive to gauge
subtle shifts in public opinion towards these issues; ideally we should
have nonthly data nonitoring specific support for enlargenent or
institutional reform Nevertheless the fact that we have denonstrated a

significant link between trends in negative news coverage of the euro
and the level of public support towards a single European currency is
important. In principle the nethodology could be extended and applied

to other types of issues in other contexts. This process would help us
to understand the conditionality of media effects, both when the news
medi a can, and cannot, influence mass attitudes.

Concl usi ons: Negative News, Turned O f Public?

There has |ong been concern that a steady diet of negative news
has contributed towards public disillusionnent wth government and
political |eaders. This issue is believed to affect many post -
i ndustrial societies, from the United States to Japan, but it can be
exam ned systematically wthin the context of the European Union.
European citizens cannot be expected to care nuch about European
elections, to feel connected to MEPs, or to know nuch about their
rights wthin the EU, if there is mnimal news coverage of
parliamentary debates in Strasbourg, if major initiatives concerning
aid for +the Balkans, nonetary wunion, or enploynment prograns go
unreported in the press, or if the only coverage which is wdely
publicized is generally hostile towards Community institutions and
pol i ci es.

In the early years of the Conmunity it was assuned that there was
a ‘permssive consensus’ about the future devel opnment of Europe, and
that decisions by the Council of Mnisters and Conm ssion were broadly
in line with public opinion. The public displayed passive acqui escence
towards Europe, delegating and legitimating the decisions of European
policymakers in Brussels, Luxenmbourg and Strasbourg?®. In recent years
the growmth in the powers and responsibilities of European institutions
has been considerable, through the Single European Act and the
Maastricht Treaty, as well as through the enlargement of EU nenbership
to Austria, Sweden and Finland. Wth a population of alnost 300
mllion, the EU is now the world s largest trading group, and one of
the three nost inportant players on the global economc scene,
alongside the USA and Japan. Many fear that processes of
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representation and accountability have not kept pace wth that
expansi on. The resignation of the entire European Commi ssion in March
1999, following a scathing report on msmanagenent, underscored the
need for greater denocratic control over the Brussels bureaucracy.

In the last decade, while the scope and responsibilities of the
Conmuni ty have grown, there has been a significant erosion of public
support. Behavioural indicators like turnout for European elections,
reaching record | ows of under half the electorate (49.2% in June 1999,
suggest profound apathy, or possibly even growing alienation, fromthe
Eur opean project. Al though institutional arrangenments play a large role
expl ai ning cross-national variations in turnout, these factors are |ess
satisfactory in explaining the downwards trend?. Attitudinal indicators
gauge whether people think that their country’'s nenbership of the
European Union is a good thing (' nenbership’) and whether people
believe that the EU has benefited their own country (‘ benefited )?.
These indicators, which were stable or rising during the 1980s, fell
from 1990 to 1997. In 1998, just over half (54% of the public believed
t hat European nmenbership was a ‘good thing’, well down fromthe peak in
spring 1990 when al nost three-quarters expressed approval .
Euroskepticism is nost wdespread anong the Ilatecomers to the
Conmuni ty, including Sweden, Austria and Finland, as well as the WK

This situation is conpounded by the fact that the institutions of
Eur opean governance remain so distant from the |ives of nost European
citizens, and the decision-mnmaking processes usually occur behind cl osed
doors. CGtizens are linked to EU governing institutions via two primry
channel s of representative denmocracy?. In the intergovernnental nodel
citizens convey their preferences over Europe via established channels
of denocracy within the nation-state, through parties, parliaments and
governments to FEuropean institutions, for exanple when national
m nisters meet behind closed doors in the European Council. In the
federal nodel the electorate express their policy choices directly to
the European Parlianent, and indirectly to other levels of European
governance. Yet there are major flaws with both routes. The activities
of the European parlianment, the nost denocratic f orumin EU politics,
often appears only weakly related to the public they represent. Wt hout
any direct experience of European politics, nost people have to rely
upon other sources of information for their know edge and eval uations
of EU institutions and policies. Europe therefore provides a strong
test case for the videonalaise thesis: if the public take their cues
fromthe news nedia, then we would expect that negative nessages in the
press and tel evision would shape public support for the EU

Maj or Fi ndi ngs

To sunmarize the results of this analysis, we assunmed that the
news nedia could influence aggregate public opinion under three
conditions: (i) if there is extensive nedia coverage of an issue, (ii)
if this coverage displays a consistent directional bias and, (iii) if
the public is willing to take its cues fromthe news nedia.

In terms of the amount of coverage, the evidence shows that nost
Eur opean issues received mnimal coverage in the news nedia. Routine

news about EU affairs was limted although there was a cyclical
pattern, wth newspaper and television coverage regularly peaking
around the six-nonthly neetings of the European Council. |If the

attention of the news media proves epheneral and sporadic, with only a
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few occasional stories about issues like conpetition or trade policy,
then we woul d not expect that this coverage could have nuch inpact.

News about Europe devoted mnpbst coverage to the two topics
selected for further analysis, nanely nonetary union and EU
devel opnment. These issues raise inportant questions about w dening
and/ or deepening the EU. Mnetary union has provoked a heated debate
that recurred throughout the period under review The devel opnent of a
single currency is probably the nmpbst controversial and inportant issue
in Community politics that will ultimately affect the future direction
of Europe and the lives of all its citizens. The issue about reform of
EU institutions is at the heart of the European agenda. |If news about
these issues fails to sway public attitudes, then it seems legitimte
to assune that people will have been influenced even |ess by issues
further down the news agenda, such as EU policy on energy, consumner
affairs, or education.

In terns of the direction of coverage, we found that when the
media reported about the EU while sonetines news was neutral, the
coverage was usually given a negative-leaning slant. Al though the bias
was only nodest, it proved fairly consistent. The attentive public
readi ng about Europe in newspapers or watching TV news will receive a
steady diet of ‘bad” news. This can be criticized from a normative
standpoint. As argued earlier, for the news nedia to act as an
effective civic forum European citizens should be able to hear the
pros and cons concerning controversies about the future devel opnent of
the Community. |If political |eaders are divided over the euro or
enl argenment, and people can only read or watch one side of the
argunent, then this potentially inpoverishes public debate.

Lastly, and nost inportantly, in terns of effects, does news
coverage influence public opinion? W established that extensive and
sustai ned negative coverage of the euro was significantly associated
with levels of diffuse and specific public support for Europe. At
aggregate |evel, negative news about nonetary union was associated with
lower levels of public support for EU nenbership in general, and for
the euro in particular.

If we can generalize further from this context, and if we can
assunme that the direction of influence runs fromthe news nedia to the
public, this inplies that where issues receive extensive coverage that
is also predom nately negative in direction, then the public does not
remain immune from nedia nessages. Negative news about the euro may
pl ausi bly have contributed towards public disaffection with Europe. The
pattern that we have established here seens likely to hold in nany
other contexts, particularly those issues like conflict in Kosovo or
t he dangers of global warm ng where the public has little or no direct
personal experience to counterbal ance nedi a nessages.

This being said, there is an inportant qualification to our
argunent. We still cannot establish the direction of causality of this
relationship. There is a significant association but that, in itself,
does not denonstrate causal ity. One interpretation is that a critical
press, with headlines constantly casting doubt on the viability and
effects of a single European currency, has the capacity to influence
public perceptions of the European Union and the desirability of
monetary union. Alternatively, the press may take its cues from a
broader political reality, shaped by the conplex interactions of party
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elites, interest groups, and political cultures. For exanple, the
British press may have proved so strongly Eurosceptic in part be cause
of the predom nance of the anti -European faction within the governing
Conservative party, as well as the strength of anti -European feeling
anong grassroots public opinion, which long predated the issue of
nmonetary union. Aggregate level analysis is sinply unable to settle the
guestion of whether public opinion or nedia coverage |ead, or follow,
in a conplex tango. The nost plausible interpretation is probably a
pattern of conplex interactions, rather than any single causal
direction. Journalists are part of a broader political culture and
system and not inmmune to its influences. And the political culture and
system is, in turn, shaped and noul ded by, anong other things, the
long-term pattern of nedia coverage. 1In order to test the videomal ai se
thesis further we can go on to see whether the results in this chapter
are confirnmed at individual |evel when we examine the effects of nedia
exposure on citizens’ political know edge, political trust and civic
engagenent .
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Figure 9.1

Trends in TV Coverage of EU:
Belgium, italy, Germany, UK France, Spain, May 95-Jul 97
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Source: Calculated from Monitoring Euromedia, 1995-97, Brussels: European Commi ssion.
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Trends in Newspaper Coverage of EU,
EU15: Jan 95-Sep 97
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Figure 9.4

Press Coverage of EU Issues:
EU15 Jan 95-Sep 97
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Source: Calculated from NMonitoring Euronmedia, 1995-97, Brussels: European Conm ssion.
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Figure 9.5

TV Coverage of EU Issues:
Belgium, Italy, Germany, UK, France, Spain, May 95-Jul 97
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Source: Calculated from Monitoring Euronmedia, 1995-97, Brussels: European Conm ssion.
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Figure 9.6
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Source: Calculated from Monitoring Euromedia, 1995-97, Brussels: European Conmi ssion.
Figure 9.7
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Figure 9.9
Direction of Press Coverage:
EU-15, Mar95-Sep 97
0.30
0.20
(]
=
% 0.10
o
a
" 0.00
()
2
8 -0.10
()
z
-0.20
-0.30

A A\

—— EMU —— 1996 IGC/EU Development
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25



Chapter from Pippa Norris “A Virtuous Circle: Political Communications in Post-Industrial Societies.”’(

Press, Fall 2000)

Table 9.1: Bivariate Correlation between Tone of Press Coverage and Public Support for t

Publ i ¢ Support

Tone Press EMJ

Tone Press | GC/ EU Devel opnent

for the EU
R Sig. N. R Sig N.
Support for euro . 387 | *** 132 . 160 132
EU Menbership . 362 | **¥* 167 .071 180
EU Benefit . 103 165 . 051 180
Note: Correlation between public support and the tone of press coverage. The observ

‘country-nonth’.

See text for

detail s.

Source: Calcul ated from Monitoring Euronedia,

26

1995- 97, Brussels:

Eur opean Conmi ssi on.
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Table 9.2 Mddels Predicting Specific and D ffuse Support for the EU

Predictors of Sig. Predictors of Sig. Predi:
support for the support for EU Suppor
euro Menber shi p Be
Const ant 48. 0 51.3
Tone of press coverage .24 | *F* 17 | xR
of euro
Austria .07 | *
Bel gi um .30 | ** .13 | **
Cer many -.09 | * L27 | *F*
Denmar k -.08 | * -.04
G eece 5 R B .09 | *
France 5 R B
Fi nl and -. 07
Ireland .65 | ** .61 | **
Net her | ands
Por t ugal N L37 | *x
Sweden .10 | ** .02
UK -.19 | ** -.38 | **
R2 .82 .79

Note: The figures represent standardized beta coefficients predicting aggregate E
ordi nary |east squared regressions nodels. The dependent variables are the nmean nati
for the euro, EU nenbership and EU benefit, as described in the text. Countries
variables. Sig. P.**>.01 *>.05. The Luxenbourg dummy variable is excluded as a predict
There are 180 observational units in total (nation-nonths).
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! These conditions are sinilar to those specified in seninal accounts of

the role of party cues in issue voting. See, for exanple, the
di scussion in Philip Converse. 1964.'The Nature of Belief Systenms in
Mass Publics.” In Ideology and Discontent edited by David Apter Free
Press: New York; also Chapter 13 in David Butler and Donald Stokes.

1974. Political Change in Britain. London: Macnill an.

2 John R Zaller. 1992. The Nature and QOrigins of Mss Qpinion. New
Yor k: Cambridge University Press. Chapter 9.

3 Cees van der Eijk and Mark Franklin. 1997. Choosing Europe. Ann Arbor:
University of Mchigan Press; Francis Jacobs, Richard Corbett and
M chael  Shackl et on. 1992. The European Parlianent. 2nd edition.
Harl ow. Longman; Robert Keohane and Stanley Hoffman (eds). 1991. The
New European Conmunity: Decision-making and Institutional Change.
Boul der, Co: Westview Press; Mchael Marsh and Pippa Norris. Eds. 1997.
‘Political Representation in the European Parliament.’ Special |ssue of
the European Journal of Political Research. 32(2); Hermann Schmitt and
Jacques Thomassen. 1999. Eds. Political Representation and Legitinacy
in the European Union. Oxford: Oxford University Press; R chard S. Katz
and Bernhard Wessels. Eds. 1999. The European Parlianment, the National
Parliaments and European Integration. xford: Oxford University Press.

* The only study linking coverage in the news media with attitudes
towards European integration is Russell Dalton and R Duval. 1986. ‘The
Political Environment and Foreign Policy Opinions: British Attitudes
towards European Integration, 1972-79." British Journal of Political
Sci ence. 16: 113-34. In addition for the role of the news nmedia in
European Elections see Jay G Blumer. ed. 1983. Communicating to
Vot ers. London: Sage.

> Anne Stevens quoted in ‘UK turnout: Apathy or Ignorance? BBC News at
http://news. bbc. co. uk. 14 June 1999.

® Peter J. Anderson and Anthony Weynouth. 1999. Insulting the Public?
The British Press and the European Union. London: Longman. See also
David Mrgan. ‘Brussels Mdia and European Union News.’ Eur opean
Journal of Conmuni cation. 10(3):321-344.

" See the discussions in Benjanin Page and Robert Y. Shapiro. 1992. The
Rat i onal Publ i c: Fifty Years of Trends in Americans’ Pol i cy
Pr ef erences. Chi cago: University of Chicago Press; also Wlliam G
Meyer. 1992. The Changing American Mnd. Ann Arbor, M: The University
of M chigan Press.

8 ‘Results of Continuous Tracking Surveys of FEuropean Opinion’.
Eur opi ni on #13 Eur opean Conmi ssi on: Brussel s Novenber 1997.
http://europa.eu.int.
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° | amnost grateful in particular to Anna Melich and Agnes Hubert, as
well as to the work of the European Comm ssion’s DGLO for Infornmation,
Conmruni cation, Culture and Audiovisual -Unit Public Opinion Mnitoring
(X.A 2) for release of this dataset, w thout which this book would not
have been possi bl e.

A full chronology of events can be found in the nonthly Bulletin of
t he European Uni on avail abl e at europa. eu.int/abc/doc.

11t should be noted that nmultiple codings were used for story topics.

2 1n addition it can be noted, for conparison, that US network news

devoted on average about four mnutes per news programto all types of
i nternational news during roughly the sanme period. Pippa Norris. 1995.
‘“News of the Wrld.” In Politics and the Press, edited by Pippa Norris.
Boul der, CO Lynne Reinner.

13 David Mrgan. 1998. The European Parliament, Mss Mdia and the
Search for Power and Influence. Report to the European Comm ssion, DGX
Brussel s.

14 Eur obaromet er 50, Spring 1998. Brussels: European Commi ssion.

15 The measures of the proportion of stories and the proportion of tine
correlated fairly closely together (R=.66), increasing confidence in
the reliability of these neasures.

8 Al'though it should be acknow edged that this pattern could have been
produced by the selections of newspapers used in the content analysis;
for example Mnitoring Euromedia coded far nore British that Irish
papers.

7 This may under-estimate total coverage of the BSE crisis, which could
be classified under ‘agriculture’ (when it related to the financial
problens facing farmers), ‘health’ (when stories discussed the risks to
the human food chain), or even ‘consuner affairs’ (when stories related
to the retail consequences of the crisis, for exanple for butchers).

18 Unfortunately, we |ack any systematic indicator of the priority given
to policy issues by the Conmission or Parlianent that could be conpared
with this news agenda. Previous studies have comonly analyzed the
government’s budget to gauge donestic policy priorities, such as the
grom h of per capita spending on welfare services anong |leftwing and
rightwing regines. Miny of the nost inportant issues facing the EU,
however, are those of conpetition, regulation and governance, wi thout
direct spending implications for the EU budget. Agriculture and
fisheries, for instance, absorbs about two-thirds of all Comunity
expenditure but this does not inmply that these issues were the nost
i mportant or controversial matters under debate in the period under
conpari son. The nost difficult agricultural issue in the period under
review concerned how the Comunity should respond to the health risks
associated wth Bovine Spongi form Encephal opathy (BSE or Md Cow
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di sease), an issue which was only in part a mtter of financial
conpensation for farners. Another independent indicator of policy
priorities can be derived from content analysis of the election
mani festoes of the party or parties in government. See, for exanple,
Hans-Di eter Klingemann, Richard |. Hofferbert and Ian Budge. 1994.
Parties, Policies and Denocracy. Boulder, Westview Press. But at the
Conmmunity |evel these docunments are only applicable in the broadest
sense to party groups wthin the European Parlianent, not to the
deci sions of the European Council or the Comm ssion.

19 There is an enornous literature on this topic. For general background
see, for exanple, Andrew Duff, John Pinder, and Roy Pryce. 1994.
Maastricht and Beyond. London: Routledge; Mchael J. Baun. 1996. An
I mperfect Union: The Maastricht Treaty and the New Politics of European
Integration. Boulder, CO Wstview Press; Kenneth Dyson. 1994. El usive
Uni on: The Process of Economc and Mnetary Union in Europe. London:
Longrman; Barry Eichengreen and Jeffrey Frieden. Eds. 1994. The
Political Econonmy of European Monetary Unification. Boulder, CO
Vst vi ew.

20 For nore detailed discussions of the concepts of balance and bias see
Jorgen Westerstahl. 1983. ‘Objective News Reporting.’” Conmunication
Research 10 (3): 403-424; Denis MQail. 1992. Media Perfornance.
London: Sage; Pippa Norris, John Curtice, David Sanders, Margaret
Scammel | and Hol li Semetko. 1999. On Message. London: Sage.

2L A Nexis-Lexis search of non-US newspapers disclosed 130 stories since
1994 referring to the ‘straight bananas’ story, a claim that seens to
have entered the popular culture in Septenber 1994 when the European
Conmi ssion’s proposed banning ‘abnormally curved” bananas. See The
Daily Mrror 21 Septenber 1994.

22 For a discussion of the concept and measurement of political support
see Pippa Norris. 1999. Critical Ctizens: d obal Support  for
Denocratic Governance. Oxford: Oxford University Press; see also Oskar
Ni edermayer and Bettina Westle. 1995. ‘A Typology of Oientations.” In
Public Opinion and Internationalized Governance. Edited by Gskar
N eder mayer and Richard Sinnott. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

2 The items ask: (Menbership) “Generally speaking do you think that
(your country’s) nenbership in the European Community is a good thing,
a bad thing, or neither good nor bad?” ( Benefit)”Taking everything into
consideration, would you say that (your country) has on balance
benefited or not from being a nenber of the European Community?”

24 The wunfortunate wording of this item is less than ideal; in
particul ar people may feel that the euro has to be introduced, as an
inevitable step given their country s menbership, w thout necessarily
feeling that this should occur.
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Participation.’” European Journal of Political Research. 32(2):273-282.

27 The nost conprehensive analysis of public opinion towards the EU from
the early 1970s until the early 1990s is provided in Gskar N edernmayer
and Richard Sinnott. 1995. Public Opinion and Internationalized
Covernance. Oxford: Oxford University Press. For a discussion see also
Svein S. Anderson and Kjell A. Eliassen. Eds. 1996. The European Union:
How Denocratic is it? London: Sage; Jack Hayward. Ed. 1995. The Cisis
of Representation in Europe. London: Frank Cass.
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