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Abstract

This Living Review takes stock of our current theoretical and empirical knowledge with
respect to a European public sphere. It first provides a discussion of the notion of a public
sphere and the virtual incompatibility between the notion of a public sphere in the nation
state and the current state of European integration. It is then argued why a notion of a
(Europeanized national) public space for debate between citizens and with power-holders is
important for the legitimacy and accountability of the EU.

A three-fold typology is proposed that organizes previous research on the European pub-
lic sphere: the Utopian, the Elitist and the Realist perspective. The diverging conclusions
stemming from extant research are reviewed in the light of the methodological pluralism in
the studies. It is demonstrated that most signs of Europeanization of national public spheres
stem from studies focusing on the quality broadsheet press, whereas studies focusing on the
popular press, television and new media provide little evidence (yet) of a Europeanization
trend. The review looks ahead in both theoretical and methodological terms and also assesses
the consequences of the (absence of) a European public sphere and current policy initiatives
in this area.
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4 Claes H. de Vreese

1 Introduction

Research on the emergence and nature of a European public sphere is accumulating and divided.
In some sense, a European public sphere can be said to have existed for centuries, long before the
establishment of the European community, the EU, and its institutions. From the late 17th century
onwards the ideas of European civilizations were the object of deliberation across Europe and a
pan-European elite public sphere emerged in the 18th century with academia, churches and courts.
In the 19th and 20th century the public spheres of Europe expanded and were more integrated
and linked than ever before (Schulz-Forberg 2003).

However, today a public sphere is most commonly referred to as a space or arena for (broad,
public) deliberation, discussion and engagement in societal issues. This is also how the term will
be used in this review. In the context of European integration the underlying assumption is that
a shared European space, a European public sphere, may contribute to the public legitimacy of
the EU polity and its policies, in much the same ways as have been suggested for national public
spheres.

In this Living Review the notion of a public sphere is discussed, in particular in the light of
European integration and a European polity. Extant research in this field is organized into different
strands of research. The review takes stock of our current knowledge and in the conclusion future
avenues for research are outlined. In addition, the effects and implications of a public sphere are
discussed and current policy initiatives are reviewed.

1.1 The Public Sphere

The term public sphere is often related to Jürgen Habermas’ work and in particular to “The
Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere” (Habermas 1962). The original Habermasian
notion of a public sphere conceives of it as an arena for ‘the perception, identification, and treatment
of problems affecting the whole society’ (Habermas 1962, 1996). It is here that “new problem
situations can be perceived more sensitively, discourses aimed at achieving self-understanding can
be conducted more widely and expressively, collective identities and need interpretations can be
articulated [...]” (Habermas 1996: 307–308).

The term ‘public sphere’ has sparked a long debate about the appropriate translation and
implied meaning of ‘Öffentlichkeit’. Some have argued that “openness” or “openicity” are more
accurate terms. Moreover the notion of the public sphere has been criticised (e.g., Fraser 1990).
Implicitly the term refers to events that are open and accessible to all. It has a meaning of making
something public or discussing something in public, but there are constraints and limits to any
version of a public sphere which is typically not open and accessible to all.

Several scholars have pointed out that there is a gap between the theoretical (and ideal) and
observable (and real) public sphere. Some of these criticisms relate to the public sphere relying on
the assumption that public and private is distinguished. However, since this boundary is rather
fluid and arbitrary there is a bias as to what issues are ‘admitted’ to the public sphere (Kunelius and
Sparks 2001). Similarly the public sphere has been critiqued for being inherently based on reason
and rationality. This basis of the public sphere, neglecting emotions and passions, also causes bias.
Others have pointed out that the public sphere notion is too focused on discussion vis-à-vis action.
The relationship and step from discussion and deliberation to political engagement and action is
poorly defined. Finally, the public sphere largely assumes homogeneity and consensus whereas
public and political life is often characterized by heterogeneity and disagreement (de Vreese 2006).

There is a strong body of scholarship in Europe sparked and inspired by Habermas’ work. Many
of these ideas have in the past two decades resonated in the Anglo-Saxon literature, in particular
following the translation of some of Habermas’ key pieces. Shortcomings, limitations or differences
in conceptualization of the public sphere notwithstanding, the public sphere can be defined as an
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The EU as a public sphere 5

arena which enables citizens to interact and talk about (the same) political issues.

1.2 What does it mean when applied to Europe?

Habermas’ ideas have been applied to developments in Europe and in relation to European inte-
gration in particular. Taking some of these ideas at face value neglects the spatial limitations and
implications of the ideas. Habermas’ original work was not concerned with collaboration in Europe
across nation states. His writing pertained to localities defined by the nation state such as France
and Germany. The writings initially do not concern issues of trans-nationality or international
perspectives, but all take their starting point in the rather confined and homogeneous nation state.
It is needless to say that the European Union (by 2007) has only some features of a state and
many more differences including behind-closed-doors decision making, a weak parliament and a
fragmented media system (Kleinsteuber 2001).

In later work, Habermas himself pointed out that the EU is challenged to be related to a
meaningful public sphere: “the political public sphere can fulfill its function of perceiving and
thematizing encompassing social problems only insofar as it develops out of the communication
taking place among those who are politically affected. It is carried by a public recruitment from
the entire citizenry” (Habermas 1996: 365). Habermas is very explicit about the necessity for the
emergence of a European public sphere: “The deficit in democracy can only be eliminated if a Eu-
ropean public sphere comes into existence in which the democratic process is incorporated. . . . the
pan-European political public sphere is the solution to the problem of insufficient social integration
in the processes of Europeanization” (Habermas 2001: 65).

In this vein Habermas is thus advocating a European political public space much akin to the
national public sphere. Such a sphere would imply spanning sovereign states within a common
system and with shared messages and meanings occupying this space. However, as will become
evident later in this Review, research has tended to discard this ‘ambitious’ notion of a European
public space.

In the discussion of which notion of the public sphere is most suitable to the advent of European
integration a vast number of metaphors have been suggested: Forum, space, arena, and network are
some of the most common. Summarizing previous research, a European public sphere would fulfill
many (if not most) of the following functions: it would have a transparency function (being a space
for all social groups and opinions), it would have a validating function (being a space for voicing,
debating and possibly revising one’s own opinion), it would have an orientation function (being
a space for voicing and being confronted with opinions), it would have a legitimating function
(being a space where opinions and policies are made visible, a forum for gaining (or not) public
resonance and legitimacy), it would have a responsive function (being a space for policy makers
to infer opinions of the citizenry), it would have an accountability function (being a space where
power holders would be discussed and held accountable) and it would have a participatory function
(being a space in which contributions would be encouraged).

1.3 Definitions: (A) European public sphere(s)

In specific relation to one or more European space(s) and following the different functions of a
public sphere several definitions have been proposed:

• It is a “space for communication between political actors and citizen for discussions of matters
of common interest” (Brantner et al. 2005);

• A public sphere exists if “the same topics are discussed at the same time with the same
intensity and structure of meaning” (van de Steeg 2002);
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• A public sphere is “the place where civil society is linked to the power structure of the state”
(Eriksen 2005: 342);

• The public sphere is “a system of communication where issues and opinions are being gathered
(input), processed (throughput) and passed on (output)” (Neidhardt 1994: 8);

• The public sphere is dynamic, it can “no longer be seen as one uniform national public sphere,
but as a polymorph, polyphonic and even anarchistic” (Eriksen 2004: 6);

• It is an “arena of communicative discourse to which citizens have access and may freely con-
tribute to rational discussion of issues collectively deemed of societal importance” (Jankowski
and van Os 2004).

These definitions imply that the public sphere may be more or less explicitly present in different
spaces. One important space is constituted by the media. The media and communication can
facilitate discourses. Media content can reflect public opinion and be directed at polities and
the actions of a (sub-)system. The media traditionally have been taken as the best ‘proxy’ and
expression of the public sphere. There are indeed good (and practical) reasons to almost equate
the media and their contents with the public sphere: Mass media enable public communication
as speakers are unable to reach their audience and democratic political entities need mechanisms
to link the political arenas. The media function as ‘glue’ for the segmented public spheres (Erbe
2005). Indeed most of what citizens experience about politics involves media to some extent and
the media represent an organized and confined space where speakers and actors can provide input
for public discussions. News media are an arena in which political actors, civil society and even
citizens can express views and make announcements. However, the structure of media content
is not neutral, but follows professional, organizational and cultural conventions (Shoemaker and
Reese 1996) and the content also includes commentary and interpretation.

In relation to Europe, a European public space can be equated largely with ‘European political
communication’ being any form of communication which refers to European governance in the
wide sense, expressing consensus or dissent with regard to particular issues (Trenz 2004). A
European public sphere then emerges or is visible whenever and wherever we can identify public
communication that takes place between particular communicators.

Indeed, in the European case, the media are important locations for manifestations of the public
sphere. Very few people have direct experiences with EU politics and many policy competences
of the EU do not spark interpersonal discussions without being prompted by the media. In sum,
when studying the public sphere the media is an inevitable component as they can be seen as
a market place of idea, statements and images of Europe, nations in Europe and the process of
European integration

1.4 Why should we care?

The existence, scope, structure, and quality of a public sphere are closely related to questions of the
legitimacy of a political system. As a general principle, the legitimacy of a political system hinges
on the consent of the governed. Peters (2005) suggests that legitimacy requires citizens to hold
beliefs about a political system. These beliefs should motivate them to support, accept obligations
vis-à-vis the system, and act according to its rules. Crucially, these beliefs and attitudes should be
articulated in public discourse. In the specific case of the EU, public communication can further
advance democratization of the EU and it is a necessary condition that public communication
contributes to knowledge about European affairs. The assumption behind the notion of a public
sphere is that citizens are enabled to participate in a (reasoned, rational) debate. A European(ized)
public sphere is therefore expected to not only inform about the EU but also to contribute towards
the legitimacy of the polity and the understanding of EU politics. Indeed it can be argued that

Living Reviews in European Governance
http://www.livingreviews.org/lreg-2007-3

http://www.livingreviews.org/lreg-2007-3


The EU as a public sphere 7

a Europeanized public sphere is a precondition for democratic decision making in the EU. This
is not to say that a Europeanized public sphere can be equated with support for EU politics;
a well-functioning set of Europeanized public spheres may contribute to, facilitate, and mobilize
anti-EU sentiments.

While there is disagreement about the nature of the EU’s democratic shortcomings (see the
debate between Moravcsik (2001) versus Follesdal and Hix (2006), for example), it is safe to say
that a well functioning public sphere would alleviate some of the concerns with regard to the
democratic quality of the EU. A viable public sphere not only contributes to the legitimacy of a
system but also to the accountability by showing political actors in action and providing a forum
for evaluating their performance.

The argument for the importance of a viable European public sphere is augmented by the
end of the ‘permissive consensus.’ The situation in which participation in EU politics was low,
politicization absent, but public support high has changed so that EU politics can at times mobilize
segments of the electorate but more importantly that the large silent majority is not necessarily
approving in silence of the progress. Under such circumstances questions about the public sphere
become even more pertinent.
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2 Different studies, different indicators, different conclu-
sions

Turning then to taking stock of our current knowledge, we can distinguish three strands of research.
(1) One group of studies has concentrated on the necessity and prerequisite for a “truly” European
public sphere. (2) A second group of studies has focused on specific cases and specific segments
amongst which a European public sphere is or has been in existence. (3) A third group of studies
has focused on the indicators and extent to which Europeanization in the national public spheres
can be identified.

2.1 The Utopian

In the literature in the past two decades we can observe a development from focusing on a ‘public
sphere heavy’ notion of a singular, pan-European public sphere to focusing on a ‘public sphere light’
notion of co-existing national public spheres in regard to European politics. The by now largely
rejected notion of a singular, supra-national, pan-European public sphere was conceptualized as
communicative space requiring a common language, a shared identity and a transnational media
system (Kielmansegg 1996; Habermas 2001; Grimm 2004). Theorists were quick to acknowledge
that a European public sphere is close to impossible due to communication barriers imposed by,
e.g., the different languages. However, as later acknowledged by Kielmansegg (2003) and critics
of this notion of a European public sphere (e.g., Schlesinger 1999; de Vreese 2002), the European
Union “is not a community of communication, hardly a community of shared memories; it is merely,
and in a limited sense, a community of shared experiences” (my translation, Kielmansegg 2003:
58).1

Recently, Habermas and Derrida (2003) argued that developments in international relations
(and most notably the rift between the U.S. and Europe) fostered public demonstrations on a
common cause which could be seen as the beginning of a “real”, transnational European public
sphere. In addition, it was claimed that the time was ripe for the articulation of a European
identity beyond the ‘legacies of eurocentrism and the logic of nation states’. A response to this
interpretation was offered by Hands (2006) who rejected that ‘February 15, 2003’ (the day of the
mass demonstrations) could be seen as the birth of a European public sphere. It was rather a
manifestation of the ‘maturing of global civil society’ and not an expression of a European public
sphere.

The notion of a monolithic, singular and pan-European public sphere has also been largely
discarded in the light of the evidence in this area where attempts to create pan-European media
(including for example the newspaper The European and the heavily subsidized Euronews) have
failed (de Vreese 2002).

2.2 The Elitist

Other research has distinguished segmented transnational public spheres which have been concep-
tualized as issue-specific communicative spaces, largely dominated by political and economic elites
(Eder 2000). In this vein, communication is perceived at the national level, but will concentrate
on specific topics and in specific segments, typically ‘elite quality newspapers’. However, elitist
national newspapers and a handful of commercial news outlets with a global outreach and a signif-
icant European audience, such as the Financial Times, at the end of the day have a limited, elite
readership that makes it hard to speak of a public sphere (de Vreese 2002, 2003; Koopmans 2007).

1Original quotation in German: “Europa, auch das engere Westeuropa, ist keine Kommunikationsgemeinschaft,
kaum eine Erinnerungsgemeinschaft und nur sehr begrenzt eine Erfahrungsgemeinschaft”.
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2.3 The Realist

The final strand of research focuses on Europeanized public spheres. Gerhards (1993, 2000) has
rightly emphasized that the more realistic scenario is not a genuine supranational European pub-
lic sphere in the singular and monolithic sense, but rather a Europeanization of national public
spheres. Gerhards (2000: 293) mentions two criteria for such a Europeanization of national pub-
lic spheres: an (increased) proportion of coverage of European themes and actors, and, on the
other, the evaluation of these themes and actors from a perspective that extends beyond their one
country and its interests. The latter has been criticised for being restrictive (e.g., Trenz 2004).
The major bulk of empirical research has been developed within the ‘Europeanization’ perspective.
Different distinctions in Europeanization can be made. One important difference is between news
about the EU, its policies and institutions on the one hand and news about events and issues from
other European countries. This distinction has been coined vertical and horizontal Europeanization
(Koopmans and Erbe 2004). Vertical Europeanization refers to national actors addressing Euro-
pean actors, national actors addressing European issues or European actors partaking in national
debates on European issues. Horizontal Europeanization is referred to as national media covering
issues in other EU member states and national actors addressing issues or actors in another EU
member state.

The notion of Europeanized national public spheres has found most resonance in large scale
comparative studies of the media’s coverage of European integration and political issues in Europe.
The media coverage of European affairs is in lieu of a constant flow of news and is best described
as cyclical, with occasional peaks and long periods of little news (de Vreese 2002; de Vreese et al.
2001; Peter and de Vreese 2004). Key events, such as national referendums and EU summits can
take up a substantial part of the news (van der Brug et al. 2007; de Vreese and Semetko 2004;
de Vreese and Boomgaarden 2006), but most of the news is seen through the prism of the nation
state.

There is no consensus about the extent to which Europeanized national public spheres exist.
These might be ‘imperfect’ compared to the (theoretical) pan-European benchmark, but – very
importantly – the contours of a European public sphere can be sketched. This development is
perhaps taking place as a result of the growing contestation over the shaping of the EU polity (as
evidenced in the constitutional process) and its growing policy reach and scope (as evidenced by
the proportion of EU law that is ratified by national legislatures).

Research, however, is divided about the extent of Europeanization of national public spheres
measured by news media coverage of European matters. The Europub project (http://europub.
wz-berlin.de), investigating print news in 1990, 1995, 2000 – 2002 found strong Europeanization
in the Swiss public sphere, the UK to be a deviant non-Europeanized case, and public spheres
in Italy and the Netherlands to be less European because discussions about European issues take
place among national actors. Issues such as monetary politics and immigration show signs of
vertical Europeanization while horizontal Europeanization is virtually absent (Koopmans 2004).

In an analysis of broadsheet newspapers in 2000 in Germany, France, Britain, Italy and Spain,
Trenz (2004, 2005) found evidence of a ‘transnational resonance of political communications’ im-
plying that in relation to specific actors and institutions there are cross-references. Three types of
‘European’ news were distinguished: news characterized by a shared meaning of European events
and issues; Europeanized news characterized by the secondary impact of European events and
issues on national news coverage; and national news on domestic events and issues characterized
by evolving forms of European monitoring and rhetoric. Trenz (2004) concludes that despite
cross-national differences, there are positive indicators of an absolute degree of European public
sphere.

Sifft et al. (2007), focusing on the quality press in Germany, Great Britain, France, Austria
and Denmark, also distinguish different types of transnationalization. In terms of what they label
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‘monitoring governance’, i.e. reporting about the EU and its institutions they find a clear process of
Europeanization between 1982 and 2003. However, in terms of horizontal integration they report
negative developments over time. This means that European countries are not reporting more
about each other today than 20 years ago. In terms of referring to discussions and topics and
European speakers, they report a relative stability over the past two decades. Finally, this team
reports that references to ‘Europeans’ as a collective or ‘we’ is virtually absent, albeit marginally
increasing over time.

Focusing in particular on the European Parliamentary elections, de Vreese et al. (2006) found
that the most recent 2004 EP elections took up 9.8% of the national television news, on average,
in the two weeks leading up to election day in the 25 EU countries. The average visibility of EU
news in 2004 was higher in the new member states (10.4%) than in the old member states (9.2%).
The EU-wide average of 9.8% contains significant cross-national variation. In Greece, for example,
the elections took up 21% of the news, whereas in Germany the elections took up only 3% of the
news. In addition to Greece, the elections were most visible in Denmark, Slovakia, Austria, and
Ireland, taking up more than 15% of the news in these countries. In addition to Germany, the
elections were least visible in Belgium and the Czech Republic, where less than 5% of the news was
devoted to the elections. On average, in the old member states there was an increase in the news
devoted to the EP elections from 6.6% in 1999 to 9.2% in 2004, and 10 of the 15 old member states
showed an increase in visibility. Among the new member states, seven countries showed more than
10% EU news. De Vreese et al. (2006) also assess the representation of ‘Europe’ in terms of actors
in the news and the evaluative nature of the news coverage. They conclude that in terms of an
emerging Europeanization of national public spheres in relation to the European Parliament there
seems to be reason for a bit of optimism. In terms of visibility and share of EU actors, the trend
between 1999 and 2004 is one of increase. Also the results for the new member states give a rather
positive outlook. Visibility was relatively high, both of EU news and EU actors. Furthermore,
the tone towards the EU was considerably more positive in the new member states. However,
if these findings mainly have to be ascribed to the novelty of the elections in the new countries,
then caution with respect to the optimism is warranted. Finally, looking at EU news outside the
elections, i.e. during routine periods when there are no scheduled events of the magnitude such as
European Council meetings for example, EU politics is marginal in national news (Gerhards 2000;
Peter and de Vreese 2004; Peter et al. 2003). Television news, in particular, is virtually oblivious
to a large-scale development in Europe and has not (yet) left the nation state.

Tacking stock of our current knowledge leads to diverging conclusions with respect to the
extent, scope, nature and consolidation of Europeanization of national public spheres. Much of
the difference in conclusions can be traced back to different criteria, operationalizations and foci
of the studies. The key indicators for assessing the Europeanness of public spheres include the
visibility of European topics (and issues with a European perspective) and some degree of mutual
observation and quotation, typically in the form of inclusion of EU-actors and actors from other
EU countries (see de Vreese 2002; de Vreese et al. 2006). Several scholars have formulated minimal
criteria for a European public sphere. The criteria indeed include corresponding media coverage
in different countries with shared points of reference in which “speakers and listeners recognize
each other as legitimate participants in a common discourse that frames the particular issues as
common European problems” (Risse and van de Steeg 2003: 22). At the very least, a European
public sphere should reflect national media reporting on the same topic using common sources,
including EU sources and sources from other EU countries.

By and large, studies that rely on analyses of broadsheet, quality newspapers tend to find some
evidence of Europeanized news coverage (e.g., Eder and Kantner 2002; Sifft et al. 2007; Trenz and
Eder 2004). Much to the contrary, research that has focused on (national) television news, which is
the most widely cited source of information about the EU for citizens in Europe (Eurobarometer),
has concluded that there is virtually no trace of a European public sphere and only occasional,
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and brief, indications of Europeanization (Peter and de Vreese 2004).
In sum we may assess our current knowledge about a European public space – in 2007 – in

the following manner. The notion of a pan-European public sphere fulfilling the requirements of
a national public sphere has been discarded both from a theoretical and empirical point of view.
This ‘utopian’ notion of a European public space would imply a supranational public space, EU
level actors dominating, truly European themes being addressed, ideally in (pan-)European media.
Transnational, segmented European spheres have been identified in relation to relatively confined
issues and time spans. Moreover these ‘bubbles’ of discourse primarily involve specific, elitist seg-
ments of society and can hardly be said to be a public sphere but rather an ‘elitist’ notion of a
European public space. The third and ‘realistic’ notion refers to the Europeanized national public
spheres. This notion is based on observations of parallelization and synchrony in topics and an
increase in salience of European issues and actors, a horizontal and vertical dimension of Euro-
peanization. Research differs on the extent to which this development is emerging, consolidating or
already present. Most of the divergence in the literature can be explained by the focus on different
media (e.g., national broadsheet, quality newspapers vis-à-vis television news).

Given these observations we can conclude that research is crystallizing around the notion of
varying degrees of (increasing) Europeanization of national public spheres.
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12 Claes H. de Vreese

3 Discussion: The way ahead

Following the stock-taking part of this review, the discussion will focus on a number of aspects
relating to theorizing and methods and also to the implications and consequences of a European
public space in addition to reflections on some of the ongoing policy initiatives in this area.

Theorizing the public sphere: It has become evident in the above that there has been a mismatch
between the level of theorizing on a European public sphere on the one hand and the availability
of empirical studies on the other. This shortcoming has partly been alleviated by the recent
completion of a number of large scale international and comparative studies and the accompanying
availability of systematically collected data. But there is still much work needed on the conception
of a European public space and one important question to ask is if traditional, in particular print
media, are the sole and most appropriate ‘proxy’ for a public sphere. To start with we need to
broaden the scope beyond the quality broadsheet newspapers. These outlets might provide most
in the attempt to find ‘improvements’ in the European public sphere. But that sphere is limited
if it only reaches a shrinking elite audience while a growing majority of citizens might rely on
media whose contents look different. Moreover, especially given fragmentation, the emergence and
significance of non-mainstream sources of news and information have been considered.

In addition, the very notion of a European public space will continue to be important to revisit:
What is emerging is hardly a replacement of national public spheres, i.e. not a structural supra-
national level but rather a constitutive part of national public sphere. This notion of a European
public sphere is indeed far removed from Habermas (1996) criteria for a monolithic European
public sphere. However, core elements in Habermas’ notion refer to citizens being affected by
policies and to the debate involving individuals recruited from the entire citizenry. At this point
there is little emerging in this sense. It will thus be important for future studies to be concise and
specific in their theoretical foundations and criteria regardless of whether work is emerging out of
the ‘utopian’, ‘elitist’ or ‘realist’ perspective.

Measuring the public sphere: With the proliferation of empirical studies and assessments of
the scope and parameters of a European space future research is also charged with the challenge
and necessity to arrive at comparable operationalizations and shared measures. One inhibiting
factor stemming from previous research is the incompatibility and lack of comparability across
studies. Key features of a communicative European space involve a classification of topics, actors,
degree of cross-references, and the framing of issues (de Vreese 2002). While some of the former
are relatively straightforward (is the topic an EU competence area? Is the actor EU affiliated? Is
there reference to the EU or European countries?), the notion of framing should be central in future
assessments of Europeanization of media content and the public sphere. The underlying question
is not only whether issues are addressed simultaneously, but also how these are discussed. In terms
of news framing, European news has been found to be framed both along the lines of conventional
journalistic frames and by using Europe-issue specific frames (de Vreese 2002). In terms of how
citizens make sense of Europe various audience frames have been suggested (e.g., Dı́ez Medrano
2003) and research on the ratification process of the Constitutional Treaty is opening for a whole
new area of analyses of transnational debates (e.g., Fossum and Schlesinger 2007).

Understanding the consequences: Underlying the research and focus on the parameters and
scope of a European public space is an interest in the implications and consequences of such
a sphere or space. As argued above a healthy public space can provide a forum for exchange
between citizens themselves and between citizens and elites. A public sphere can thus improve
the democratic quality of a system and contribute to the legitimacy and accountability of power
holders. Research on a European public sphere has focused more on the sphere itself and the
access to and diversity of the debate than on the effects and consequences. Given the centrality
of media for the public sphere, we need to know more about media and public opinion and the
responsiveness of politics to public opinion.
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With public opinion about European integration being volatile, new information can change
citizens’ opinions and policy preferences (Page and Shapiro 1992). Indeed, “where people know
and care little about the issue, and where it is remote from their everyday experience of life and
their values, then the imapact of the media may be greater” (Newton 2006: 218). New information,
as provided by the media, can therefore contribute to public thinking about and support for or
aversion against different aspects of European integration. To the extent that public support is
seen as part of the legitimacy of European integration, the media play an important role in affecting
citizens as to which topics to consider and what to think about these when conceiving of European
integration. How then may the media matter? In media effects research, agenda-setting, priming,
framing and persuasion as a result of tone of the news are amongst the most applied concepts to
understand media impact on public opinion formation (McLeod et al. 2002).

The conflict frame, a much applied journalistic news frame, can affect audiences so that more
thoughts are generated about EU politics and more positive and negative considerations come
to mind (de Vreese 2004). Schuck and de Vreese (2006) examined the news framing of the 2004
European Union enlargement in terms of risk and opportunity and the effect both frames had
on public support for the enlargement. An experiment examined the impact of both frames on
support for EU enlargement and showed that the opportunity frame produced higher levels of
support compared to the risk condition. This framing effect was moderated by political knowledge.
Individuals with low levels of political knowledge were more affected by the news frames and more
susceptible to risk framing. At this point it suffices to say that the empirical assessment of the
consequences of the (developments in the) Europeanized public sphere should be high on our
research agenda.

3.1 Playing the blame game I: The media’s fault?

This review might lead some to conclude that the media are at fault or perform ‘poorly’. It would,
however, be stretching the observations made. The media are not, ceteris paribus, responsible for
the public sphere falling short of normative standards, elite dreaming or decreasing support for
advanced European integration. Indeed, as Trenz (2004) and van de Steeg (2002) also emphasize,
the media know a number of constraints that limit them in performing this role. This review –
very deliberately – takes the media coverage of European issues as the starting point and almost
as a given fact. This position comes from the observation of strong market-driven forces and
developments in the media and communication landscape (Semetko et al. 2000) which imply that
any discussion of alternative roles and responsibilities on the side of the media are less likely to
materialize in significant change. Hereby the ‘prime responsibility’ becomes a political one with
problems to be addressed (or solved) on the side of institutions, parties and politicians.

This position is obviously debatable and the position has more nuances. The media’s role in
society can be seen as a pure market driven business, a ‘business with a public interest’ or a special
business that requires government intervention, legislation and provisions. In other words, ideas
ranging from a notion of the media as acting in ‘self-interest’ to the media acting in the ‘public
interest’ (McQuail 1992). Hallin and Mancini (2004) distinguish three models of media systems in
the western world which all foresee a different role for the media. In the first model, the Polarized
Pluralist model (found in most Mediterranean countries) there is strong state intervention, the
media industry (in particular the press) is heavily subsidized and ‘obligations’ and expectations
from the political side for editorial content is possible (but not necessarily desirable). In the second
model, the Liberal model (found most pronounced in the U.S. and Britain), the market domination
is strong, the level of professionalization is high, and the possibility for political influence (except
in cases of the press where the party-paper parallelism remains high) is minimal. The third model,
the Democratic Corporatist model (found in north-western Europe, including the Netherlands),
is characterized by state intervention in the provisions of public broadcasting and press subsidies,
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but also by a strong degree of professionalization and editorial autonomy from political influences.
The different legal provisions and conceptions of the role of the media in society have implica-

tions for the degree to which media content and journalistic approaches to, for example, the EU
can be influenced. In a market driven, corporatist model such as in the Netherlands, expectations
about the coverage of economic and political issues (including European integration) can only be
set for public broadcasters (and the partially subsidized segments of the press).

Increasing the visibility of EU news, boosting the presence of EU level actors or sparking the
number of cross-references across EU countries in such a system can therefore only be achieved
indirectly. To increase visibility and debate, EU politics must be politically more relevant. This
(again) places the responsibility on the side of ‘politics’ and only in a second place by on the one
hand ensuring that editors and journalists are sufficiently aware of and trained to cover European
issues and on the other hand by feeding the media with information that fit the formats of different
media and outlets. Should efforts to increase visibility of European affairs be successful, there is
the legitimate concern that these efforts will only reach those who are already politically interested
and predisposed for paying attention. Nonetheless, the efforts are necessary to create a general
news and information environment in which the EU has a (more central) place on the agenda.
It is common knowledge that the media monitor each other’s agenda and are influenced by elite
media which is why it is crucial to be established in the leading outlets. However, beyond the
public broadcasters it would be almost näıve to seriously expect that any media outlet would be
responsive to a call for additional attention to the EU.

3.2 Playing the blame game II: The institutions’ fault?

If the media fall short of taking the bulk of the ‘blame’ for the inadequate European public sphere
we may turn to either EU citizens or the EU institutions themselves. The latter have recently
launched a number of policy initiatives stemming from the notion that the legitimacy of continued
European integration hinges upon public support. However, it is only in recent years that the
importance of communication and interaction with citizens has become part of the agenda. So
what is on the agenda? The most comprehensive initiatives ever to put ‘communication’ on the
agenda stem from Commissioner Wallström’s Cabinet that has been in charge of Plan D (for
Democracy, Dialogue and Debate) and of the White Paper for a European Communication Policy.

The self-defined strategic principles underlying the initiates are 1) listening to citizens (taking
their views and concerns into account), 2) communicating how EU policies affect citizens’ everyday
lives, and 3) connecting with citizens by ‘going local’ and addressing citizens in their national and
local settings. While these principles may appear somewhat trivial, they do in fact represent and
embody a real change of taking ‘communication seriously’ within the EU institutions. As Meyer
(1999) noted, there was – prior to the mid 1990s – virtually no interest in or awareness of media
coverage of European politics from the side of EU institutions. In that sense, the Wallström Cab-
inet should be applauded for putting it on the agenda with considerable effort. A few reflections
on the current initiatives: First, the initiatives seem a decade late. Second, there appears to be an
insufficient distinction between short-term and long-term goals. While educational programs etc
may be excellent to achieve certain things, these are likely to be long-term. Short-term goals should
be aimed at raising the visibility of Europe in debates, however not just in debates about European
issues, but also in national policy discussions that have an international (often European) perspec-
tive. Third, the final goal of increased communication efforts should not be to make citizens love
the EU. The aim must be to equip them with sufficient knowledge and awareness to appreciate the
role of Europe in global and regional developments and to have sufficient considerations available
to form a (quasi-)informed opinion. Fourth, and in the light of this review, the communication
efforts should discard the notion of a monolithic pan-European public sphere. Citizens in Europe
prefer national (news) media and efforts should not be geared at pan-European initiatives (unless
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seen as marginal, complementary tools for feeding into national public spheres). Looking into the
future some might be tempted to turn to ‘new’ media and in particular the Internet in a search
for new strategies and opportunities. But so far there is little encouraging in the evidence online
where the structure of the offline public sphere seems to be reinforced (Koopmans and Zimmerman
2003).

As a closing note, we may conclude that while research on the European public sphere is entering
a phase of empirical maturity and richness, the consequences of the composition and qualities of
the Europeanized public spheres should be high on our agendas.
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Gerhards, Jürgen, 1993, “Westeuropäische Integration und die Schwierigkeiten der Entstehung
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