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Abstract 
 
The European Parliament (EP) elections are usually a pretext to 
discuss domestic issues and this is a common feature in most 
member states. EP election campaigns play a secondary role in 
terms of political strategies and journalistic practices. Studying 
newspapers, newscasts and the Web, this article aims to 
investigate the Italian 2009 EP election campaign, within the 
wider European context, discussing three main questions: a) Will 
data relating to the interest of news media, issues discussed by 
politicians and electoral turnout, allow us to include this campaign 
among the examples of second-elections? Or does the great lack 
of interest suggest that it should be counted among the 
campaigns of third-rate? b) Will news coverage confirm the lack 
of newsworthiness of Europe and the importance of domestic 
issues and national political actors? And related to this trend, do 
several medium specificities stand out (daily press, television and 
the Web)? c) Studying this campaign, does some evidence 
support the hypothesis of a slow, but constant 
"transnationalization" of national public opinion? 
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1. European election campaign and political information  
 
Analysis of the recent European Parliament (EP) elections 
campaign in Italy allowed us to verify which are the main 
developments affecting the relationship between political and 
media systems. In particular, it provided an opportunity to review 
and update the key assumptions related to the second-order 
election, EP campaign coverage and the construction of a 
European public sphere. 
 
The Italian case - despite some well-known anomalies2 - 
maintains a high degree of significance at various levels. From a 
political and institutional point of view, because it is a 
consolidated democracy and one of the six founding members of 
the EU; and from a journalistic point of view, because it is 
considered part of the Mediterranean model (also called polarized 
pluralist model) as well as France, Greece, Portugal, Spain3. Even 
the most recent findings on the news coverage of the EP election 
campaign do not consider Italy an exception4. Moreover, in its 
relations with the EU, Italy has always been characterized by: a) 
faith in Europe for its citizens, as shown by the turnout and trust 
in European institutions that are among the highest of the older 
members states5; b) lack of political entrepreneurs openly hostile 
to Europe and ready to exploit in election campaign antieuropean 
feeling; c) a media and journalistic system interested mainly on 
domestic aspects of political life, heavily dependent on political 
and business systems, focused on the coverage of the two major 
political parties leaders (Popolo della Libertà, Right, and Partito 

                                                
2  Christopher Cepernich, "The Changing Face of Media. A Catalogue of Anomalies", in D. Albertazzi, 

C. Brook, C. Ross, eds., "Resisting the tide. Cultures of opposition during the Berlusconi years", (London - 

New York: Continuum, 2009). Paolo Mancini, “The Berlusconi Case: Mass Media and Politics in Italy”, in Ib 

Bondebjerg, Peter Madsen, eds., Media, Democracy and European Culture (Chicago: Intellect Book, 2008). 

3  Daniel C. Hallin and Mancini Paolo, Comparing Media Systems: Three Models of Media and 

Politics. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004). 

4  Claes H. de Vreese, Susan Banducci, Holli Semetko and Hajo A. Boomgaarden, “The news 

coverage of the 2004 European Parliamentary election campaign in 25 countries”, European Union Politics, 7 

(Dec. 2006): 477-504. 

5  Eurobarometer 2009, 71.3. 
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Democratico, Left), and especially of the Prime Minister, Silvio 
Berlusconi. 
 
The Italian case study is therefore relevant not only because it 
allows us to evaluate the progress of Europeanization in Italy, but 
it also provides useful data for deepening the study of all those 
member states where there is a general and broad support for 
the EU. 
 
The recent European elections confirmed the marginal role of 
Europe within its member states’ political cycle: once again this 
deadline has proved to be a pretext to continue discussing 
national issues and to assess the level of consent to political 
parties6. Given the low electoral turnout7 and the limited 
campaigning effort shown by national parties, we must 
acknowledge that European elections represent a secondary 
deadline for citizens’ political life. 
 
According to the well-known hypothesis of a “second-order 
election”8, also known as the “low-key campaign”9, the final 
results are deemed better determined by external factors, rather 
than by elements of the competition itself. The main features of 
this kind of campaign refer to a) the more limited budget and the 
shorter duration of the campaign when compared to national 
elections10; b) the small number of consultants and non-political 

                                                
6  Jacques Gerstlé, “La dynamique nationale d’une campagne européenne”, in Le Vote des Douze. 

Les élections européennes de juin 1994, ed Pascal Perrineau et Colette Ysmal (Paris: Presses de Science-Po, 

1995). Cees van der Eijk and Mark Franklin, eds., Choosing Europe? The European electorate and national 

politics in the face of Union, (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1995). Giorgio Grossi, L’Europa 

degli italiani. L’Italia degli europei, (Roma: Rai/Vqpt, 1996). 

7  Luxembourg and Belgium show the highest percentage of voters, more than 90%, while the 

Czech Republic, Slovenia, Romania, Poland, Lithuania, Slovakia stands at below 30% (source: 

www.europarl.europa.eu). 

8  Karl Reif and Hermann Schmitt, “Nine Second-Order National Elections: A Conceptual Framework 

for the Analysis of European Election Results”, European Journal of Political Research, 8 (Jan 1980), 3-45  

9  Roland Cayrol, “European Elections and the Pre-Electoral Period. Media Use and Campaign 

Evaluations”, European Journal of Political Research, 19 (Jan. 1991): 17-29. 

10  Jacques Gerstlé, Raul Magni-Berton and Cristophe Piar, “Media coverage and voting in the 

European parliamentary election in France 2004”, in Campaigning in Europe – Campaigning for Europe. 
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actors involved in the campaign c) the lower political participation 
as measured by turnout11; d) the kind of candidates selected, 
who are recruited not among the leaders of parties but rather 
belong to the so-called civil society12; e) the constant presence, 
within, the campaign, of national issues, or European issues 
framed in a national perspective so as to assess the popularity of 
the government.  
 
European elections in Italy have even reinforced the negative 
outcomes of this process. Though increasing calls to vote 
launched by the EU institutions13, the communication campaign 
has received little attention, especially by the right wing parties. 
Few TV spots have been devoted to European elections, posters 
have been slightly more consistent14. The strong Berlusconi job 
approval recorded by polls, also induce a less engagement of the 
Government parties in the election campaign. To summarize, 
although this election is secondary to the national electoral cycle, 
it has nonetheless maintained a primary role insofar as national 
political balance is concerned: in Italy the stake for the leading 
parties, Popolo delle Libertà (PdL) and Lega Nord (LN), had to 
exceed 40% of the votes, the Partito Democratico (PD) had to 
remain above 25%, and minor parties had to overcome the 
election threshold of 4%.  
Concerning more specifically the news coverage, most recent 
studies show that visibility of the EP elections in Italy is close to 
the old member states’ average, with a declining trend between 
1999 and 2004. Furthermore, within the news, national actors 

                                                                                                             
Political Parties; Campaigns; Mass Media and the European Parliament Elections 2004, eds. Michaela Maier 

and Jens Tenscher (Berlin: Lit, 2006). 

11  Karl Reif, Schmitt, Hermann “Nine Second-Order National Elections: A Conceptual Framework for 

the Analysis of European Election Results”, European Journal of Political Research, 8 (Mar. 1980): 3-45. 

12  Federico Ferrara and Timo J. Weishaupt, “Get your act together: party performance in European 

Parliament elections”, European Union Politics 5 (Sep. 2004): 283-306. 

13  The 2009 elections have witnessed the first institutional campaign coordinated in all member 

states, and the organization of offline as well as online awareness raising events. The communication 

campaign by the European Parliament is published on 

www.europarl.europa.eu/elections_2009_package/default.htm. 

14  A searchable database of Italian political parties’ campaigning materials, developed by The 

Osservatorio sulla Comunicazione Politica – University of Torino, is available at 

www.politicalcommunicationmonitor.eu. 
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and domestic focus prevail15. The Italian 2009 EU elections - as 
data will show - confirm the low involvement and the scarce 
interest of mainstream media in the campaign election coverage.  
The low involvement in campaigning has been favored by 
mainstream media, scarcely interested in the elections, as data 
will show. While signaling a deficit of information, this highlights a 
contradictory representation of Europe within media. On the one 
hand, general support to an ideal European integration, well 
expressed in the “permissive consent”16, is giving way to 
prevailing anti-Europeanism and euro-skepticism. In this 
perspective electoral campaigns may turn disaffection into explicit 
antagonism against European institutions17. Moreover, the EU 
integration tends to be mainly perceived as a transnational 
process, with limited effects in the political contexts of its 
member states. The lack of a common language, persisting 
cultural differences, and the challenges posed by the enlargement 
of the Union prevented the formation of a shared public space, so 
that the very idea of a European public sphere is controversial18. 

                                                
15  de Vreese, Susan Banducci, Holli Semetko and Hajo A. Boomgaarden, “The news coverage of the 

2004 European Parliamentary election campaign in 25 countries”. 

16  Pierre Bréchon, Bruno Cautrès and Bernard Denni, “L’évolution des attitudes à l’égard de 

l’Europe”, Le vote des Douze. Les élections éuropéennes de juin 1994, ed. Pascal Perrineau and Colette 

Ysmal, (Paris: Presses de Sciences Po, 1995). Erik O. Eriksen and John E. Fossum, eds., Democracy in the 

European Union. Integration through Deliberation?, (London-New York: Routledge, 2000). 

17  Silke Adam, “Domestic adaptations of Europe. A comparative study of the debates on EU 

enlargement and a common Constitution in the German and French quality press”, International Journal of 

Public Opinion Research, 19 (Oct. 2007): 409-43. Simon Hix, The Political System of the European Union, 

(Hampshire-New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005). Deirdre Kevin, Europe in the Media. A Comparison of 

Reporting, Representation, and Rhetoric in National Media Systems in Europe (London: Lawrence Erlbaum 

Associates 2003). 

18  Gerhards Jürgen, “Missing a European Public Sphere”, in Will Europe Work?, ed Martin Kohli and 

Mojca Novak (London-New York: Routledge, 2001). Chalmers Damian, (2003), “The Reconstitution of 

European Public Spheres”, European Law Journal 9 (Apr. 2003): 127-189. Erik O. Eriksen, ed., Making the 

European Polity: Reflexive Integration in the EU (London-New York: Routledge, 2005). Rolando Marini, ed., 

Comunicare l’Europa, (Perugia: Morlacchi Editore, 2004). Francesco Amoretti, “La democrazia elettronica”, 

Comunicazione politica 7 - special issue (Jan. 2006). Pfetsch, Barbara., Adam, Silke and Eschner, Barbara. 

“The contribution of the press to Europeanization of public debates. A comparative study of issue salience and 

conflict lines of European integration”, Journalism: Theory, Practice & Criticism 9 (Fall 2008): 463-490.  
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On the other hand, however, there are signals of a process of 
“Europeanization” of national public opinions19, which has an 
impact on public and political agendas. Though European issues 
tend to be combined with national problems, slow but relevant 
transformations, affecting politicians, journalists, institutions, 
stakeholders and minorities, are taking place. Indeed, though, 
media tend to frame reality according to cultural-specific 
categories, as widely recognized in the literature20, positive 
attitudes towards European issues persist also in the more 
adverse contexts. This trend is well explained by the findings of 
recent research on European journalism by Paul Statham21: 
information on European politics, as represented within the most 
influent national press, can be considered as the peak in the 
construction of the Europeanization process, and the prevailing 
frame on European integration is largely supportive of the process 
of European integration. 
 
Given these assumptions, this article aims to investigate the 
Italian 2009 EP election campaign, within the wider European 
context, discussing three main questions: a) Will data relating to 
the interest of news media, issues discussed by politicians and 
electoral turnout, allow us to include this campaign among the 
examples of second-elections? Or does the great lack of interest 
suggest that it should be counted among the campaigns of third-
rate22? b) Will news coverage confirm the lack of newsworthiness 
of Europe and the importance of domestic issues and national 
political actors? And related to this trend, do several medium 
specificities stand out (daily press, television and the Web)? c) 
Studying this campaign, does some evidence support the 

                                                
19  Carlo Marletti and Jean Mouchon, eds, La costruzione mediatica dell’Europa (Milano: Franco 

Angeli, 2005). Paul Schlesinger, “Changing Spaces of Political Communication: The Case of the European 

Union”, Political Communication 16 (Dec. 1999): 263-279. 

20  Daniel C. Hallin and Paolo Mancini, eds, Comparing Media Systems: Three Models of Media and 

Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004). 

21  Paul Statham, “Political Journalism and Europeanization: Pressing Europe?”, EurPolCom Working 

Paper 132 2006. 

22  Karl Reif, “National Electoral Cycles and European Elections 1979 and 1984”, Electoral Studies, 3 

(Fall 1984), 244-255. 
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hypothesis of a slow, but constant "transnationalization" of 
national public opinion? 
 
2. Methodology and research design 
 
The Osservatorio sulla Comunicazione Politica of the University of 
Torino (OCP), in the 14 weeks before EP elections - from 1st 
march to 6th June 2009 - conducted a systematic monitoring of 
Italian media coverage devoted to Europe. In order to examine 
the media coverage flow, the monitoring collected and analyzed 
all articles about Europe in the main national newspapers with a 
higher readership  (Il Corriere della Sera, la Repubblica, la 
Stampa, il Giornale) and of all news stories in the most important 
national evening newscasts (3 newscasts of the public 
broadcaster, Rai, 3 of the private broadcasters Mediaset, and 1 of 
La7) which contained an explicit reference to European issues. 
The units of analysis were all single articles (2.712 on the 
newspaper), with explicit references - in title and text - to Europe 
and European elections, and all thematic news stories (644 on 
TV). 
 
Given the increasing role of the Internet in postmodern 
campaigns23, we also monitored four of the most important web 
sites: Google, Google News, YouTube and Facebook. The choice 
of these sources is justified by the fact that national television 
and newspapers remain the most important sources of 
information about the EU for citizens in Europe24, while the web is 
becoming more important in the public opinion sphere25. 
 
The authors have coordinated a team of five junior researchers 
that selected, collected and catalogued newspapers articles. The 
Osservatorio di Pavia26 realized the television monitoring. Finally 

                                                
23  Bruce A. Bimber, Richard Davis. Campaigning online (Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press, 

2003). 

24  Claes H. de Vreese, Susan Banducci, Holli Semetko and Hajo A. Boomgaarden, “The news 

coverage of the 2004 European Parliamentary election campaign in 25 countries”, European Union Politics, 7 

(4), (2006). 477-504. 

25  Eurobarometer 2009, 71.3. 

26  http://www.osservatorio.it. 
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both authors analyzed data. The Holsti’s Formula27 was used to 
check the reliability of data set. For newspapers and TV a sub 
sample of 430 codes were selected and four coders were 
employed to test. The percentage of agreement was calculated as 
0.91. 
 
According to the quantitative content analysis framework, as 
method of analysis and classification of speeches applied to the 
manifest content of texts28 and creation of simple coding scheme 
to an elaborate computer-aided analysis of content29, all 
European and EP elections news have been classified to estimate 
the national trend of information and to show the relevant 
content items. Taking for granted the hypothesis that Europe and 
EP elections are not a relevant issue for domestic 
newsworthiness, we selected all European news. Only for the web 
the selection was limited to electoral units, because including the 
entire European units would have produced a large but not very 
significant result.  
 
All units of analysis were encoded considering some structural 
indicators, used to construct the media barometer. Daily, the 
media barometer detects a value between 0 and 10, which 
corresponds to the sum of four indicators: a) attention (the 
number of daily European news compared with the total number 
of news for each media); b) degree of visibility (was the European 
news present on newspaper front pages or in news cast 
headlines?); c) degree of in-depth examination of news d) degree 
of focus on Europe (news that was – or not - focused on Europe). 
Size of articles and length of news stories were used to weigh up 
the value of the barometer. Each unit was also encoded about 
content assigning the general topics related to Europe  (e.g. 
economy and finance; Italian politics; foreign affairs; 

                                                
27  The Holsti’s Formula estimates the reliability coding  [2M/(N1 + N2)] where M are the coding 

decisions for which coders were in agreement and N1 + N2 are the total number of coding decisions (in 

Michael Singletary, Mass communication Research: contemporary methods and application, New York: 

Longaman 1994: 295). 

28  Klaus Krippendor, Content Analysis. An introduction to its methodology (2nd ed.), (London: 

Sage, 2004). 

29  Robert P. Weber, Basic Content Analysis, (2nd ed.), (London: Sage, 1990: 5). 
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manufacturing; security and immigration, etc.) and the specific 
electoral topics (e.g. political programmes; lists and candidates, 
campaigning events; coalitions, etc.). The main national and 
international political actors mentioned in the news selected were 
classified too.  
 
The visibility flow about EP election campaign issue on the web 
was monitored using the keywords “European election” in the 
search tab. A weekly data trend was drawn of web sites on 
Google, news on Google news, and user generated content on 
Youtube and Facebook. 
 
3. The nevercampaign! The visibility of Europe in Italian 
media  
 
The low electoral turnout confirmed a lack of interest on European 
issues in public opinion. It is hard to deny the lack of interest in 
the European campaign shown by both the Italian political system 
and the media. If on the media side it is a matter of 
newsworthiness, on the side of politicians it is the lack of a truly 
relevant stake. Deeper investigations are nonetheless needed.  
 
Figure 1 The European electoral campaign barometers in 
the newspapers, television news and web 

 
Source: Osservatorio sulla Comunicazione Politica di Torino 
 



CEU Political Science Journal. Vol. 5, No. 2 
 

 169 

What strikes at first sight is a stable, if not high, tendency of the 
traditional media system in the treatment of European issues. 
Though different typologies of news are present, also concerning  
the social and cultural aspects of European Union, the main focus 
is on economic and financial issues, as well as the normative 
relations among member states. The printed press agenda shows 
a more stable presence of European news than television, thus 
reinforcing its function in the ‘Europeanization of political 
information’30. Encouraging as this may be, if we focus on the 
electoral campaign the previous assessment gets worse, due to 
the fact that the campaign has been almost absent from 
traditional media, apart from some peaks during the showgirls 
affair (ninth week) and the last calls to vote.  
 
The web barometer, instead, shows a better performance, with a 
continuous growth in user-generated products, as well as in the 
institutional and news products. The relationship between politics, 
new media and citizenship is becoming more intense. Actually 
there are growing signs that public and political debate will 
increasingly be conducted on line. Most journalists, political 
parties, politicians, political action committees, organized interest 
groups and citizens are using the web to mobilize and promote 
awareness in the public31. In this part of the analysis, however, 
we have considered the web for its effect of framing32, rather 
than influencing public opinion and the ability to create a new 
collective identity. 
 
Incremental data (Figure 2.) better show the almost exponential 
growth which interested YouTube in particular. The Internet has 
seemingly filled an information gap left by mainstream media, 
opening up new spaces for information and discussion on the 
European elections deadline. The question regarding the web 

                                                
30  Paul Statham, Statham, Paul, “Political Journalism and Europeanization: Pressing Europe?”, 

European Political Communication, Working Paper Series Issue 13/2006. 

31  David M. Anderson and Michael Cornfield (eds), The civic web: online politics and democratic 

values, (Boston: Rowman and Littlefield, 2003). Andrew Chadwick, Philip Howard, Internet politics, (London: 

Routledge 2009). 

32  Gaye Tuchman, Making news: a study in the construction of reality, (New York: Free Press, 

1978). 
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potentials for mobilizing political participation has no plain 
answer. If we look at the turnout rate, we can claim that the 
Internet has had no mobilizing effect. If however, we take into 
account the quantity and quality of the discourses circulating 
online, as will be discussed later, the activation of a powerful 
frame on Europe emerges. 
 
Figure 2. The increase of interest about European electoral 
campaign on the web 

 
Source: Osservatorio sulla Comunicazione Politica di Torino. 
 
Table 1. European elections online 

Sites 
 

1 March first 
monitoring 

7 June last 
monitoring 

Weekly 
average 

GOOGLE 277.000 588.000 416.000 
GOOGLE NEWS 502 1.785 793 
YOUTUBE 88 1.270 366 
FACEBOOK 169 708 344 

Causes 3 22 10 
Groups 136 237 208 

Source: Osservatorio sulla Comunicazione Politica di Torino 
 
Going back to traditional media, we need to compare the various 
communication environments and media examined. The 
newspapers most involved in the European campaign have been 
“la Stampa” and “Corriere della Sera”. As far as “la Stampa”  is 
concerned, this represents a shift in coverage due to a a new 



CEU Political Science Journal. Vol. 5, No. 2 
 

 171 

editor33; for “Corriere della Sera” this rather means a 
reinforcement of an already established editorial line. Neither “il 
Giornale” nor “la Repubblica”, two politically oriented newspapers 
– the former is right-wing, and published by Berlusconi’s brother, 
while the latter is left-wing oriented – did care much about 
Europe, nor about the European campaign. Both were more 
concerned with national politics issues, the first in order to defend 
Berlusconi, the second in order to press him about his affairs. 
 
Figure 3. The newspapers’ barometer 

 
Source: Osservatorio sulla Comunicazione Politica di Torino. 
 
The information provided by TV news was rather poor and 
superficial, able only to exercise a “spotlight” function: electoral 
issues are covered, but they are not deepened. The data show 
low interest in Europe and European elections from TV news – 
which are, however, more limited by the par condicio law34 – but 
also an increasing attention closer to election day, in times of last 
claims and calls. The less interested broadcaster is Mediaset, 
founded and controlled by Berlusconi, while the public 
broadcaster, Rai, has been strongly criticized by minor parties for 
not fulfilling its public service role. The commitment towards 

                                                
33  Mario Calabresi replaced Giulio Anselmi as la Stampa editor on 22nd  April 2009. 

34  The par condicio law (28/2000) is aimed at promoting political plurality by guaranteeing all the 

main majority and opposition political forces to have equal media treatment in terms of space and time during 

campaigns. 



CEU Political Science Journal. Vol. 5, No. 2 
 

 172 

political information by the third broadcaster, Tg7, is instead quite 
high. To summarize, the TV evening audience was provided 
insufficient information about European issues and the campaign 
in the 14 weeks before elections 35.  
 
Figure 4. The broadcasters’ barometer 

 
Source: Osservatorio sulla Comunicazione Politica di Torino. 
 
 
Figure 5. The interest about Europe and European elections 
in the newspapers 

 
Source: Osservatorio sulla Comunicazione Politica di Torino. 

                                                
35  While the midday editions tended to be more rich of “European” news.  
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Figure 6. Interest about Europe and European elections in 
the television news 

 
Source: Osservatorio sulla Comunicazione Politica di Torino. 
 
When analyzed separately, the data on the flow of information 
products dedicated to Europe and the campaign reinforce the 
interpretative framework suggested by barometers. Italian 
political information, especially in the press, sees limited but 
continuous attention. What was really missing in the 14 weeks of 
our monitoring was the campaign (Figures 5, 6). 
 
As for the relationship between media coverage and the 
construction of a public debate on Europe, it is better embedded 
in opinion journalism (Figure 7). According to the European 
coverage media trend36, journalists in media organizations are 
fulfilling a ‘dual function’37. First, they are seen as mediators of 
political information from external sources. Here their actions 
shape the crucial flow of information  for national, supranational, 
and regional politicians. Secondly, journalists could be actors in 

                                                
36  Paul Statham, Political Journalism and Europeanization: Pressing Europe? In European Political 

Communication, 2006: 3. 

37  Ruud Koopmans, Paul Statham, The Transformation of Political Mobilisation and Communication 

in European Public Spheres: A Research Outline, (2002), available at: http://europub.wz-

berlin.de/project_design.en.htm; Ruud Koopmans, Barbara Pfetsch, 2003. ‘Towards a Europeanised public 

sphere? Comparing political actors and the media in Germany.’ ARENA Working Paper 23/03, available at: 

http://www.arena.uio.no/publications/wp03_23.pdf.  
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their own right, who contribute to processes of opinion-formation 
by commentating on political affairs. However, to arrive at these 
‘outputs’ of political information, it is first necessary to examine 
the actor-relationships which produce them, both internal and 
external to the news production process. 
 
The 19% of opinion articles and the 11% of interviews published 
in the monitored period not only confirm, but also highlight the 
focus of Italian journalism on Europe mainly directed at economic 
and intellectual elites and to experts and pundits – this helps 
explain the interest in opinion articles for economic and policy 
issues pertaining the EU. The journalism in Italy, however, 
continues to show a high degree of self-reference in its relation 
with the political system38. The opinion press is seemingly more 
concerned with stimulating intra and inter-parties debate, which 
during campaigns turns into a preference for commenting the 
candidacies and the controversies on the Election day. Italian 
journalism is unable to exercise its autonomy concerning 
European debate. 
 
Figure 7. A typology of articles concerned with Europe 

 
Source: Osservatorio sulla Comunicazione Politica di Torino. 
 

                                                
38  Carlo Sorrentino, “Italy”, Leen Haenens and Frieda Saeys eds., Western broadcasting at the dawn 

of the 21st century (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2001) 307-331.. 
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A comparison of newspapers examined confirms the leading role 
of “Corriere della Sera” and “La Stampa” which encouraged the 
discussion with their 120 and 105 opinion articles respectively – 
more than one per day. 
 
Figure 8 The opinion articles about Europe and European 
election in the newspapers 

 
Source: Osservatorio sulla Comunicazione Politica di Torino. 
 
Television is less involved in European news also because of its 
technical nature, complexity and incongruence with television 
pace; the elections, instead, are better suited for a visual format. 
Television bulletins are more prone to cover political news when it 
is met with sensationalism39, so that the facts and the pressure of 
a campaign offer good news material for television. This doesn’t 
result, in any growth in the amount of time dedicated to Europe40. 
The majority of news is short, lasting no longer than two minutes, 
suggesting once again the spotlight function of television news, 
which serves to highlight issues rather than frame them.  
 
 
 
 
                                                
39  Murray Edelman, Constructing the Political Spectacle (Chicago: University of Chicago press, 

1988). 

40  Due to balancing needs of the news product, the amount of time dedicated to European issues is 

around 5% of the total length, both in campaign and non-campaign periods.   
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Figure 9 The time of the broadcasters’ television news 

 
Source: Osservatorio sulla Comunicazione Politica di Torino. 
 
In Italy media coverage relating to Europe is slowly increasing41. 
On the one hand there is a routinized news product42 that 
continuously monitors EU issues related to economic and legal 
aspects, and which relies on institutional sources of information. 
On the other hand, there is a significant interest in Europe found 
in opinion journalism, oriented at maintaining its role of 
advocacy,43 trying to exercise an influence on both the agenda 
and the political process. About Europe, media discourse doesn’t’ 
still focus on those news values44 that could determine 
prominence and salience of a news story within information flows. 
Italian journalism still shows difficulties in coding the European 
news, which is a substantial precondition for the development of 
a specific and well-determined genre of news product. 
 

                                                
41  Cristopher Cepernich, “La notiziabilità dell’Europa. Attori, eventi e temi nella copertura della 

stampa (1992-2002)”, in La costruzione mediatica dell’Europa, eds., Carlo Marletti and Jean Mouchon (Milano: 

Franco Angeli, 2005). 

42  Claes H. de Vreese, “Europe in the news: A cross-national comparative study of the news 

coverage of key EU events”, European Union Politics 2, (Oct. 2001):283-307. 

43  Paul Statham, Gray Emily., “Public Debates over Europe in Britain: Exceptional and Conflict-

Driven”?, Innovation, 18, (Mar. 2005): 61-81 

44 Paul Schlesinger, Putting 'Reality' Together, (1987 London: Methuen. Mauro.Wolf, Teorie delle 

comunicazioni di Massa, (Mass Communication Theories) (Milano: Bompiani, 1985). 
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4. The neglected European election: issues and actors 
 
Analyzing the European issues in the press coverage during the 
14 weeks before the election45 (table 2) shows the relevance of 
economic and industry issues, also due to the ongoing crisis. 
Significant, however, is the number of European issues that 
functioned as a pretext to discussing Italian politics, confirming 
the high degree of self-reference between media and the political 
system. On television, the most covered issue, though 
superficially, was the campaign, followed by the economy, swine 
flu, immigration, and security, all themes that have a strong 
impact on the audience.  
 
Table 2. Issues associated with Europe on press and TV 
news 
Press  % TV % 
Economy and finance 23.17 EUROPEAN ELECTIONS 36.82 
Italian politics 18.94 Economy and finance 15.43 
Foreign affairs 11.91 Health and sanitary 

risks 
13.10 

EUROPEAN ELECTIONS 10.41 Security and 
immigration 

11.52 

Manufacturing 8.27 Foreign affairs 7.75 
Security and immigration 6.37 Manufacturing 3.95 
European politics  4.12 European politics  2.26 
Employment policies 3.13 Welfare 2.15 
Health and sanitary risks 2.49 Earthquake  2.11 
Welfare  1.93 Employment policies 1.34 
Transports and mobility 1.26 Environmental 

policies 
0.94 

Environmental policies 1.21 Agriculture and rural 
policies 

0.55 

Justice 1.11 Transports and 
mobility 

0.51 

Agriculture and rural 
policies 
 
 
 

1.10 Justice 0.25 

                                                
45  Press and television data have been weighted according to the length of the article, its degree of 

elaboration and its visibility for the press; the time of the news for television.  
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Press  % TV % 
Earthquake  1.04   
Media system 0.63   
Education and university 0.50   
Other  2.41 Other 1,33 
Total 100.00 Total 100.00 
N = 2,712 articles   N = 644 news   

Source: Osservatorio sulla Comunicazione Politica di Torino 
 
The earthquake in Abruzzo, especially the reconstruction, as well 
as the debate around “Election Day”, have been framed as 
European issues. Turning the two into campaign issues, the 
opposition parties urged the government to includeEuropean, 
local elections and referendum in a single date, using the issue of 
saving money better employed in the reconstruction.  
 
Table 3. Elections issues on press and TV 
Press % TV % 
Lists and candidates 30.71 Political programmes  41.09 
Controversy on Election 
Day 

22.96 Lists and candidates 27.38 

National politics  11.81 Campaigning events 10.87 
Political programmes  6.84 Coalitions 7.25 
Polls 5.74 Post-elections 

scenarios 
5.28 

Post-elections scenarios 4.97 National politics  4.84 
Information on vote 4.59 Information on vote 2.06 
Coalitions 4.15 Other 1.22 
Campaigning events 3.33 
Electoral law 0.64 
Other 4.26 

  

Total 100.00 Total 100.00 
N = 734 articles  N = 282 news   
Source: Osservatorio sulla Comunicazione Politica di Torino 
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Figure 10. The first 10 political actors in the press 

 
Source: Osservatorio sulla Comunicazione Politica di Torino. 
 
Further observations when we compare data on political actors with 
the European issues. First of all, we must highlight how political 
actors constructing their careers on European issues,such as Emma 
Bonino of Partito Radicale (PR), were unable to attract media 
coverage. The Italian political tradition still lacks true political 
entrepreneurs who are able to influence the public agenda, and not 
only during campaigns. 
 
Figure 11. The first 10 political actors in TV news 

 
Source: Osservatorio sulla Comunicazione Politica di Torino. 
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The second reflection refers to the increasing bi-polarization, or bi-
personalization of the political sphere, embedded in the head of 
government and the leader of the opposition, so that media are 
adapting and adopting this change. The result is a media space not 
evenly distributed between Silvio Berlusconi and Dario Franceschini; 
as far as Europe and campaign issues are concerned, these two 
leaders are the only ones to have been granted full coverage of their 
political communication. The highest rate of visibility of the center-
right leader is explained by his institutional function and media 
charisma. It is also due to his ability (and means) to influence – 
or control – the Italian media system.  
 
Di Pietro represents the only leadership exception, at least in the 
press, with his abilty to take center stage in the media thanks to his 
provocative and largely propagandistic claims. The incumbency 
effect46 has offered Berlusconi the opportunity to express opinions 
not only on the campaign, but also on European and international 
issues, starting with the G20, where he was noticed, once again, for 
his gaffes. Finally, we must remark the low visibility of European 
political actors, which confirms the weak newsworthiness of 
Europe47. 
 
5. Conclusions 
 
To summarize, the main results of this research could be 
considered almost contradictory. On the one hand, EP elections in 
Italy have confirmed the their domestic nature, but some 
elements suggest that change is taking place below the surface: 
 
a) The Italian case confirms that the hypothesis of a second-order 
election - three decades after its first formulation - still explains 
the attitude of political parties, journalists and voters toward the 
EP elections. Italy is no exception, on the contrary it seems to 
stress this trend. Turnout rates – although higher than the 
European average – were 15 percentage points lower than the 
                                                
46  Cox Gary W., Katz Jonathan. N., “Why Did the Incumbency Advantage in U.S. House Elections 

Grow?”, American Journal of Political Science, (Apr. 1996): 478-497 

47  de Vreese, Susan Banducci, Holli Semetko and Hajo A. Boomgaarden, “The news coverage of the 

2004 European Parliamentary election campaign in 25 countries”. 
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2008 general elections immediately preceding it, and the most 
visible political leaders showed scarce interest in dealing with 
Europe. The earthquake in Abruzzo, revelations about the 
personal life of Silvio Berlusconi and the combination of local 
elections in some major cities and regions were the most debated 
issues during the monitored period. These findings induce 
considering the 2009 elections among the examples of third-order 
elections48, because they were even less important than local 
council elections performed in the same days . 
 
b) According with the results of other EU old member states, 
election news coverage confirms the importance of domestic 
issues and national political actors. At the same time, data 
collected and discussed here also show how Europe per se has 
gained a place for itself within the media agenda, though its 
political dimension still maintains of low interest. Particularly in 
newspapers Europe per se obtains noteable coverage: every day 
an average of 5 articles were publised, and about 1 of which 
being opinion articles. This points to two aspects: while Europe 
has become a cognitive horizon taken for granted by a significant 
number of journalists, the information on it remains largely 
confined to economic and institutional aspects, rather than 
political ones. 
 
c) Data on Italian newspapers, even in an election period, confirm 
a process of "transnationalization" of public opinion, defined as 
“an increasing tendency of journalistic circles and the media [...] 
to deal, in a European perspective, with events and issues of 
other national contexts”49. However, looking at the newscast data 
it is evident that this process involves only the insiders and, at 
least, a competent and interested citizenship. 
 
d) Finally, the data on the Web - although further analysis is 
needed - show the existence of a new space for information and 
discussion growing alongside the classical coverage of the 
newspapers. If this trend is confirmed, the peculiarities of the 

                                                
48  Reif, “National Electoral Cycles and European Elections 1979 and 1984”. 

49  Marletti and Mouchon, La costruzione mediatica dell’Europa. 



CEU Political Science Journal. Vol. 5, No. 2 
 

 182 

Web access could promote more open access to information on 
Europe and European elections. 
 
In summary, the analysis of the Italian case shows contrasting 
results: on the one hand, it confirms the general features of a 
second-order election, but it also shows that quality press and 
content gathered on the Web are creating a space of sharing of 
information on Europe that could involve broader audiences. 
Before these directions can be confirmed or generalized, it is 
necessary to verify if similar processes are occurring in other EU 
countries. 
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