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National Identity issues in the electoral materials
from the 2014 and 2019 European Parliament Elec-

tion Campaigns

Valentina Marinescu, University of Bucharest
Bianca Fox, Nottingham Trent University

O€épata €Ovikns tautdtntas ous avalUoels EKAoyi-
K@V EKOTPATEINV Y1a to Eupwnaiké KoivoBouAio
ano 1o 2014 éws ka1 to 2019 katd to Luvtaypa

twv EAAAVOV;

ABSTRACT

The mediatization of politics could challenge
established political processes and has the
power to transform the relation between
political parties and candidates, on the one
hand, and voters, on the other. Mass media
effects on political processes have been for a
long time the focus of interest for academics.
This article analyses the content of electoral
materials used during two European Parlia-
ment election campaigns (2014 and 2019)
focusing in particular on the coverage of val-
ues related to national identity. Interestingly,
the quantitative analysis showed that the im-
portance placed on issues related to national
identity depended largely on the time when
a particular country became a member of the
European Union and differed considerably be-
tween countries located in different parts of
Europe.

KEY WORDS: European politics, National Iden-
tity, European Parliament Election Campaigns
2014-19, electoral materials.
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MEPIAHWH

H pnvuakn &iagecoddBnon ths noMukns ival
npokAnon yia us kabiepwpéves noMukés O1a61-
Kaoies ka1 éxel tnv OUvapn agevos va aMager tny
ox€on PeTatl NONTK®Y KOPUATWY Kal unoynei-
WV KOl aQETEPOU Twv ekhovéwv. O1 embpdoels
WV Padkav pPéowy ous noAukés O1adikaoies
anotéAeocav yia NoAU kaipd 1o kévipo evoiapépo-
VIOS TWV akadnuaikav. To ouykekpipévo apbpo
QVOAUE! TO MEPIEXOPEVO TOU €KAOYIKOU UANKOU
nou xpnoldonoinBnke o SUO NPOEKAOYIKES €K-
otparteies yia 1o Eupwnaiké KovoBouho (2014
ka1 2019) pe enikevipo tv kEAUYN agimv nou
ouvdéovtar Pe v €Bvikh tautdtnta. H nocou-
kh avéiuon €6e1&e 6u n onyaocia nou Ovétav
o€ Bépata eBvikns tautdtntas &apthBnke napa
noAU anod v Xpovikn nepiodo katd v onoia
pia xdpa €yve peros tns Eupwnaikns Evwaons kan
Atav NoAU B10QoPETIKN OE XWPES Nou Bpiokovtav
o€ H10pOPETIKES NEPIOXES NS Eupwnns.

AEEEIZ-KAEIAIA: Eupwnaikh nohuknh, €Bvikn
auUtdTtNTa, EKAOyIKES  ekotpateles, Eupwnaikod
KovoBoUMo, nepiodos 2014-2019.
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1. Introduction

I n recent years, the influence of mass media is increasing, touching all aspects of modern life
(Lundby, 2009; Mazzoleni and Schulz, 1999). When one reflects on ‘the process of mediatiza-
tion’, one has to agree with Strémback and Esser (2014) that here we can speak about a ‘long-
term process through which the importance of the media and their spill-over effects on political
processes, institutions, organizations and actors have increased’ (Strémback and Esser 2014, 6).
As the existing literature stresses (Kriesi, 2014), this mediatization of politics could challenge the
established political process and has the power to transform the relation between political par-
ties and candidates, on the one hand, and voters, on the other. On that basis mass media effects
on political processes have been for a long time the focus of interest for academics in order to
understand some political processes such as elections (Esser and Strémback, 2014).

The present article analyses the content of electoral materials used during two electoral
campaigns for the European Parliament (2014 and 2019) from a specific perspective: the cover-
age of values related to national identity.

2. Theoretical background

C omparative data of the two European Parliament campaigns (2014 vs. 2019) showed that
in terms of national cultural identity there were some differences at the level of European
Unions citizens’ aggregate public opinions (European Commission 2020). Thus, between March
2014 and June 2019 there was an 11.1% increase in the percentage of respondents who declare
that for them the EU means ‘cultural diversity’. At the same time, there was an increase of only
1.12% of respondents who stated that on a personal level the EU means ‘loss of our cultural
identity’ (see Table 1).

Table 1. What does the EU mean to you personally?

TN Loss of our cultural
Cultural diversity (%) identity (%)
March 19.95 11.68
2014
November 28.11 15.25
June 31.05 12.80
2019
November 27.65 11.85

Source: European Commission 2021.

According to the literature (Esaiasson, 2011) the election campaign and elections have the
potential to give legitimacy to the political system and, in addition, the fact that a voter supports
certain candidates or certain political parties in the electoral competition will offer him or her a
superior satisfaction at the end of the campaign irrespective of the result obtained by the political
actor for whom he or she had voted. Much more, at the end of the electroral campaign, as a result
of his or her vote, his or her relationship with ‘democracy’ as a value will be superior in comparison
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with the feelings that were recorded at the beginning of the same campaign (Esaiasson, 2011).
According to the study of Kostelka and Blais (2018) voting participation affects the satisfaction of
citizens, more precisely the electoral elections increase the feeling of satisfaction with democracy
among those who vote and especially in relation to parties and candidates that win the elections.

The importance of the relationship between the identity dimension of European Union sup-
port and the vote of citizens in the case of European election campaigns has become extremely
important with the movements recorded in public opinion (Hobolt and De Vries 2016). In the
existing literature it is considered that, on the one hand, there is a relationship of mutual depen-
dence between national and European identity, more precisely, they support and strengthen each
other (Citrin and Sides, 2004; Klandermans, 2014). However, a number of studies (Carey, 2002)
believe that a strong sense of national belonging can weaken support for European integration,
the latter being seen as a threat to nation states. Moreover, Hooghe and Marks (2005) and Krou-
wel and Abts (2007) went further and argue that the existence of a strong national identity can
lead to a reduction in the importance and trust of citizens in the European project.

3.Methodology

he present article is based on a research project coordinated by Rome Tre University, Italy.

Every five years, more than 100 scholars from all EU partner countries work together to anal-
yse the European Union election campaign in each country. The aim of the project is to collect
and analyse, comparatively, the electoral materials from twenty-eight countries involved in each
European electoral campaign (European Elections Monitoring Center 2019).

The present study used material collected during the 2014 and 2019 European election
campaigns. The sample used for analysis has a volume of 1446 materials (1023 electoral posters
and 443 spots) in 2014 and 12556 documents in 2019 (1016 electoral posters, 457 spots and
11083 social media posts).

The methodolgy of collecting and analysing data used in this chapter was a quantitative
one, namely quantitative content anlysis. In all European countries, the instrument for collecting
data was a quantitative grid of analysis that was used by all the researchers involved in the project
(European Elections Monitoring Center, 2019). The grid was structured on several dimensions/
axes, such as, for example, the typology of materials analysed, the verbal and non-verbal com-
munication used in the electoral materials, the political symbols used, the balance between the
use of national and European references, the use of humour or negative advertising, or the type
of emotion triggered by each electoral material. We focus our analysis on the following main
variables: national identity, nationalism, and national values. As independent variables we have
the main European regions (e.g. Continental Europe, East Europe, Sout Europe and North Europe)
and main group of countries from the European Parliament (Founding countries, the first enlarge-
ment of the European Union from 1973; the second and the third enlargements from 1981-1986;
the fourth enlargement from 1995; the enlargements of the European Union starting with 2004
until now). Our analysis was guided by the following research questions:

RQ1: What were the main national- related issues used in electoral materials during the 2019
European Parliament election campaign?; and

RQ2: What was the relevance of national identity in 2019 compared to the 2014 European Parlia-
ment election campaign for different regions of European Union?
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4.Analysis of the results

A s our analysis showed, there were variations in the focus on national elements in posters
and commerdials in the two years analyzed particularly in the case of countries from various
regions of the European Union. Thus, we recorded increases in the use national-related issues in
posters from Continental Europe (an increase of 6.8%), Eastern Europe (an increase of 11.1%) and
Northern Europe (an increase of 12%) but also a decrease in the case of South Europe (28.6%) in
the two electoral campaigns. In the case of commercials, the differences seem significant to us,
our results indicating especially decreases in the use of this type of elements (with a maximum of
40.5% in the case of East Europe) (See Table 2).

Table 2. Focus on national issues in posters and commercials in different
regions of the European Union- 2014 vs 2019

2014 2019
Poster (%) Commercial (%) Poster (%) Commercial (%)
Continental 1.1 14.6 17.9 9.2
Europe
East Europe 33.6 519 447 114
South Europe 39.3 47.4 10.7 30.6
North Europe 193 37.3 333 32.6

The moment when countries became members of the European Union also influenced the
way in which elements aimed at national identity were used in posters and commercials in Eu-
ropean electoral campaigns. Thus, for posters, the largest decrease in the use of national issues
was registered in the countries that were part of the second and third enlargement (1981-1986)
of the European Union (Greece, Spain and Portugal) with a decrease of 47.8% while Austria, Fin-
land, and Sweden (the fourth enlargement of the European Union) recorded a 3.5% increase in
the use of national issues in posters (see Table 3). Similarly, note that in the case of commercials
there were significant variations, the use of national issues varying from ar 22.6% decrease in the
case of countries that joined the European Union after 2004 (Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Estonia,
Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia, Romania, Bulgaria and Croatia) to
a 41.3% increase in the case of the countries of the first enlargement (Denmark, Ireland and the
United Kingdom) (See Table 3).



SociaL COHESION AND DEVELOPMENT [145]

Table 3. Focus on national issues in posters and commercials in each group
of the European Parliament — 2014 vs 2019

2014 2019
Poster (%) Commercial (%) Poster (%) Commercial (%)
Founder 1957 14.1 18.9 114 12.5
1st enlargement
1973 9.1 14.3 54 55.6
2nd & 3rd enlarge-
ments 1981-1986 >8.6 47:5 108 >0
4th enlargement
1995 11.3 3.7 14.8 28.6
From 2004 until 33 552 245 326
now

In the case of the analysis grid used in the analysis we also included a series of elements that
were subsumed to the general idea of ‘national identity’ (‘Peace’, ‘Honesty’; ‘Justice’, ‘Solidarity’,
"Traditions’, "Multiculturalism/cultural differences’, ‘National identity’, ‘Religion’). Our analysis
indicated that when using these values we can speak of the existence of significant differences in
the case of the electoral campaign for the European Union Parliament from 2014 versus the same
electoral campaign that took place after five years in 2019.

Thus, in the case of posters, we registered higher uses of the variables ‘Justice’ and ‘Solidar-
ity’ and ‘Religion” while for ‘Peace’, ‘Honesty’ and ‘Traditions' decreases were recorded at five
years distance. For commercials, the situation was somewhat different, with increases in topics
related to 'Peace’, ‘Justice’ and ‘Solidarity’, and decreases in issues related to ‘Honesty’, ‘Tradi-
tions’ and ‘Religion’ (See Table 4).

In the case of the data from the 2019 election campaign, we also introduced the items
‘Multiculturalism / cultural differences’ and ‘National identity’, and our analysis indicated that
‘National identity’ was used in the case of 3% of posters and 2.4% of commercials (See Table 4).

Table 4. Values found in posters and commercials — 2014 vs 2019

2014 2019
Poster (%) Commercial (%) Poster (%) Commercial (%)

Peace 1.8 2.7 1.1 9.7
Honesty 2.5 2.5 0.7 1.7
Justice 1.8 14 36 2.7
Solidarity 1.8 23 6.2 6.8

Traditions 2.8 2.5 08 2
iy | -
National identity - - 3 2.4
Religion 14 2 6.8 0.7
Others value issues 10.9 79 2.8 3.1
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Our data show some differences between the groups of member countries of the European
Union as regards the use of the values subsumed to ‘National identity’ used in electoral posters.
Thus, for the countries of Continental Europe the most significant increase was registered in the
case of values related to ‘Solidarity’ (an increase of 14.9%) and ‘Justice’ (an increase of 5.3%)
while for the countries of Northern Europe only ‘Justice’ as value increased in its use by 2.2%
between 2014 and 2019. Southern European countries did not use "Honesty’ in their posters (a
decrease of 7% compared to 2014), 'Peace’ (a decrease of 0.9%) and/or ‘Traditions’ (a decrease
of 1.4%). At the same time, they use other values more in 2019 as compared to 2014, such as:
‘Justice’ (an increase of 1.2% between the two election campaigns) and ‘Solidarity’ (an increase
of 0.8% in 2019 compared to 2014). As regards Eastern European countries, our comparative
analysis indicates that ‘Peace’ and ‘Honesty’ were the values that were most often used in the
2019 posters as compared to 2014, while ‘Traditions’, ‘Justice’ and 'Solidarity’ were less used
in 2019 than five years ago. The distinct value ‘National identity’ from the elctoral campaign of
2019 was used more by the countries from Eastern Europe (8.1%) and Northern Europe (1.2%).
‘Nationalism’ as a specific ideology was an item identified in 2019 in all regions of the European
Union, the variations between groups of different countries being minimal (See Table 5).

Table 5. Main values used in posters in different regions of Europe - 2014 vs

2019 (%)
2014 2019
Conti- Fast | South | North | Cont- East South | North
nental Europe | Europe | Europe nental Europe | Europe | Europe
Europe Europe
Peace 1.8 0.4 - 4.5 2.6 0.5 0.9 -
Honesty 0.9 2.6 7 0.8 0.9 14 - -
Justice 0.6 3 33 0.8 1.8 59 45 3
Solidarity 1.8 13 1.9 2 16.7 - 2.7 0.6
Traditions 09 9.1 1.4 0.8 0.9 2.7 - -
Mutticulturalism/cul- i i i i 09 i i i
tural differences '
National identity - - - - - 8.1 - 1.2
Religion 2.4 2.6 - - - - -
Populism - - - - 0.4 - - 0.6
Nationalism - - - - 04 0.5 0.9 0.6
Others value issues 7.2 14.7 13.6 9.8 26 09 5.4 4.1

The same variations between different groups of countries were registered in the case of
the use of values subsumed to ‘National identity’ in commercials for the 2014 European elec-
toral campaign compared to commercials used in the same electoral campaign five years later.
Continental European countries discussed topics related to ‘Justice’ (an increase of 4.5%), ‘Tradi-
tions’ (an increase of 2.5%), ‘Solidarity’ (an increase of 9.1%) more. The same countries made
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a smaller appeal to 'Religion’ as a value (a decrease of 4.4% in 2019 compared to 2014) in the
same timeframe. Moreover, in the same period, the countries of Northern Europe did not use
‘Peace’ (a decrease of 4.9%) in the 2019 campaign compared to the 2014 but they emphasized
in their commercials other values, such as ‘Solidarity’ (an increase of 11.8%), Justice’ (an increase
of 4.1%) and ‘Traditions’ (an increase of 1.6%). For the Southern European countries, the most
important increase was registered in the use of the values of ‘Justice’ and 'Solidarity’ (each of
them registered an increase of 1.5%) while the Eastern European countries appealed more to
‘Solidarity’ (an increase 2.2%) and ‘Traditions' (an increase of 1%) in the commercials from 2019
as compared to those from 2014. The specific value of ‘National identity’ was used uniformly by
the groups of countries included in the analysis in the electoral campaign for the European Parlia-
ment from 2019: 2.3% for Continental Europe; 2.3% for Eastern Europe; 2.4% for Southern Eu-
rope and 2.6% for Northern Europe. ‘Nationalism’ as a value was found only in some commercials
presented in the 2019 electoral campaign. Much more, the appeal to ‘Nationalism’ values did not
show significant differences among the groups of countries, the variation ranging from 2.3% in
the case of Continental Europe to 1.2% in the case of Eastern Europe (See Table 6).

Table 6. Main values used in commercials in different regions of Europe —
2014 vs. 2019

2014 2019
Conti- East | South | North Conti- East | South | North
Enental Europe | Europe | Europe nental Europe | Europe | Europe
urope Europe
Peace 45 1.2 1.2 49 - 1.2 0.8 -
Honesty 2.2 3.7 35 - 2.3 35 0.8 -
Justice - 2.5 1.8 1 4.5 - 33 5.1
Solidarity 45 25 1.8 1 13.6 4.7 33 12.8
Traditions 2.2 3.7 29 1 - 4.7 0.8 26
gt | ] ] - e[ es | s
National identity - - - - 2.3 2.3 2.4 26
Religion 5.6 3.7 0.6 - - 1.2 0.8 -
Populism - - - - - - - -
Nationalism - - - - 2.3 1.2 1.6 -
Others value issues 9 9.9 6.4 7.8 6.8 - 1.6 10.3

When we analyzed the use of the same set of values subsumed to ‘National identity’ in
posters collected from the two electoral campaigns we recorded variations between the countries
that became members of the European Union in diferent ‘waves’ of integration. Thus, founder
countries used more the values of ‘Solidarity’ (an increase of 18.8% in 2019 as compared to
2014), 'Peace’ (an increase of 1.5%) and ‘Justice’ (an increase of 2.1%) while the countries from
the first enlargement made a greater appeal to “Justice’ (an increase of 14.2%) to the detriment
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of other values that were no longer used in their posters. In the case of the second and third
enlargement countries, the values most often identified in the 2014 posters versus those used
five years later also varied, with an increase in ‘Peace’, ‘Justice’ and ‘Solidarity'-related issues and
a decrease in the case of ‘Traditions’. Posters used by countries from the fourth enlargement put
a greater emphasis on "Justice’ and minimized the use of ‘Peace’ and ‘Solidarity'-related values in
the period of time analysed. In the case of the countries that became members of the European
Union after 2004, the most important movements were registered in the case of the values of
‘Justice’ (an increase of 4% between the two electoral campaigns), ‘Religion’ (an increase of 1%),
‘Honesty’ (a decrease of 4.2%) and ‘Traditions' (a decrease of 3.4% between the two election
campaigns). The distinct value of ‘National identity’ was most frequently used in posters from
Eastern Europe (8.3%), and it was not used in the posters from the countries of first, second and
third enlargement (See Table 7).

Table 7. Main values found in posters for each country group of the Euro-
pean Union - 2014 vs 2019 (%)

2014 2019
A L on Lol duw| <« B b o Lol | <
(<] T < <) T C

2|53|588/08 58| 2 |95|R28 58|53
T |2 V|| D= T |2 |®an |20 |2
© Tc|loPy|oe| ES © Tc|loPg|l el ES
5 | gEl&Ea|sg| 25| 5 [BEl&Ea|sgl8Ss

2 w e g —| ¥ E| L 2 u e g —| ¥ E| L
Peace 1.3 1.1 - 3.1 2.1 2.8 - 3.2 1.1 0.4
Honesty 13 - - 0.6 55 1.1 - - 13
Justice 07 | 1.1 57 - 2.6 2.8 | 143 9.7 1.1 | 6.6
Solidarity 2.3 - 2.3 1.3 1.8 21.1 - 3.2 1.1 0.9
Traditions 13 ] 11 1.1 - 6 - - - 2.6

Multiculturalism/cultural
A - - - - - 11| - - -
differences

National identity - - - - - 1.1 - - 1.1 | 83
Religion 2.6 - - - 1.6 - - - - 26

Populism - - - - - 0.6 - - 1.1 -

Nationalism - - - - - - - 3.2 2.2 -
Others value issues 7.8 8 10.3 75 | 154 | 3.3. - - 6.7 | 3.5

When the two electoral campaigns for the European Parliament were compared, our data
indicated that these variations were registered also in the commercials used by countries grouped
according the moment of their accession to the European Union. ‘Peace’, ‘Traditions’ and ‘Re-
ligion” were the values that were less used by founder countries in 2019 electoral campaign as
compared to 2014. At the same time ‘Justice’, 'Honesty’ and ‘Solidarity’ (with a significant in-
crease of 14.6 %) were the most commonly identified values in commercials of founder countries.
In the case of the countries of the first enlargement ‘Solidarity’ was the value that recorded a
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significant increase (11.1%) while ‘Justice’ recorded a sharp decrease and actually ceased to be
used in 2019 (as compared to 9.7% total mentions in commercials from those countries in 2014).
'Peace’ (an increase of 1.6%), ‘Honesty’ (an increase of 1.6%), ‘Justice’ (increased 3.9%) and 'Soli-
darity’ (@ 0.3% increase) were the values that registered a greater use in the electoral campaign
for European Parliament in the countries from the second and third enlargement group. In the
case of the countries in the fourth enlargement, we registered a total disappearance of the ele-
ments included in the value of ‘National identity’ for the commercials used in 2019 as compares
with the same type of media materials used by those countries during the 2014 campaign. For
countries that have become members of the European Union starting with 2004, our analysis in-
dicates an increase in using the ‘Solidarity’ (7.2%) and ‘Traditions’ (1.7%) as values and decreases
in the use of values related to ‘Peace’ (0.8%), ‘Honesty’ (1.9%), ‘Justice’ (1%) and ‘Religion’
(0.5%). ‘Nationalism’ as a distinct value was registered in 2019 only in the case of founder coun-
tries (3%), the second and third enlargement (3%) and of the countries that became members
of the European Union after 2004 (0.8%). ‘National identity’ was used in 3% of commercials of
the founder countries, in 11.1% in the commercials of the countries from the first enlargement,
in 4.9% of the commerials of the countries of the second and the third enhargement and only in
the case of 1.7 % of commercials of the countries that became members of the European Union
after 2004 (See Table 8).

Table 8. Main values found in commercials for each country group of the
European Parliament - 2014 vs 2019 (%)

2014 2019
@ L on Lol dw|s B L on Lol b «
[J] e} (<] ©
%P5 |SER| 28|83 T | ¥6 |28 28| 83
T T o B © - =ne o — @ < B © - = o —
© TS |o¥g|leE|ES| © Tc|u¥g|loee| EB
S | gE|SSEa|s2|CS5| S |wE|lSEa|se| S5
S |—FE ST|SE = S |—FE S| FE| =
Peace 36 - - 11.1] 1.6 - - 1.6 - 0.8
Honesty 1.8 - - - 4.4 3 - 1.6 - 2.5
Justice - 9.5 1 - 27 | 9.1 - 4.9 - 1.7
Solidarity 3.6 - 3 3.7 | 1.1 |18.2 | 11.1 3.3 - 8.3
Traditions 2.7 - 2 - 33 - - - - 5
Multiculturalism/cultural ) ) ) ) ) - 11 ) ) 33
differences
National identity - - - - - 3 | 111 4.9 - 1.7
Religion 4.5 - - - 2.2 - - - - 1.7
Populism - - - - - - - - -
Nationalism - - - - - 3 - 3.3 - 0.8
Others value issues 6.3 - 7.9 1851 82 | 9.1 - - - 4.2
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5.Conclusions

0 ur article shows how ‘National identity’ as a value and as a set of distinct elements (‘Peace’,
‘Honesty'; ‘Justice’, ‘Solidarity’, ‘Traditions’, ‘Multiculturalism/cultural differences’, ‘National
identity’, ‘Religion’) was used in different ways during the European Parliamentary elections from
2014 and 2019. Thus, our analysis indicated that the relevance of ‘National identity’ depended
largely on the type of media in which it was used. Continental Europe, Eastern Europe and North-
ern Europe used this value more during the 2019 electoral campaign as compared with 2019,
while Southern European countries resorted to it to a smaller extent in the same timeframe. At
the same time, the moment when the countries became members of the European Union influ-
enced the use of this value in posters and commercials both in 2014 and in 2019.

As regards the relevance of the elements subsumed to the value of ‘National identityfor the
posters and commercials used both in 2014 and 2019 European parliamentary campaigns, we
can say that in this case our analysis indicated the dynamics towards centrality of some elements
(the most important being the case of ‘Solidarity’) and the total disappearance of others (for
example ‘Traditions’ and ‘Religion’) both for posters and commercials.

An important aspect identified in the analysis was the way in which various groups of coun-
tries used ‘Nationalism’ and ‘National identity’ in the case of 2019 electoral campaign. Our data
showed that in this case the type of media did not matter so much (that is, if media materials
were posters or commercials). A greater importance in this case had the time when a particular
country became a member of the European Union (for example, if it was part of the second
and third enlargement or the 'wave' of enlargement after 2004), on the one hand, and, on the
other hand, the geographical location of the country in a specific region of the European Union
(whether it is a country in Southern or Eastern Europe).

The present study has a number of limitations, the most important being the exclusive focus
on a limited set of dependent variables included in the analysis (e.g. type of media, geographi-
cal position of the group of countries within the European Union, membership of the European
Union). However, we believe that our analysis indicates a series of significant shifts of the place
and relevance for ‘National identity’-related issues as a core value in the European parliamentary
campaigns for 2014 and 2019. Thus, our study can bring a deeper understanding of the dynamics
of political communication at continental and not just national level.
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