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Abstract

Elections to the European Parliament are characterised by a steady decline in voter turnout. To tackle this problem, in
2014, several groups of the European Parliament nominated pan-European Spitzenkandidaten who were expected to
personalise the elections and mobilise European voters. Based on this development, this study analyses the media cov-
erage of the 2014 EP elections with special focus on the role of the Spitzenkandidaten. A quantitative content analysis of
European election campaign coverage in the opinion leading newspapers of three influential EU member states, Ger-
many, France, and the United Kingdom was carried out. The results show large candidate- and country-specific differ-
ences regarding the visibility and thematic coverage of the EP elections in general as well as the presentation of the
Spitzenkandidaten. The Spitzenkandidaten were not very visible in either the German, French, or British newspaper cov-
erage. With respect to the presence and media personalisation of the Spitzenkandidaten, the newspaper coverage of the
EP election does not demonstrate any mobilising effect and thus does not reflect the high expectations the European

Parliament attributed to the nomination of the Spitzenkandidaten.
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1. Introduction

This time it's different. With this slogan the European
Parliament launched the campaign for the 2014 elec-
tions to the European Parliament (EP) to announce that
they expected these elections to differ substantially
from previous ones (Chaucheprat, 2014). They were the
first EP elections since the Lisbon Treaty, which
strengthened the position of the EP, had come into ef-
fect. For example, it was assigned the task of electing
the President of the European Commission. Although
the President was still officially to be nominated by the
European Council, the five largest EP groups used this
reform to each nominate their preferred candidate for

the position: Jean-Claude Juncker, former prime minis-
ter of Luxembourg and chairman of the Eurogroup
(EPP); Martin Schulz, president of the EP since 2012
(S&D); Guy Verhofstadt, former prime minister of Bel-
gium, member of the EP and leader of the ALDE faction
(ALDE); Ska Keller, member of the EP since 2009
(Greens/EFA), and Alexis Tsipras, vice-president of the
European Left and prime minister of Greece since 2015
(GUE/NGL). The aim of the introduction of the pan-Eu-
ropean Spitzenkandidaten was to personalise the elec-
tion and ultimately mobilise the European electorate
(Niedermayer, 2014, p. 523). This structural innovation
was a concerted effort to address the steady decline in
voter turnout since the first European elections in 1979.
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Empirical findings indeed confirm that the personalisa-
tion of an election campaign can have a positive impact
on the overall election process: candidates as intermedi-
aries of complex policy issues can reduce this complexity
by rendering politics more accessible, and thus, not only
inform but ultimately mobilise voters (Brettschneider,
2002; Huss, 2007; Lass, 1995). Personalisation increases
personal involvement by facilitating voters’ comprehen-
sion of political issues (Bentele & Fahnrich, 2010; Merkle,
2015; Ohr, 2000) and was found to have an overall pos-
itive effect on attitudes towards politics (Jebril, Albaek,
& de Vreese, 2013).

Subsequent to their nomination, each Spitzenkandi-
dat launched a pan-European election campaign in or-
der to introduce him-/herself to the European public
and to present the position of his/her political group.
However, the candidates’ campaign budgets were rela-
tively low and they tended to focus their campaigning
efforts on Central European countries (Pop, 2014).
Schulz, for instance, visited Germany eleven times and
Juncker went to Germany eight times. France and Bel-
gium received more attention than other European
countries too, while the United Kingdom for instance did
not appear on the campaign route of either of these two
previously mentioned candidates at all (Schmitt, Hobolt,
& Popa, 2014). With regards to timing, the candidates
focused their campaign activities on the last three to
four weeks before the elections, resulting in an intensi-
fied effort during May, the month of the ballot. Further-
more, the Spitzenkandidaten exchanged their view-
points in the context of several European TV debates, a
novelty in the context of EP elections. From April 9 to
May 20, nine TV debates were held in the three working
languages of the EU (French, English and German). They
were broadcast in all member states on national televi-
sion and online via several web outlets. The majority of
the debates, however, focused exclusively on the candi-
dates of the two largest EP factions, Juncker and Schulz.
In addition to regular campaigning the candidates used
online social networks such as Facebook and Twitter in
which Schulz again showed the highest campaign activ-
ity. As a result, he garnered the most attention in terms
of followers and likes (Pop, 2014; Schmitt et al., 2014).

However, there is no consensus with regards to the
extent that the new approach can be evaluated as a suc-
cess, if at all. The presence of Spitzenkandidaten sup-
ported the professionalisation process of EP elections in
general, but, in terms of the final voter turnout, the al-
terations in the electoral process did not have the effect
the EP factions desired, and instead they reached a new
low point. Still, compared to previous EP elections, the
turnout decreased to a lesser extent and preliminary re-
search demonstrates that knowledge of the candidates
had a minor positive influence on voter turnout
(Schmitt, Hobolt, & Popa, 2015). It is not enough, how-
ever, to focus on only one of the groups of actors in-
volved in the electoral process, the voters. Since the

spatial distance of candidates and voters is much higher
in the context of EP elections than during national elec-
tions, the intermediary role of the mass media is of cru-
cial importance. Although the Spitzenkandidaten had
held important European political positions prior to the
elections, they were mostly unknown outside their
home countries (Hobolt, 2014; Marino, 2014; Piedrafita
& Renman, 2014). Consequently, with respect to the low
voter turnout the question arises as to how far the EP
elections were covered in general and to what extent
the media referred to the Spitzenkandidaten in their
election campaign coverage. Previous studies have con-
firmed large-scale country-specific differences with re-
spect to the coverage of the EP elections. It is necessary,
therefore, to deploy a cross-national comparative ap-
proach in order to analyse the question of media cover-
age of the Spitzenkandidaten. This study analyses the
three largest countries in the European Union, Ger-
many, France, and the United Kingdom. These three
countries are well suited for comparison in the context
of EP elections not only because of their population size
and, thus, their number of seats and influence in the EP,
but also because they differ in terms of their media sys-
tem, with each country reflecting one of three different
media systems according to Hallin and Mancini (2004).
Additionally, in contrast to general voter turnout, voter
participation in these three countries increased relative
to the 2009 EP elections, despite differences in cam-
paign efforts.

2. The EP Elections in the Media

Due to the physical and conceptual distance between
the European institutions, their politicians and voters,
mass media functions as a key actor and as a decisive
factor in the information and opinion-forming processes
of voters in the context of EP elections (Stromback et al.,
2013). The mass media is the main source of infor-
mation for the electorate, even more so during national
elections. Various studies have confirmed that greater
visibility of the EP elections in the media positively influ-
ences the factual knowledge and turnout of the EP elec-
tions (Banducci & Semetko, 2003; de Vreese & Boom-
gaarden, 2006; Gerstlé, Magni-Berton, & Piar, 2006;
Hobolt, Spoon, & Tilley, 2009; Welels, 2005). However,
compared to national elections, the mass media covers
the EP elections less extensively and tends to focus its
campaign coverage on the very last days of the campaign
(Boomgaarden, Vliegenthart, de Vreese, & Schuck, 2010;
Leroy & Siune, 1994; Peter, 2004). Still, cross-national
comparisons of different EP elections found a general in-
crease of their visibility over time (Boomgaarden et al.,
2010; de Vreese, Banducci, Semetko, & Boomgaarden,
2006; Schuck, Azrout et al., 2011; Vliegenthart, Schuck,
Boomgaarden, & de Vreese, 2008). In terms of media-re-
lated differences, several studies concluded that quality
newspapers not only report more frequently but also
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more comprehensively on the EP elections than tabloid
media, which rarely cover the elections at all (Boom-
gaarden et al., 2013; Brettschneider & Rettich, 2005;
Maier & Maier, 2008).

Regarding the coverage in the countries Germany,
France, and the United Kingdom, cross-national com-
parative studies have found apparent country-specific
differences, though they seldom discuss these differ-
ences in detail. According to Schuck, Azrout et al. (2011)
the 2009 EP elections were comparatively most visible
in French newspaper coverage, less so in the British me-
dia, and least of all in Germany; these differences were
only minimal, though. However, their findings contrast
those of Stromback et al. (2011) who found the EP elec-
tions to be far more visible in the German coverage than
in the British. These contrary results might be a conse-
quence of a difference in research design: Schuck,
Azrout et al. (2011) only analysed the front page of the
newspapers while Stromback et al. (2011) considered
the whole newspaper for their analysis. As for the the-
matic coverage of the EP elections, British newspapers
covered the EP elections predominantly from a Euro-
sceptic and national perspective (Bruter & Harrison,
2007; Negrine, 2006; Semetko, Blumler, Gurevitch, &
Weaver, 1991). Similarly, the German coverage focuses
mostly on the national aspects of the topics related to
EP elections (Adam, 2007; Lozac'h, 2007; Tenscher,
2006; Voltmer & Eilders, 2003; Wilke & Reinemann,
2005). Results concerning the content of the French me-
dia coverage of EP elections are scarce but in general,
several studies agree that in all three countries the EP
elections are far less visible in the media coverage than
national elections (Adam, 2007; Brettschneider & Ret-
tich, 2005; Gerstlé et al., 2006; Odmalm, 2005, 2006).

Recent findings suggest that media attention, and
thus public attention towards the EU, increased prior to
the EP elections due to the economic crisis in the Euro
area (Kriesi & Grande, 2014 in Hobolt, 2014). At the time
of the EP election campaign the European debt crisis
was one of the most salient topics and was perceived as
a European issue (Cassel & Thomas, 2014; Hobolt,
2014). Additionally, Negrine (2006) argues that the pro-
fessionalisation of the EP election campaign could influ-
ence the coverage positively. The nomination of
Spitzenkandidaten and their subsequent campaigning
contributed to the professionalisation process of EP
elections, as they have done in national elections. How-
ever, it remains unclear how much this nomination af-
fected the media coverage of the EP election campaign
in general. In order to understand and evaluate the role
of the Spitzenkandidaten, it is essential to consider the
context in which they are discussed and thus focus on
the entire coverage of the EP elections. Consequently,

1 A detailed discussion of the different operationalisation types is
presented by Adam and Maier (2010) and van Aelst et al. (2012).

the question arises of how the EP election campaign was
covered in the national media in France, Germany, and
the United Kingdom (RQ1). The above review of similar
studies demonstrates that the majority of contributions
analysing the EP election campaign coverage focuses on
the variables ‘visibility of the campaign’, ‘main topics’,
and ‘perspective of the coverage’. Thus, these three as-
pects are of special interest in the context of the general
description of the 2014 EP election campaign.

3. Media Personalisation in France, Germany, and the
United Kingdom

Definitions and operationalisations of the multifaceted
construct personalisation vary enormously (Adam &
Maier, 2010). In a very broad sense, personalisation de-
scribes an increasing focus on individual senior politi-
cians. In the context of election campaigns, personalisa-
tion concerns three different dimensions: campaigning,
voting behaviour, and coverage. The personalisation of
the campaign coverage is referred to as media person-
alisation and describes the concentration of the election
campaign coverage on the Spitzenkandidaten
(Brettschneider, 2002). Media personalisation is usually
studied along two dimensions: Individualisation de-
scribes the content-related shift from institutions/
parties to persons/politicians and Privatisation refers to
the shift of the evaluation of politicians based on politi-
cal traits to non-political/private traits (Brettschneider,
2014; van Aelst, Sheafer, & Stanyer, 2012). While there
is common consent concerning these two dimensions,
their operationalisations in empirical studies and their
results vary greatly.!

The media personalisation of EP elections has rarely
been tested empirically and cross-national comparative
studies of media personalisation are rare. The very few
studies that analyse the coverage of candidates and pol-
iticians in the context of EP elections merely include the
visibility of European actors relative to national actors.
All of them came to a similar conclusion: the visibility of
European actors increases over time but national actors
are still reported on more frequently (Brettschneider &
Rettich, 2005; Peter & de Vreese, 2004; Schuck, Xezona-
kis, Elenbaas, Banducci, & de Vreese, 2011; Wilke &
Reinemann, 2005). Preliminary research analysing the
press coverage of the 2014 EP-elections also finds an in-
crease in the visibility of the Spitzenkandidaten over
time (Gattermann, 2015).

The large number of studies analysing this phenom-
enon in the context of national elections allows for a
comprehensive observation of certain trends and fea-
tures with regards to Germany, France, and the United
Kingdom. In general, French election campaign coverage
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exhibits the largest degree of media personalisation (e.g.
Dalton, McAllister, & Wattenberg, 2000; Kriesi, 2012). Re-
sults for British coverage are mixed, but overall a moder-
ate degree of media personalisation is inferred (e.g. Dal-
ton et al., 2000; Karvonen, 2010; Kriesi, 2012). Hardly any
media personalisation was found in German election
campaign coverage (e.g. Holtz-Bacha, Langer, & Merkle,
2014; Leidecker & Wilke, 2015; Plasser, Pallaver, &
Lengauer, 2009; Zeh & Schulz, 2015). These country-spe-
cific variations can, in large part, be explained by the dif-
ferences in both the political and media systems of each
country (Adam & Maier, 2010; Hallin & Mancini, 2004;
Holtz-Bacha et al., 2014). Cross-national comparative
studies evaluate these system-specific differences to be
more relevant than transnational comparative factors
such as the difference between quality and tabloid news-
papers (Jebril et al., 2013; Karvonen, 2010; Kriesi, 2012;
Vliegenthart, Boomgaarden, & Boumans, 2011). All in all,
however, the majority of the latest studies analysing me-
dia personalisation conclude that the situational fac-
tors—e.g. specific candidates, campaign novelties like de-
bates, or campaign topics—of each election matter the
most (e.g. Brettschneider, 2002; Kriesi, 2012;
Vliegenthart et al., 2011; Zeh & Schulz, 2015). Addition-
ally, Gattermann (2015) concludes that the political and
media system related differences of these countries can-
not explain the differences in the visibility of the
Spitzenkandidaten.

The nomination of the Spitzenkandidaten was ex-
pected to personalise the EP election campaign, which
should then increase the general interest in the EP elec-
tions and, as a consequence, boost voter turnout. Ana-
lysing the media personalisation in the context of the
2014 EP elections, therefore, offers the opportunity to
evaluate and discuss the novelty of the Spitzenkandi-
daten and its implications. Considering the pan-European
character of the Spitzenkandidaten, their campaign, and
novel campaign events like the TV debates as well as the

Table 1. Newspapers per country selected for analysis.

general increase of voter participation in the three coun-
tries, cross-national similarities in the coverage can be as-
sumed. On the other hand, reasons for possible country-
related differences need to be taken into account like the
differing campaign efforts of the Spitzenkandidaten, the
prominence and visibility of the candidates in each coun-
try prior to the EP elections, or the large-scale country-
specific differences of the EP election campaign coverage
measured in previous research. Therefore, this study
aims to analyse the similarities and differences concern-
ing the visibility and personalisation of the Spitzenkandi-
daten in the EP election campaign coverage in Germany,
France, and the United Kingdom (RQ2).

4. Methodology

In order to analyse the coverage of the EP elections and
the pan-European Spitzenkandidaten, data was col-
lected via a quantitative content analysis of the national
daily press coverage in Germany, France, and the United
Kingdom.? To approximately represent the wide array of
the newspaper landscape for each country three differ-
ent national daily newspapers were subject to coding:
Two quality newspapers, one from each political leaning
(simplified) and one tabloid? (see Table 1). Each of these
newspapers exhibits the highest circulation numbers in
its category and can thus be assumed to hold a central
opinion and discourse-leading position in its country.
Since the EP elections receive comparatively little
media attention and also bearing in mind the campaign
activities of the Spitzenkandidaten, this study focuses
solely on the final weeks of the election campaign. Dur-
ing this period, the EP election and the commission
candidates are expected to receive the most extensive
media attention. In order to facilitate comparability to
studies with a similar research interest, the sample pe-
riod was set to three weeks prior to the elections
(Holtz-Bacha et al., 2014; Schuck, Xezonakis et al., 2011;

Newspaper Country Political Leaning Tabloid
Sueddeutsche Zeitung Germany Left No
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung Germany Right No
Bild Germany Right Yes
The Guardian United Kingdom Left No
The Daily Telegraph United Kingdom Right No
The Sun United Kingdom Right Yes
Le Monde France Left No
Le Figaro France Right No
Le Parisien/Ajourd’hui en France France Right Yes

2Though television is usually reported to be the most important
source of information for election news (Plasser et al., 2009),
newspaper coverage was selected as the most suitable medium
for analysis. Compared to TV it can be used for a more conserva-
tive test of media personalisation and research found no signif-
icant differences concerning the visibility in newspaper and TV

coverage (Boomgaarden et al., 2013; Mughan, 2000).

3 There is no exact tabloid counterpart to Bild and The Sun in
France. Le Parisien/Aujourd’hui en France however is character-
ised by simplified and image-intensive reporting and, therefore,
best suited for the comparison (Leidenberger & Koch, 2008).
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Stromback et al., 2011). The election dates, however, dif-
fered from country to country which is why the exact
sample periods had to be adapted accordingly: articles
from British newspapers were published in the period of
May 1 to May 21, while the French and German articles
were published between May 5 and May 24.

The unit of analysis was, therefore, each article
(headline and text) discussing the Spitzenkandidaten or
the 2014 EP elections published in the printed edition of
the selected newspapers during the three weeks prior to
the elections. However, each article mentioning one or
several of the Spitzenkandidaten also referred to the EP
elections in general. The articles were obtained through
the online databases Factiva and Nexis, as well as from
the online archive of the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung.
After disregarding redundant and irrelevant articles, 532
articles underwent the entire coding procedure.

The cross-national comparative research design of-
fers the possibility of a broader perspective and thus a
deeper approach to the results’ discussion and empirical
insights. However, compared to single-case studies, com-
parative studies are concerned with one particular meth-
odological challenge crucial to the reliability and validity
of the research undertaking: equivalence. To discuss
equivalence is to ensure the adequate comparability of
the results in the differing systems and to avoid method-
ological artefacts (Vliegenthart, 2012; Wirth & Kolb,
2012). While there are several statistical means to test
the quality of cross-national surveys computationally,
there are none suited for this content analysis (Rossler,
2012). But each step of the research process has been
carefully evaluated with respect to the equivalence cri-
teria. Thus, equivalence can be assumed.

4.1. Operationalisation and Codebook

The article analysis is based on a detailed codebook con-
sisting of formal and content-related categories. The for-
mal categories allowed the correct allocation of each ar-
ticle as well as a general description of the coverage and
included the variables: country, newspaper, date, page
number, and article length. The content-related variables
are divided into two sub-categories: the EP election cam-
paign coverage in general and the media personalisation
of the Spitzenkandidaten in particular.

Referring to RQ1, the EP election coverage is de-
scribed on the basis of the variables visibility, topic, and
perspective. The visibility is understood as the number
of articles referring to the EP elections. For each article
a maximum of three topics (one main topic and two ad-
ditional topics) can be coded. The order of coding fol-
lows a hierarchical approach: thus there are three main

4 Formal categories: Krippendorff's alpha= 1 both for intercoder
and researcher coder reliability. Content related categories: Krip-
pendorff’s alpha for topic= 0.7, perspective= 0.7, visibility= 1, fo-
cus= 0.7, politicians & parties= 0.9, characteristics= 0.8, private

attributes—‘Politics in general’, ‘EP Elections’ and ‘Peo-
ple’—with each four to eight different sub-attributes
based on similar studies from Wilke and Reinemann
(2005) and Kalantzi (2004), as well as the PIREDEU-code-
book (Schuck, Xezonakis, Banducci, & de Vreese, 2010).
The perspective further describes the main topic explain-
ing from which viewpoint the respective topic was dis-
cussed and comprises the attributes ‘EU perspective’, ‘na-
tional perspective’, and ‘external perspective’. The last
two attributes may differ depending on the country in
which the article has been published. For example, an ar-
ticle published in a British newspaper discussing the main
topic with relation to its consequences for the UK would
be coded as ‘national perspective’. On the other hand, an
article in a French newspaper presenting the main topic
strictly referring to Germany is to be coded as ‘external
perspective’.

Since media personalisation is a multi-dimensional
construct, personalisation is measured based on several
categories. In order to generally understand the pres-
ence of the Spitzenkandidaten in the coverage, visibility
measures the frequency of the articles mentioning their
names and is therefore counted for each article. Re-
peated mentions of the same actor within one article
are not counted. With respect to the theoretical defini-
tion, the two main categories to analyse the media per-
sonalisation are individualisation (from institution/par-
ties to persons/politicians) and privatisation (from
political traits to non-political/private traits). Individual-
isation is measured via the variable focus that analyses
the actor at the centre of each article with respect to the
attributes ‘national parties’, ‘EU parties/factions’,
‘Spitzenkandidaten’, ‘other EU politicians’, ‘national poli-
ticians’, and ‘international politicians’. Privatisation com-
prises the categories characteristics and personal life.
The coding scheme for both categories are based on the
suggestions of van Aelst et al. (2012, p. 219f), and were
slightly amended and translated. The attributes for
characteristics include ‘competence’, ‘leadership’,
‘credibility’, ‘morality’, ‘appearance’, and ‘rhetorical
skills’. For each attribute it was coded if the characteris-
tic was mentioned with relation to the political or per-
sonal context of the Spitzenkandidat. The category per-
sonal life entails the attributes ‘family life’, ‘past life’,
‘leisure time’, and ‘love life’.

Referring to the equivalence criteria, the codebook
and the whole coding process relied on one common
reference language: German. Thus, the coders, one per
country, were German native speakers with excellent
foreign language skills. They underwent extensive multi-
level coder training that resulted in satisfactory reliabil-
ity values.*

life= 1 for intercoder reliability. Krippendorff’s alpha for topic=0.7,
perspective= 0.7, visibility= 1, focus= 0.7, politicians & parties=0.9,
characteristics= 0.9, private life= 1 for researcher coder reliability.
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5. Results
5.1. Newspaper Coverage of the 2014 EP Election
5.1.1. Visibility

Altogether, the EP elections were mentioned in 532 ar-
ticles in the course of the three weeks prior to the day
of the election. Since Sundays were excluded from this
analysis, this amounts to an average of 3.3 articles per
day per newspaper. However, a more detailed analysis
in Figure 1 reveals country- and media-specific differ-
ences. The French newspapers discussed the EP elec-
tions most frequently (FR: 222 articles), closely followed
by the German newspapers (DE: 193 articles). Substan-
tially less attention was given by the British newspapers
(UK: 117 articles). Comparing media-related differences,
it becomes obvious that the EP elections are far more
visible in the quality press than in the tabloids.

The analysis of the article count over time shows
that the daily amount of articles is subject to large fluc-
tuations, though the daily amount of articles follows a
similar shape in all three countries. While there are sev-
eral peaks, which might be the result of similar Europe-
wide campaign events, there is a steady increase in cov-
erage depth. Especially during the last eight to five days
before the election the interest of the media in terms of
article numbers increases markedly due to the proximity
of the event.

120
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60

ARTICLE QUANTITY

Stddeutsche Frankfurter Bild Guardian
Z. A Z.
DE

5.1.2. Topic and Perspective

The broad analysis of the main topic shows that the EP
elections are the central aspect of more than half of the
articles (53%), while a third of the articles refer to poli-
tics in general (34%) and 12% of the articles portray one
person or several people. Table 2 presents the in-depth
analysis of the main topic for the entire sample and each
country separately. Looking in detail, the EP elections
are primarily discussed in relation to the topics ‘EP
election campaign, campaigning and TV debates’ and
‘Euroscepticism’. The country-specific analysis shows
varying thematic foci: The British coverage primarily
focuses on issues related to ‘domestic politics & ad-
ministration’ as well as the ‘EP election campaign’. The
German coverage is, with the exception of the ‘EP elec-
tion campaign’, relatively balanced and multifaceted.
The main topics of the French coverage differ clearly
from the other two countries: while ‘domestic politics’
is rarely reported, ‘economy & finance’ appears to be
the most important issue—even trumping the election
campaign itself while ‘Euroscepticism’ and ‘politicians’
profiles’ are of relatively exceptional relevance in the
French newspapers.

The perspective of the article refers to the viewpoint
from which the main topic is discussed. Table 3 points out
the country-specific differences concerning the choice
of perspective for the discussion of each broad category
of the main topic and thus how often each main topic is
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Figure 1. Quantity of articles per newspaper and country (N= 532).
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Table 2. The main topics in total and per country in %.

Main Topic Total DE UK FR
EP election campaign 24.4 28.5 33.3 16.2
Economy & finance 11.7 7.8 6.0 18.0
Domestic politics & administration 10.2 9.3 24.8 3.2
Profiles of politicians 8.3 6.2 2.6 13.1
Euroscepticism 5.8 3.1 2.6 9.9
Foreign politics 5.5 6.2 2.6 6.3
Polls 4.9 3.6 4.3 6.3

Note: Per article one main topic was coded; topics that were only present in less than 5 % of the articles within each
group are not listed due to their lack of relevance; n(DE)= 125; n(UK)= 104; n(FR)= 109; N=532.

Table 3. Perspective of the main topic in %.

EU-perspective

National perspective

External perspective

Topics

DE UK FR DE UK FR DE UK FR
Politics in general 40.3 10.6 394 30.6 85.1 45.1 25.8 4.3 15.5
EP elections 324 9.5 25.7 333 85.7 60.2 34.3 3.2 14.2
People 47.6 - 2.6 333 85.7 711 19.0 143 26.3
Total 37.3 9.4 26.1 32.1 85.5 57.2 29.5 4.3 16.7

Note: The reference point concerning ‘national’ and ‘external’ varies with regard to each country; in 0,6 % of the articles the
perspective was ambivalent; each topic per country adds up to 100%; n(DE)= 125; n(UK)= 104; n(FR)= 109; N= 532.

discussed from which perspective in each country. The
German coverage is, in general, quite balanced meas-
ured against the perspective from which the topics are
discussed. However, the EU-perspective prevails mini-
mally. The British coverage on the other hand shows the
strongest national focus and rarely discusses topics from
a different angle. French newspapers also reflect the top-
ics from a national perspective more frequently; only a
fourth of the articles assumed the perspective of the EU
and its institutions. Additionally, the media-specific differ-
ences are quite distinct: though following the country’s
generally preferred perspective, in all countries the tab-
loids discuss the main topics much more frequently from
a national perspective than the quality newspapers.

5.2. Newspaper Coverage of the Spitzenkandidaten
5.2.1. Visibility of the Spitzenkandidaten

A minority of articles referring to the EP elections men-
tion one of the Spitzenkandidaten (21.1%). The country-
specific differences are nevertheless pronounced: while
the British coverage barely mentions the candidates at
all (2.6%), around a fifth of the French articles about the
EP elections (18%) names them, and the German cover-
age discusses them most frequently (35.8%). Figure 2
visualises the country- and media-specific differences.
The tabloids present the Spitzenkandidaten substan-
tially less frequently than the quality newspapers.

In general, the Spitzenkandidaten are not very visi-
ble in the newspaper coverage prior to the EP elections.
The entire EP election campaign coverage contains 193

candidate mentions. Schulz (n= 86; 16.2%) and Juncker
(n=66; 12.4%) are mentioned most frequently across all
countries. Verhofstadt (n= 21; 3.9%) and Tsipras (n= 15;
2.8%) receive considerably less mentions while Keller is
virtually invisible (n=5; 0.9%). With respect to country-
specific differences, it becomes apparent that the Ger-
man media predominantly focuses on Schulz and
Juncker while the candidates of the smaller factions are
scarcely mentioned. The French coverage on the other
hand, while also mentioning Schulz and Juncker more
frequently, discusses the candidates of the smaller fac-
tions more prominently and presents a broader and
more balanced coverage of the Spitzenkandidaten than
the German newspapers.

5.2.2. Individualisation

Individualisation describes the shift of media attention
from parties to politicians. It is measured via the varia-
ble focus that analyses the main actors of the coverage.
Table 4 highlights the percentile frequency of the main
actors for each country and the entire sample with re-
spect to parties and politicians in general as well as in
greater detail. In general, politicians were more fre-
quently at the centre of the coverage than parties. The
French coverage displays the highest ratio of politician
to party-focus—politicians, then, function as the central
actors more than twice as frequently as parties. The Brit-
ish newspapers also focus predominantly on politicians,
though a little less so than the French. While still focus-
ing on politicians as well, German newspapers present
the lowest degree of individualisation.
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Figure 2. Visibility of the Spitzenkandidaten per newspaper and per country (N=532).
Table 4. Main actor (focus) in %.
Main actor (focus) Total DE UK FR
National parties 22.2 24.9 30.8 15.3
EU-parties 0.8 1.0 1.7 0.0
Total parties 23.0 25.9 32.5 15.3
Spitzenkandidaten 7.5 16.6 0.0 3.6
Other EU-politicians 12.4 9.3 23.9 9.0
National politicians 15.0 5.7 30.8 14.9
International politicians 5.6 7.3 1.7 6.3
Total politicians 40.5 38.9 56.4 33.8

Note: The reference point concerning ‘national’ and ‘international’ varies with regard to each country; n(DE)= 125; n(UK)=

104; n(FR)= 109; N= 532.

Concerning the relevance of the Spitzenkandidaten, the
analysis of the focus supports the previous findings: the
British coverage did not put any Spitzenkandidat at the
centre of any article but instead covered other EU and
national politicians in depth. The French newspapers
discussed the actions of a few of them in greater detail
but, similarly to the United Kingdom, preferred to pre-
sent other EU and national politicians. The German cov-
erage emphasised the Spitzenkandidaten the most. All
in all, in comparison to the parties, the Spitzenkandi-
daten are barely visible.

5.2.3. Privatisation
Privatisation refers to the characteristics (political vs. per-

sonal) and the private life of the Spitzenkandidaten.
About half of all articles mentioning a candidate discussed

certain political and personal characteristics of each one
(68 articles). The German coverage comprises the vast
majority of these character references (153), the French
considerably less (92), and the British newspapers almost
none (11). In relation to the amount of candidate men-
tions, however, the British newspapers covered charac-
teristics more frequently than the other two countries.

The 256 different character references predomi-
nantly involved the characteristics ‘competence’ (65)
and ‘leadership’ (68). The majority of the references
showed characteristics with respect to the political
arena of the candidate. Only five character references
involved their private lives. Concerning the different
candidates, Schulz’s (103), and Juncker’s (103) character
traits were covered most frequently (see Figure 3). A
particular emphasis on one certain character trait of a
particular candidate cannot be found.
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The private lives of the Spitzenkandidaten were barely
covered by the newspapers. Altogether only seven arti-
cles included one or more references to a candidate’s
private life (eleven in total). Thus, only 1.3% of the arti-
cles portrayed private aspects of the Spitzenkandidaten.
The majority of the mentions referred to biographical
details while their love life was not discussed at all.

6. Discussion

The analysis of the EP election campaign coverage
across three countries portrays a highly diverse picture.
The general amount of articles discussing the EP elec-
tions and thus, the visibility of the campaign, appears to
adequately fulfil the task of informing and mobilising the
voter. Although this analysis does not offer precise em-
pirical substantiation in the form of time-series data for
this assumption, compared to previous studies the gen-
eral media attention towards the EP election seems to
have increased (Peter, 2004; Stromback et al., 2011).
This result would be consistent with various other stud-
ies that found an increase in the media coverage of EP
elections (Boomgaarden et al., 2010; de Vreese et al.,
2006; Schuck, Azrout et al., 2011; Schuck, Xezonakis et
al., 2011; Vliegenthart et al., 2008). Concerning the de-
tailed analysis of the content related categories topic
and the perspective, this study’s results are highly simi-
lar to those of analyses of previous EP election cam-
paigns. This shows that the presence of the Spitzenkan-
didaten hardly affected the way the national media
cover the EP election campaigns in general. As in previ-
ous studies, large-scale country-related differences in

the media coverage of the EP elections were found (e.g.
Peter, Lauf, & Semetko, 2004; Schuck, Azrout et al.,
2011; Strombéck et al., 2011). German coverage ap-
pears the most Europhile: The EP election campaign is
quite visible not only with respect to the amount of ar-
ticles that cover it but also in relation to the main topic
focusing on the campaign itself. The majority of the is-
sues are discussed from a European perspective. This re-
sult is the only one that is different from previous stud-
ies, which have found the German coverage to
predominantly discuss the national perspective (e.g.
Adam, 2007; Lozac'h, 2007; Tenscher, 2006; Voltmer &
Eilders, 2003). French newspapers reported most fre-
quently about the EP elections with respect to the
amount of articles. Nevertheless, economy and finance
were covered more often than the EP elections, and also
Euroscepticism seemed to be an important topic of the
public debate. While in general most articles were dis-
cussed from the national viewpoint, finance was equally
covered from the national and EU perspective. It can
therefore be assumed that the European debt crisis was
of central concern, which previous studies found to pos-
itively influence the media attention towards the EU
(Kriesi & Grande, 2014 in Hobolt, 2014). British newspa-
pers covered the EP elections far less frequently than
the German and French media and, similarly to the
French coverage, almost all topics were debated from a
national perspective. The majority of those country-re-
lated differences could be explained by the general atti-
tude of the respective country’s public towards the Eu-
ropean Union, with the Germans supporting their EU
membership the most and the British people the least
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(Bruter & Harrison, 2007; Lozac'h, 2007; Negrine, 2006).

Compared to the overall visibility of the EP election
campaign in the coverage as well as the usual role of
senior candidates during national elections, the
Spitzenkandidaten appeared more as a side issue than
as the centre of media attention. While British newspa-
pers hardly covered the Spitzenkandidaten at all, French
and German media paid a far higher amount of atten-
tion to the Spitzenkandidaten, which, however, was still
low compared to national elections. Possible explana-
tions for this could be again the attitude towards the EU
membership but also the campaign efforts of the
Spitzenkandidaten who focused especially on France
and Germany while neglecting the United Kingdom. Fur-
thermore, the German and French coverage predomi-
nantly focused on Schulz and Juncker, the candidates of
the two main political groups in the European Parlia-
ment. It seems that the media embraced those candi-
dates who were most likely to become the next presi-
dent of the European Commission. Additionally, the
position of Schulz as President of the EP explains why he
was covered slightly more frequently than Juncker who
was less visible as chairman of the Eurogroup. German
newspapers in particular emphasised these candidates
at the expense of candidates from the smaller parties
who were barely mentioned, while the French coverage,
by contrast, reported in a slightly more balanced manner
and referred to the candidates of the smaller parties
more frequently. This is especially surprising with respect
to Ska Keller, a German politician who against all odds
was more visible in the French than the German cover-
age. However, this result is in line with previous research
of German election news coverage that regularly demon-
strates a strong incumbent bonus, due to its relevance
also referred to as chancellor bonus (Zeh & Schulz, 2015).

Nevertheless, in all three countries, the campaign
coverage of the Spitzenkandidaten can hardly be under-
stood as personalised with respect to the Spitzenkandi-
daten. Despite different findings from previous person-
alisation research, in this study the German coverage
displays the highest degree of media personalisation
concerning the Spitzenkandidaten (e.g. Holtz-Bacha et
al., 2014). This indicates that the country-specific differ-
ences in media personalisation with respect to the
Spitzenkandidaten can barely be explained by the fac-
tors that are usually used for comparing media person-
alisation in the context of national elections. The politi-
cal and media system-related differences in
personalisation are not reflected in the coverage of the
Spitzenkandidaten (Adam & Maier, 2010; Hallin &
Mancini, 2004; Holtz-Bacha et al.,, 2014; Gattermann,
2015). Moreover, the degree of personalisation appears
to be directly related to the number of candidate men-
tions as well as the preferred perspective for the EP elec-
tion campaign coverage. The German coverage, which
contained the most candidate references, also reported

most frequently from a European perspective. The Brit-
ish coverage, on the other hand, hardly mentioned the
Spitzenkandidaten and discussed the main topics pre-
dominantly from a national perspective. These differ-
ences may possibly be explained by the general attitude
of each country towards the EU in general or the Euro-
pean elections in particular and by the number of candi-
date’s campaigning visits in different European countries.

7. Conclusions

At first glance, the 2014 Elections to the European Par-
liament differed greatly from all previous EP elections.
For the first time, pan-European Spitzenkandidaten
were nominated and were expected to raise the general
interest in EP elections and mobilise European voters.
Based on this development, this study analysed the me-
dia coverage of the EP elections in general and specifi-
cally with respect to the coverage of Spitzenkandidaten
in Germany, France, and the United Kingdom. Altogether,
the results demonstrate an adequate visibility of the 2014
EP election campaign in the newspaper coverage. Still,
compared to the visibility of the EP election campaign in
general, only a relatively small amount of the coverage
discussed the Spitzenkandidaten and, compared to the
usual amount of media personalisation during national
elections, the coverage does not display personalising
effects. This leads to the conclusion that the high expec-
tations connected to their nomination were not re-
flected in the media coverage of them. However, one
can hypothesise that the presence of the Spitzenkandi-
daten may have contributed indirectly to an increase in
media attention towards the EP elections since the nov-
elty of their nomination and campaign activities within
the EP elections process raised the approximate number
of topics relevant to the electorate and the media, and
consequently, the general relevance of the EP elections.
Furthermore, expecting an electoral procedure as com-
plex and diverse as the one represented by the EP elec-
tions, encompassing voters from 28 member states, to
change in the course of just one election appears overly
ambitious. It might be too early, therefore, for an exten-
sive evaluation of the effect of the Spitzenkandidaten at
this point in time, which is why these developments will
have to be monitored closely during future elections.
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