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Creating Europeans? The 2009 European Elections Campaign 

Nynke Hofstra 

Introduction 

The European Union (EU) plays an important role in the daily life of its citizens nowadays. 

More and more rights were obtained by the EU citizens since the Maastricht Treaty and with 

the ratification of the Lisbon Treaty, this process will intensify even further. The image of the 

EU is nevertheless rather negative amongst the public. People perceive the EU institutions as 

too bureaucratic and just too distant in comparison with their nation state. EU campaigns are 

launched in order to change this perception and to create a better understanding of the EU and 

a more positive image in general, which could also lead to a certain feeling of belonging to 

Europe. Whether these campaigns are particularly successful in succeeding in these goals is 

questionable. 

In 2009, a big campaign was launched for the elections of the European Parliament (EP). 

As mentioned, the EU and related issues usually do not take a high position on the public’s 

agenda. The EP is no exception in this. Reif and Schmitt, both political scientists, even claim 

that the main function of the EP elections is to serve as a popularity indicator of national 

parties.
1
 Whether this is true is debatable, but fact is that the turnout at the elections has been 

decreasing ever since the first elections were held in 1979. In 2004, the turnout was only 

45,47 % whereas in 1979, almost 62 % of the citizens voted.
2
 The EP therefore decided to opt 

for a new approach of encouraging people to vote. A campaign was launched in every 

member state to draw the attention of the EU citizens to the elections. This campaign will be 

the focus point in this research; questions are posed whether it succeeded in its goals and 

whether it influenced the identification with Europe amongst citizens. The research question 

will therefore be the following: To what extent do EU campaigns surrounding the elections of 

                                                 

1
 Karlheinz Reif and Hermann Schmitt, “Nine National Second-Order Elections: A Systematic Framework for 

the Analysis of European Election Results,” European Journal of Political Research (1980): 8. 
2
 “Turnout at the European elections (1979-2009),” European Parliament, 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/parliament/archive/staticDisplay.do?language=EN&id=211 (accessed 5 May 

2010). 
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the EP of 2009 try to create a feeling of belonging to Europe and were they successful? The 

research will focus on the Netherlands and Germany. In order to answer the question, the 

campaign and its goals will be shortly explained. Furthermore, the possible subtexts 

displayed in the campaign will be studied using the method of semantic frames as a 

theoretical framework. The focus will then be shifted to the amount of media coverage it 

received in both countries. Lastly, possible changes in the public opinion in the period 

surrounding the elections in Germany and the Netherlands will be analyzed. A discussion and 

conclusion will follow in which the research question will be answered. 

The campaign  

On 17 March 2009, a press conference was held to announce the new campaign strategy for 

the EP elections.
3
 The firm Scholz & Friends was selected by the Directorate-General for 

Communication of the EP for carrying out the strategy. The campaign was a first in several 

ways. It was the first time that the same campaign was launched in all 27 member states. 

Furthermore, it was the first time that “personal relevance” in the elections was stressed 

instead of voting for the benefit of the EU. The central message of the campaign was that 

using one’s vote really influences one’s future.
4
 The official goal was to create greater public 

awareness about the EP elections and to encourage EU citizens to vote.
5
 A total of eight 

campaign elements were deployed to broadcast this message to all 375 million citizens.
6
 As 

this research has a limited scope, it will focus on the visual elements of the campaign.  If it is 

the case that there are elements in the campaign that seek to influence a possibly common 

European feeling, these are most likely to be the visual elements, as these stimulate the 

imagination of people the most. The focus will therefore be on the posters, the billboards, the 

3D-installations and the television advertisement of the campaign. In order to analyze the 

themes and possible ideology presented in these elements, a short background is necessary.  

                                                 

3
 Antonie van Campen, Europablog, comment posted 19 March 2009, 

http://weblogs.nrc.nl/europablog/2009/03/19/europese-verkiezingen-a-la-obama/ (accessed 6 May 2010). 
4
 Scholz & Friends European Agenda, “Scholz & Friends developed 2009 European Parliament Election 

Campaign,” Scholz & Friends, http://www.s-

f.com/europeanagenda/Presse/Archiv/tabid/1232/Default.aspx?id=1482 (accessed 6 May 2010). 
5
 Scholz & Friends, The 2009 European Elections Campaign 2009. 

6
 The campaign consisted of multimedia boxes, posters, 3D-installations, television and radio advertisements, 

online videos, billboard motives and online advertising. http://www.s-

f.com/europeanagenda/Presse/Archiv/tabid/1232/Default.aspx?id=1482 (accessed 6 May 2010). 
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The first aspect of the campaign that will be discussed is the television advertisement.
7
 

This TV fragment is presented as a series of news items in which several EU citizens inform 

other EU citizens of the news. The news items, however, are not based on real events, but 

rather on events that could happen in the future. The strategy behind this concept is to make 

clear that citizens, by voting, are in the position to shape tomorrow’s news. This television 

advertisement was broadcasted in 34 languages to make it accessible to every citizen: the 27 

official languages and seven regional languages.
8
 Furthermore, it was aired in all member 

states by 114 channels. The main part of the commercial is identical in every member state, 

except for the first and last news item. These two items are specifically created for the 

member state in which the advertisement is broadcasted. The persons presenting these items 

are citizens from that particularly member state as opposed to the news items from the middle 

part which are presented by EU citizens from several member states. In this brief explanation 

of the television advertisement, it becomes clear that the main goals of the EP campaign are 

clearly accentuated in the video. First of all, it emphasizes the importance of voting as it 

enables the EU citizen to influence the decision making process in the EU. Secondly, as the 

television advertisement was broadcasted in all member states by so many channels, public 

awareness of the EP elections was bound to grow.  

The second element in the campaign is the set of posters, 3D-installations and billboards. 

All three of these show ten different images which represent ten topics that affect the daily 

life of citizens and fall within the auspices of the EP (see figure 1 and figure 2).
9
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Example of a campaign poster.
10

 

                                                 

7
 For an example see http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S5f0v3nl4V0 (accessed 7 May 2010). 

8
 Scholz & Friends, The 2009 European Elections Campaign. 

9
 Ibid..  

10
 Website of Scholz & Friends, http://www.s-f.com/Default.aspx?alias=www.s-f.com/europeanagenda 

(accessed 12 May 2010). 
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Issues such as borders, energy and food were brought to the attention of citizens by asking 

them short provoking questions such as: “How open should our borders be?”, “How much 

labelling do we need” and “How much should we tame financial markets”.
11

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Example of a campaign poster.
12

 

The message is clear: EU citizens can influence the EP and its decisions on these topics by 

voting in the elections. The posters, 3D-installations and the billboards were distributed in 34 

languages and were put up in every member state. The issues that were dealt with on the 

posters are not equally important in every member state. Each member state could therefore 

choose the posters with the topics that would appeal most to their citizens. 

The main goals of the campaign become clear in the explanation of these visual elements. 

The EP elections were brought under the attention of the EU citizens and more importantly, 

the campaign made it clear that it was important for every citizen to cast their vote in the EP 

elections, as the EP makes decisions that influence the daily life of citizens. The question that 

should be answered now is whether there is a possible subtext in the campaign present. This 

can be discovered by using the method of semantic framing. 

The subtext in the campaign 

The main objectives of the campaign are quite explicit: Not only are they stated in the task 

description of the strategy, they also clearly come forward in the visual elements of the 

campaign. The possible subtext in the campaign however, is more difficult to find. The 

method of semantic framing is a much-used instrument to research these types of 

advertisement campaigns. It enables one to analyze the meaning of symbols and signs in 

                                                 

11
 Ibid.. 

12
 http://katrinabishop.files.wordpress.com/2009/03/chicken1.jpg (accessed 12 May 2010). 
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advertisements in search of a subtext. Analysis of the symbols in the campaign is important 

because symbols represent something else beyond the obvious. Mach argues that the use of 

symbols enables cultural constructions to take place.
13

 In the case of the EP elections, the 

symbols used in the campaign might construct a certain image of Europe and European 

feeling. Whether this is the case will be the point of focus of this part of the paper. In order to 

distinguish such a subtext, the method of semantic framing needs to be explained first.  

A political advertisement is constructed in an attempt to manipulate the discourse 

surrounding a certain issue. Biocca concentrates on the method of semantic framing in this 

type of advertisements. He argues that “semantic frames define the topic of the message, the 

context in which the messages’ propositions are to be understood, and the way of thinking 

about the message.”
14

 A semantic frame can be defined as a cluster of semantic links of 

which each is a ‘cognitive operation’ connecting two concepts, which in this case would be 

the EP and the EU citizen. Biocca identifies five different semantic links that can be used in 

advertisements. In order to find the possible subtext in the campaign, one must first analyze 

these semantic links which form the semantic framing. The first group of links is that of 

contextual links.
15

 This category functions on the basis that the receiver of the information 

displayed in the campaign will be influenced by the context of an advertisement. The 

possibilities of implementing contextual links range from sentence context to certain objects 

shown in the campaign. Classificatory links form the second group of semantic links.
16

 

People in general have the tendency to classify people and things in order to understand them 

and to identify them. Classificatory processing, as Biocca calls it, is therefore connected to 

identity and identity construction. This type of link can be used to connect a person or an 

object in the advertisement to the viewer. Another category Biocca mentions, is the one of 

oppositional links.
17

 These links imply the denial of the first two types of semantic links: the 

contextual and the classificatory links. In his study, Biocca illustrates this using the example 

of life and death, two concepts that cannot exist at the same time. The fourth type of links is 

causal links.
18

 It focuses on changing the ‘accepted’ causal relation that exists between two 

persons, actors and/or issues. As a result, it alters the discourse surrounding that particular 

                                                 

13
 Zdzisław Mach, Symbols, Conflict and Identity: Essays in Political Anthropology (New York: State 

University New York Press, 1993), 23. 
14

 Frank Biocca ed., Television and Political Advertising: Volume 2; Signs, Codes, and Images (Hills Dale: 

Routledge, 1991), 62. 
15

 Ibid., 67. 
16

 Ibid., 68. 
17

 Ibid., 69. 
18

 Ibid. 
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person or issue as well. The last category Biocca refers to is the one of metaphoric links.
19

 As 

the term already demonstrates, this link points to the use of a figure of speech. It can give a 

word or a phrase a different meaning or connotation besides what it generally means. With 

this short explanation of the semantic links one is able to analyze the semantic framing in 

political advertisements and campaigns. The next step in the research is to apply this method 

to the visual elements in the EP elections campaign in search of a possible subtext.  

Television advertisement 

The elections campaign of 2009 was a unique campaign in the history of the EU as it used PR 

instruments which were never applied before in an EU campaign. One of these tools was the 

production of the television advertisement. The content and the portrayed messages of this 

campaign element have been explained earlier. The question that should be answered at this 

stage is whether it conceals a possible subtext. 

When applying the method of semantic framing to the television advertisement, a number 

of semantic links become apparent. As was mentioned before, the main part of the 

commercial is identical in every member state. The first and the last news item however 

differ in every country; these two items are presented by people from that particular member 

state and concern issues that are of importance for that country. It is in these parts that the 

first semantic link can be discovered: The clothes that the people wear in these news items. 

The choice of clothes seems to indicate a link between these persons and the viewers in the 

member state in which the commercial is broadcasted. This classificatory link stimulates the 

viewer to identify with the persons in the advertisement, implying that they too can decide on 

tomorrow’s news. Moreover, as the viewer from that member state identifies with the persons 

in the commercial, he or she will be more inclined to believe the message. Kaid and Johnston 

stress the importance of the use of such nonverbal elements in advertisements when they 

argue that viewers use aspects such as clothing “to check the validity of the message.”
20

 The 

version for the Netherlands is a good illustration of how the classificatory link is applied in 

the commercial.
21

 A blond, young man wears a raincoat, linking him directly to the rainy 

weather for which the Netherlands is notorious, and therefore he is classified as a typical 

                                                 

19
 Ibid. 

20
 Linda Lee Kaid and Anna Johnston, Videostyle in Presidential Campaigns: Style and Content of Televised 

Political Advertising (London: Praeger Publishers, 2001), 28. 
21

 The Dutch version can be seen on YouTube: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S5f0v3nl4V0 (accessed 7 

May 2010). 
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Dutch person.
22

 This process of national identification is obviously not contributing to a 

feeling of belonging to Europe; its function is mainly to give the messages more credibility. 

The television advertisement contains another classificatory link that is to be found in the 

dressing code. The news items in the middle part of the commercial are identical for all the 

different member states. The persons presenting these items all wear different types of clothes 

that place them in a certain subgroup of society: A constructor stands for the labour industry, 

a child symbolizes the youth of the EU, a business woman represents the economic sector and 

a father with his baby symbolizes the concept of family. Once again, the EU citizens are 

encouraged to identify themselves with the people in the advertisement. After all, virtually 

every citizen will feel connected to one or more of these subgroups. The link that is shown at 

this point, however, is different from the classificatory link mentioned before, as this 

connection does not lead to a process of national identification. It rather implies cross-border 

and transnational identification, as EU citizens are stimulated to identify with other EU 

citizens from the same subgroup who are necessarily from the same member state. A first 

step in the process of creating a feeling of belonging to Europe through the campaign has 

been taken. 

It has been established that the campaign did try to create a feeling of belonging through 

the use of the television advertisement. EU citizens were encouraged to identify with other 

EU citizens from all member states, creating a common European feeling. The next step is to 

see whether that has also been the case for the posters, 3D-installations and the billboards.  

Posters, 3D-installations and billboards 

The posters, 3D-installations and billboards (after this posters) fall in a different category 

than the television advertisement, because this latter type consist of a series of moving 

images and offers therefore more possibilities to ‘play’ with semantic links. Nevertheless, if 

one analyzes the posters it becomes clear that although there is not much space for the links, 

the agency that was responsible for the campaign did not avoid using semantic links. The 

advertisements show ten different images that symbolize certain topics. These topics concern 

issues that affect the day to day business of every EU citizen. In this sense, one can speak of a 

classificatory link as these images affect all voters. This means that people classify that 

                                                 

22
 Another good example of using clothes in order to link the person in the advertisement with the people 

viewing the commercial in that particular member state is found in the Maltese version. The two persons 

presenting the first and last news item are wearing clothes suitable for a hot summer’s day, which links them to 

the sunny island of Malta. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ujMy8WMPTfE (accessed 7 May 2010). 
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particular image as concerning themselves. They identify themselves with the object and 

therefore the issue shown on the poster. Subsequently, the fact that every EU citizen can 

identify themselves with the image implies that there is also a link between all EU citizens, 

because they share the same issues and problems. After all, the posters illustrate cross-border 

and transnational issues that concern the people from the EU; the member states are irrelevant 

here. In this respect, the posters attempt to bring the citizens together, creating a feeling of 

belonging to Europe instead of only to the nation state. The posters indicate another attempt 

to encourage people to identify with Europe, as the covered issues are regulated at a 

European level, i.e. through the EP and not at a national level. The message that is 

broadcasted through the posters is one of European ‘togetherness’.  

Another semantic link can be indicated in the texts on the posters. As was mentioned in an 

earlier section, the posters contain short provoking questions such as “how open should our 

borders be?” These questions can be categorized as a contextual link as it tries to influence 

the viewer of the poster through the sentence context on the poster. Seven out of the ten short 

questions mention the words ‘we’ or ‘our’. It points out that we, the citizens of the EU, have 

the possibility to decide on important issues when we go to the ballot box and vote.
23

 It 

contains however yet another message: the use of such words constructs a certain ‘we-

feeling’. The sentence context implies that there is in fact a people of the EU, who all 

together decide on these topics. The concept of European citizenship however, is still mostly 

a political and judicial notion and still too abstract for EU citizens. Delanty argues that it is 

therefore difficult to speak of Europeans.
24

 The idea of the feeling of belongingness should, 

however not be dismissed. The message on the posters indicates that the citizens of the EU 

share a common responsibility, which, according to Pérez-Díaz, is a crucial aspect of 

citizenship.
25

 In that respect, it can be said that the set of questions do try to stimulate a 

feeling of belonging to Europe. 

As was argued earlier, political advertisements aim at changing the discourse surrounding 

a particular issue. Biocca mentions the causal link as an instrument in achieving this goal. 

These links seek to alter the ‘accepted’ causal relation between issues and actors. At first 

sight, the posters do not seem to contain such a causal link. The text on the posters however, 

                                                 

23
 Scholz & Friends, The 2009 European Elections Campaign. 

24
 Gerard Delanty, Inventing Europe. Idea, Identity, Reality (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1995), 8. 

25
 Georgiadis Fokion, Zisimos Apostolos and Efstathiou Ioannis, “‘Europeaness’ and ‘Otherness’: Identity and 

Diversity within EU and its Education” (paper presented at the 10
th

 International Conference of the 

International Society for the Study of European Ideas and the University of Malta, Malta, 2006), 8. 
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seeks to change a certain causal relation between the EP and the EU citizen.
26

 Before the 

campaign, the EP was perceived as the institution of the EU which had the least power of all 

EU institutions. Moreover, according to Eurobarometer 69.2, the majority of the EU citizens 

feel that their vote would not make any difference, because the EP does not have control over 

issues that matter to the citizens.
27

 This is emphasized by the low turnout rates in every EP 

election so far. The text on the posters however, indicates that the EP does have the power to 

decide on important issues and is therefore a crucial link in the decision making process 

within the EU. Moreover, as the EP plays an important role in this process, in which 

decisions are made that influence the daily life of EU citizens, it also implies that the EP as 

an institution in general is essential for citizens. Voting in the EP elections is therefore not to 

be seen as uninteresting and unimportant; voting should rather be seen as a significant 

instrument in influencing one’s future. For that reason, the posters attempt to change this 

causal link between the EP and the EU citizen.  

It can be concluded that the posters attempt to create a feeling of belonging to Europe in 

three different ways. Firstly, the topics shown on the posters emphasize the fact that all EU 

citizens, to a certain extent, share the same issues and problems, therefore linking them 

together and creating a sense of European ‘togetherness’. Furthermore, it stimulates the 

reader of the text to identify with Europe as the issues are regulated on a European level 

instead of a national level. Finally, it stresses the ‘we-feeling’ by using the words ‘we’ and 

‘our’, which implies that there is a people of the EU.  

Media coverage 

“Good ideas boost media coverage”.
28

 This is the one-liner that Scholz & Friends used when 

they discussed the media attention on the campaign. As the total budget for the campaign was 

relatively small, it had to find other ways of reaching all 375 million citizens.
29

 One way of 

widening the reach of the message broadcasted in the campaign was to make sure that the 

media noticed it. The team of Scholz & Friends argue that they succeeded in attracting media 

                                                 

26
 The texts on the posters convey issues that fall within the sphere of competence of the EP. They show short 

questions that provoke the reader to think about these important topics. Questions range from “how should our 

food be grown?” to “how much security is too much?” to “how much should we tame financial markets?”  
27

 Europese Commissie, Directoraat- Generaal Communicatie, Eurobarometer 69.2 “Europese verkiezingen,” 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/pdf/eurobarometre/EB69.2_Europeans_elections2009/EB69.2_synthese_analyt

ique_nl.pdf (accessed 8 May 2010). 
28

 Scholz & Friends, The 2009 European Elections Campaign. 
29

 The total budget for the campaign was EUR 18 million, which comes down to only five cents per EU citizen, 

Scholz & Friends, The 2009 European Elections Campaign. 
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attention through the use of “unconventional PR instruments”.
30

 Several newspapers, 

television programmes, web sites and blogs in many member states did a follow-up on the EP 

elections campaign, directly contributing to the reach and therefore the success of the 

campaign. Consequently, the officially stated goals but also the subtext of the campaign were 

spread in all member states in yet another way. The question that rises is to what extent the 

goals and the subtext were further promoted by media coverage. As this research concentrates 

on the Netherlands and Germany in order to answer the research question, the focus will be 

shifted to the media coverage of the campaign in these two member states. The media that 

will be analyzed will be newspapers since the paper has limited space. In each of the 

countries, two quality newspapers and the most read newspaper will be analysed.  

The Netherlands 

The two quality newspapers in the Netherlands with the widest circulation are the NRC 

Handelsblad and the Volkskrant.
31

 The most read newspaper is the Telegraaf. These three 

papers will therefore be analysed for articles which deal specifically with the elections 

campaign.  

When browsing the archives it becomes clear that neither of these newspapers paid much 

attention to the campaign.
32

 The one paper that did do a follow-up on the campaign was the 

NRC Handelsblad. This is to be found, however, mostly on its ‘Europablog’ of their website 

and not in the printed newspaper, which suggests that only a small section of people has 

actually read the articles, since one has to go on the ‘Europablog’ of the NRC Handelsblad 

web site before one is able to see the article. This makes it rather unlikely too that the articles 

affected public opinion in a profound way. Moreover, there are only two articles on this blog 

that focus on the campaign and both do not elaborate much further on the campaign than 

mentioning its strategy.
33

 The Volkskrant, which is also perceived as one of the quality 

newspapers in the Netherlands, mentions the campaign not once in its paper or on its web 

                                                 

30
 Ibid.. 

31
 MediaNed, “Vaksite voor de mediabranche,” http://www.medianed.com/2010/03/30/oplages-kranten-dalen-

met-3-procent/ (accessed 9 May 2010). 
32

 Database of international newspapers and other news sources, http://academic.lexisnexis.nl.proxy-

ub.rug.nl/uvt/, (accessed 29 April 2010). The archives of all three newspapers have been searched by means of 

several combinations of search terms.  
33

 The two articles can be found through the following links: Europablog, 

http://weblogs.nrc.nl/europablog/2009/05/14/promotiefilmpjes-europese-verkiezingen/ (accessed 10 May 

2010). Europablog, http://weblogs.nrc.nl/europablog/2009/03/19/europese-verkiezingen-a-la-obama/ (accessed 

6 May 2010). 
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site.
34

 The newspaper which is read the most in the Netherlands, the Telegraaf, pays also no 

attention to the elections campaign of the EP.
35

 The articles in all three newspapers that do 

mention the European elections focus for the most part on the national campaigns, indicating 

a lack of interest in the campaign organized by the European Parliament. In conclusion, 

despite what Scholz & Friends claim, not much attention was paid to the campaign in the 

newspapers in the Netherlands. The subtext of the campaign was therefore not additionally 

promoted by media coverage.  

Germany  

In Germany, 78% of people read the newspaper everyday, which indicates that newspapers 

could have a big impact on public opinion.
36

 The two biggest quality newspapers are the 

Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ) and the Die Welt.
37

 The most read newspaper is the 

Bild, with a circulation of over four million copies a day. The brochure of Scholz & Friends, 

The 2009 European Elections Campaign, shows the front page of the FAZ which portrays a 

picture of an enormous chicken. It is a photo of one of the 3D-installations that is part of the 

campaign. Together with the picture is an article in which the campaign is explained. This 

article was the only editorial that deals with the European elections campaign in the FAZ.
38

 

Every other news item related to the elections dealt mainly with the campaigns of the national 

parties. The archives of Die Welt, the second quality newspaper of Germany, contain not one 

article on the Scholz & Friends campaign.
39

 The Bild, which could greatly influence German 

public opinion with its wide circulation, also does not mention the campaign.
40

 As is the case 

for the other analyzed newspapers, most of the articles concerning the European elections 

focus on the campaigns of the national parties. The German newspapers, similar to the Dutch 

newspapers, demonstrate a clear lack of interest for the elections campaign organized by 

Scholz & Friends. It can therefore be concluded that, neither in the Netherlands nor in 

                                                 

34
 Archive of the Volkskrant, http://www.volkskrant.nl/dagelijksarchief/ (accessed 10 May 2010). 

35
Archive of the Telegraaf, 

http://www.telegraaf.nl/searchresults/index.jsp?view=google&searchgoogle?q=europese%20verkiezingen&sp

ell=1&sitesearch=telegraaf.nl&num=10&client=detelegraaf&output=xml_no_dtd&ie=latin1 (accessed 10 May 

2010). 
36

 Facts about Germany, “Newspapers and Magazines,” http://www.tatsachen-ueber-deutschland.de/en/culture-

and-media/content/background/newspapers-and-magazines.html?type=1 (accessed 11 May 2010). 
37

 Ibid.. 
38

 Archives of the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, http://fazarchiv.faz.net/webcgi?WID=58463-7420230-

91503_2 (accessed 12 May 2010). 
39

 Archives of Die Welt, database of international newspapers and other news sources, 

http://academic.lexisnexis.nl.proxy-ub.rug.nl/uvt/ (accessed 12 May 2010). 
40

 Archives of the Bild, http://www.bild.de/kddb/cms/websearch.do?query=&.x=36&.y=5 (accessed 12 May 

2010). 
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Germany, did the media influence public opinion by portraying the European elections 

campaign. Subsequently, the construction of a feeling of belonging to Europe was not 

affected by the media coverage of the campaign. 

Public opinion 

It has been established earlier in the paper that the EP elections campaign did try to create a 

feeling of belonging to Europe. The question arises thus, whether it was successful in 

achieving this. Although the Eurobarometer stopped executing surveys on the feeling of 

attachment to the EU in 2008, it can still indirectly give insight into this issue, if one analyzes 

other Eurobarometer surveys too that could indicate such a feeling. Questions such as 

whether it is a good thing for a member state to be part of the EU is interrelated to the image 

of Europe and therefore also to the feeling of belongingness. In order to analyze the possible 

changes in the public opinion in the period surrounding the elections in Germany and the 

Netherlands, the 2009 spring and autumn editions of the Eurobarometer will be examined, as 

they show the public opinion before and after the actual campaign.
41

 

The support for the membership of their country in the EU is one of the indicators of a 

feeling of belonging to Europe. This percentage differs significantly in both member states. 

In the spring of 2009, the Netherlands ranked second of all member states: 72% of the Dutch 

citizens supported the EU membership of their country.
42

 Six months later, this support grew 

to 74% of the population.
43

 Germany is a different case. The figures in the survey of 

Eurobarometer 71 indicate that 61% of the population was supportive of the German 

membership of the EU.
44

 In the autumn of 2009, this number dropped with one per cent to 

60%.
45

 It appears that the Netherlands became more supportive of Dutch membership of the 

EU, while the Germans became slightly less enthusiastic of their membership. 

The Eurobarometer survey that is related to the question about EU membership is the 

survey on the question whether EU citizens feel that their country has, overall, actually 

                                                 

41
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benefited from the EU. As can be expected from last survey, the percentage of people in the 

Netherlands which believe that their country has benefited from the membership of the EU 

was rather high in the spring of 2009; i.e. 74%.
46

 The Eurobarometer that was published in 

the autumn of 2009 shows the same figure.
47

 The percentage of German citizens who think 

that Germany benefited from EU membership did not change either during 2009. It remained 

at a stable 57%.
48

  

The third and last indicator is the survey on what the EU means to people. Answers range 

from positive connotations with the EU such as peace, to negative connotations such as 

unemployment. If one analyzes the changes that occurred in 2009 in the figures that represent 

the evidently positive and the clearly negative connotations, one is able to draw certain 

conclusions about the image of Europe that citizens have. Figure 1 shows the percentages of 

the positive associations that citizens had with the EU in the spring and autumn of 2009, 

including the numbers of how much it changed. As can be seen in the table, both in Germany 

and in the Netherlands, citizens tended to link the EU with more positive associations in the 

autumn of 2009 than at the beginning of 2009.  

 

The Netherlands Germany Positive connotations 

E.B. 71 E.B. 72 Change E.B. 71 E.B. 72 Change 

Freedom to travel, study and work 

anywhere in the EU 
49 % 54 % + 5 47 % 54 % + 7 

Peace 33 % 35 % + 2 43 % 47 % + 4 

Economic prosperity 31 % 31 % 0 14 % 14 % 0 

Stronger voice in the world 32 % 36 % + 4 26 % 28 % + 2 

Democracy 19 % 21 % + 2 29 % 32 % + 3 

Total change %                         +13                         + 15 

 

Figure 1: Positive connotations about the EU, spring and autumn 2009.
49

 

Figure 2 shows the percentages of negative connotations held by people about the EU. As 

with the positive connotations, the proportion of negative associations grew over the year but 
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certainly to a lesser extent. Subsequently, one can conclude that the image held by German 

and Dutch citizens of the EU improved to some extent during 2009. 

 

The Netherlands Germany Negative connotations 

E.B. 71 E.B. 72 Change E.B. 71 E.B. 72 Change 

Waste of money 14 % 19 % + 5 34 % 34 % 0 

Unemployment 6 % 7 % + 1 15 % 19 % + 4 

More crime 13 % 16 % + 3 20 % 26 % + 6 

Loss of our cultural identity 12 % 11 % - 1 9 % 9 % 0 

Bureaucracy 26 % 24 % - 2 35 % 37 % + 2 

Total change %                         + 6                          + 12 

 

Figure 2: Negative connotations about the EU, spring and autumn 2009.
50

 

Although the analysis of these surveys do not give a direct answer to the question of whether 

the EP elections campaign has contributed to a feeling of belonging to Europe, it still gives an 

insight in the changed image that the Dutch and the German citizens have of the EU. In the 

case of the Netherlands, there is a development taking place towards a more positive attitude 

to the EU. Moreover, the surveys show a certain commitment of the citizens to the EU which 

indicates a sense of belonging to the EU.
51

 Germans seems less inclined to develop a more 

positive image of the EU. German citizens did however experience an increase in the 

percentage of positive connotations to the EU; at the same time however, there was also an 

increase in negative associations with the EU. Consequently, the effects were more or less 

neutralized. For these reasons one cannot speak of an intensification of a feeling of belonging 

to the EU in Germany. 

It can be concluded that the public opinion in both countries was not affected by the 

campaign. Although the surveys do show some changes in the public opinion in the 

Netherlands, these changes are minor and should therefore be seen as fluctuations rather than 

a product of the campaign. Furthermore, German citizens demonstrated no sign of feeling 

more attached to Europe in the autumn of 2009 than before the campaign. Therefore, the 

subtext in the campaign did not succeed in its goal in these two member states.    
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Discussion and conclusions 

This paper examined to what extent the EU campaigns surrounding the elections of the 

Parliament of 2009 tried to create a feeling of belonging to Europe and whether they were 

successful. The two member states that were examined were the Netherlands and Germany. 

The officially stated goals of the campaign were to create more public awareness about the 

EP elections and to encourage the EU citizens to vote. These aims came clearly forward in 

the visual elements of the campaign. Moreover, it stressed the importance of voting, because 

the Parliament takes decisions that influence the daily life of citizens. 

After applying the method of semantic framing to the campaign, it can be concluded that 

the campaign indeed tried to create a feeling of European belonging through the use of the 

television advertisement and the posters. In case of the television advertisements, the EU 

citizens were encouraged to identify with cross-border and transnational subgroups; hence to 

identify with other EU citizens from all member states, indirectly creating a common 

European feeling. In addition, the posters attempted also to create a feeling of belonging to 

Europe. First of all, the topics shown on the posters emphasized the issues and problems that 

EU citizens share, therefore linking them together and creating a sense of European 

‘togetherness’. Secondly, it encouraged the reader of the text to identify with Europe as the 

issues displayed on the posters are regulated at a European level rather than on a national 

level. Finally, it stressed the ‘we-feeling’ by using the words ‘we’ and ‘our’, which implies 

that there is a people of the EU. The first part of the research question can therefore be 

confirmed: the campaign tried to arouse the feeling of belonging to Europe. The second stage 

in the research focused on the question whether the campaign was successful in achieving 

this aim. Analysis of the media coverage in the Netherlands and Germany would clarify 

whether it influenced the construction of this feeling. However, the Dutch and German 

newspapers barely mentioned the campaign in its news items. As the media coverage was 

insignificant, it can be argued that the creation of a feeling of belonging to Europe was not 

affected by the media writing about the campaign and its subtext. The last phase in this 

research was the analysis of public opinion in both countries. The evaluation of the German 

results of the Eurobarometer surveys in 2009 show no clear changes in the public opinion. In 

case of the Netherlands, there were some minor changes visible. These alterations were not 

significant however and should therefore be considered as fluctuations rather than changes 

due to the campaign.  
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In conclusion, the 2009 European elections campaign did try to create a feeling of 

belonging to Europe among the EU citizens. Nevertheless, it failed in reaching this goal; such 

a feeling was neither cultivated by the campaign, nor by the coverage in the Netherlands or in 

Germany. Thomas Risse argues that “it follows that building a European identity has little to 

do with public relations efforts or information campaigns about the EU.”
52

 Indeed, this 

campaign did not contribute to the construction of a feeling of belonging to Europe. It would 

be interesting, however, for further research to study the effects of other EU campaigns in 

general on the image that EU citizens have of Europe. 
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