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Abstract:

This paper targets the study of international communication flow. It is broadly concerned with the link between issues as portrayed in mass media and the issue priorities of the audience.  It argues and empirically tests if the images of nations’ ‘Significant Others’ created by the international news are a pivotal factor in the construction of  domestic public opinion on those ‘Others’.  More specifically, the study investigates the images of the European Union (EU) formed in the New Zealand (NZ) news media.  Further, it compares the EU’s primed media categorisations with its prevailing perceptions among the NZ general public and elite groups.  This is examined through national data collected for the first time: texts of the EU daily news coverage in 17 NZ newspapers and 14 NZ television news programmes over three years; the national survey of the perceptions and attitudes towards the EU among 1,000 New Zealanders; and the texts of 30 face-to-face interviews with NZ decision- and policy-makers.
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1. Foreign News 

International news is compared either to a “searching beam” (Cohen 1965: 195) which illuminates individual aspects of international existence, or a “window on the world” (Larson 1984) through which people learn about the world outside their country.  If the ‘window’ is too small, if the ‘beam’ is too narrow, the people will see only a small part of the world, and view it from a prescribed perspective. Yet, international news will always be ‘narrow’ to a degree.  The selection and representation of international issues faces several challenges – overflow of information from around the world exceeding newsmakers’ capacity to publicize it, presumed public lack of interest in foreign affairs, and the high cost of international news production (Graber et al., 1998: 2; Hoge 1994: 143; Hamilton & Jenner 2003: 131; Soderlund, et al 2002: 75).  As a result, foreign news has to compete for newsmakers’ and the audiences’ attention against domestic news as well as against other international news -- not all 193 countries currently recognized in the world get equal representation in national media.  The determinants that outline the foreign news coverage are believed to be the following: the importance of countries (in terms of their population and gross national product), their proximity (geographical, commercial, and cultural), drama (the percentage of negative news), ideology (including the values of news agencies), and ease of access to a country (Westerståhl and Johansson 1994: 73-75).  Other factors are trade volume, the presence of international news agencies, military and political clout, and whether major incidents have occurred (Wu 2000: 126). Undoubtedly, the “uneven” representations of world affairs (Ibid.: 110, 121) affect the frequency, focus, and depth of reporting in the relaying of international news on ‘significant Others’.  
There is evidence that when dealing with issues of which the public has little first–hand knowledge or limited access to alternative sources of information, the potential for mass media to establish the frames (see page 3 for possible definitions of the term ‘frames’) for the public is especially strong (Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur 1976; Palmgreen & Clark 1977; Adams 1987; Edelstein 1993).  Most people have limited access to foreign lands, events, and peoples -- the worlds that could be described as “out of reach, out of sight, out of mind” (Lippmann 1922: 29). Consequently, this research assumes that media become “principal channels” (Davison et al. 1980) through which the public is informed about foreign countries. 

A special role in this process belongs to the news media. Through informing and educating the citizenship on foreign policy issues, news media shapes mass perceptions and particular evaluative implications of how audience members judge other nations (Albritton and Manheim 1983, 1985; Manheim and Albritton 1984; Perry 1985, 1987, van Ginneken 1998; Brewer et al. 2003).  International news can impact foreign policy (Cohen 1963; Amanpour 1996; Buckley 1998; Naveh 2002; Peña 2003), and shape the public’s knowledge, perception and attitude towards foreign countries, as large-scale public opinion surveys indicate (Perry 1990; Salwen and Matera 1992).
Finally, this paper accepts that the study of international communication flow relates to the study of foreign policy issues, and thus, requires generalizations to the macro units of analysis (McLeod et al. 1991: 243) – i.e. the linkages the aggregate exposure to news media has with the aggregate perceptions of the important international counterparts.  According to Lau et al. (2001: 352), a macro-macro level of interaction allows the evaluation of the social significance and success of mass media communication.  As Krippendorf (1993: 34), noted the exposure to the same mass media messages causes commonalities among audience members. 
2. Theoretical Background

Prioritizing the “interaction of media, media message, and public understanding” (an approach to the study of political communication advocated by Neumann et al. (1992: 16)), this paper aimed to investigate how political information on foreign counterparts was organized and structured in the public discourses of different domestic media and how that information compared with public and elite perceptions.  

To overcome the challenge of bringing together the differing results of public survey and media analysis, this paper followed the methodological suggestion by Semetko and Mandelli (1997: 206) to integrate two approaches widely used in communication studies -- cognitive and agenda-setting.  The agenda-setting approach specifies contingent conditions necessary to produce an effect: need for orientation, interpersonal communication and personal experience of an issue, issue sensitivity, and issue quality (e.g. obtrusive vs. unobtrusive) (summarized by Hügel et al. 1989). Some of those conditions, i.e. issue quality and personal involvement, were considered in this paper.  Other conditions were the subject for the follow-up investigations.  

Incorporation of cognitive approach into the analysis of media discourse was advocated by Fairclough and Wodak (1997: 266).  Cognitive approach views information as central to culture, cognition, and social behaviour (Beniger 1993).  A central notion of political cognition, schema, or simplifying maps of how political facts and figures can be organized into a meaningful whole (Graber 1984), was employed by this paper.  Schema is a cognitive structure of “organized prior knowledge, abstracted from experience with specific instances” that guides “the processing of new information and the retrieval of stored information” (Fiske & Linville 1980, 543). The schematic view of political belief system takes into account four domains --- namely, the functioning of government and the definition of public problems, and domestic and foreign affairs (Conover & Feldman 1984: 101).  Schemata of the foreign affairs domain in their multi-level interactions with the schemata of three other domains provide people with means for understanding the complex reality of the globalizing world as well as national foreign policy. 
The integration of agenda-setting and cognitive approaches in the study of media discourse brings forward the notions of priming and framing.  This integrative approach advocates the investigation of the influence by the primed media frames on formation of public opinion (see also Gamson 1992; Price et al. 1997; Nelson et al. 1997a, 1997b, 1999).
The notion of priming is built on the assumption that a stimulus can activate previously learned cognitive structures, hereby influencing the judgment process (Fiske and Taylor 1984 as cited in Brewer et al 2003: 494). Memory is assumed to be an organized associative network of concepts, each representing chunks of information about the object of reality (see Anderson and Bower 1973; Wyer and Srull 1989).  Individual concepts building the network have two characteristics – accessibility, or the ease with which the concept could be recalled (assessed in terms of recency, frequency, and importance of information) and associated evaluation (assessed in terms positive or negative valence) (Lodge et al 1991: 1361). When a concept is activated in the memory – or primed – it becomes more accessible and thus more likely to play a role in the formation of subsequent evaluations (Brewer et al 2003: 494).  Exposure to media coverage of an issue is believed to be one of the factors which build up the accessibility of an issue in people’s minds. This heightened accessibility, in turn, “increases the likelihood that people will base subsequent evaluations on their thoughts about the issue” (Ibid.).  Other than media factors, i.e. previous education, need for orientation, interpersonal communication and personal experience of an issue, issue sensitivity, and issue quality, could potentially influence the accessibility to that issue.

Attempts to define framing are numerous.  For the purposes of this study, the definition suggested by Entman (1993: 52) was used: 

“[framing is] selection of some aspects of perceived reality to make them more salient in a communication text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, caused interpretation, moral evaluation and/or treatment recommendations”. 
This paper follows a four-fold classification of frames in media production developed by Scheufele (1999). In this approach, two dimensions in frame analysis were integrated – the types of frames examined (media frames vs. audience frames), and the way frames are operationalized (independent variable vs. dependent variable).  Media frames were defined as emphasized aspects of represented reality (van Dijk 2001) – “persistent patterns of cognition, interpretation and presentation, of selection, emphasis and exclusion, by which symbol-handlers routinely organize discourse” (Gitlin 1980: 7).  In their turn, audience frames were defined as emphasized aspects of perceived reality (van Dijk 2001) -- how news is comprehended through schemata of interpretations that enable individuals to perceive, organize, and make sense of incoming information (Pan & Kosicki 1993). The specific frames that the news media provide for the audience (independent variable) were considered to be readily adopted by the media audiences influencing their views on foreign nations and events (dependent variable).

3. Case study “New Zealand Media, Elite and Public Perceptions of the European Union”

To explore a “three-way interaction of individual, medium, and issue” (Neuman, 1992: 19), this paper considered the case of the European Union’s (EU) representations and perceptions in New Zealand (NZ)
.  An expanded EU is one of the major centres of global economy (Castells 1996) and a powerful international political actor. In recent years it has accounted for 16 per cent of NZ exports, about 30 per cent of NZ foreign investment, and 22 per cent of NZ overseas tourists (Statistics New Zealand 2003).  Close economic, diplomatic and political ties between NZ and the EU exist against the background of a strong cultural proximity as most New Zealanders are of European descent (Clark 2003).  Nevertheless, media and public discourses on the EU that intersect in some manner with NZ domestic interests are virtually unexplored.  

The lack of scholarly attention to the issue on the NZ side is complemented by the scarcity of studies of EU images in the non-European media and public discourses world wide. “Communication deficit of the EU” (Meyer 1999; de Vreese on line) – i.e. weak and sporadic links between the EU institutions and the systems of political communication, EU’s discordant actions to raise its profile and awareness, and persistent neglect to account for the EU images in public discourses -- results in impaired visibility of the EU in media, both domestically and internationally.  The shortfalls in the EU’s communication policy rationalize systemic quest for the EU’s external representations and perceptions. This paper serves as a useful benchmark against which new studies focused on EU perceptions outside Europe can be measured.
Recognising the influence of international news on public views of nation’s ‘significant Others’, the frames of EU reporting were considered to be an independent variable, thus positioning the NZ audience frames as a dependent variable.  Following Sheufele’s suggestion (1999: 108), questioning this type of relationship between media and audience frames featured the following research questions:
1. What kinds of media frames influence NZ audience’s perception of the EU related issues?
2. Which factors could possibly influence the establishment of NZ audience’s frames of the EU’s reference, and are audience frames simply replications of media frames?

3.1. Data

3.1.1. Media frames

Data on the media frames came from the analysis of the multiple news media output – daily coverage of the EU in 17 NZ newspapers
 and 14 NZ television news programmes on two national channels, TV 1 and TV 3
.  The newspaper and television texts were located in the full text electronic archives, Newztext and Newztel databases. 

To adequately represent the variations in media agenda the data was taken from across the whole nation and was approached from a longitudinal perspective (see e.g. McLeod et al. 1991, 239; de Vreese 2001, 286). Monitored NZ dailies are reputable non-tabloid regional newspapers aimed at a broad general audience and the regions’ business, political and cultural elites. Since there is no one national daily newspaper in NZ, the monitoring of the regional newspapers provided a national perspective to the analysis of NZ print news media.  In contrast, television channels TV 1 and TV 3 are national stations.  They have high consumer ratings and compete against each other for the national market in the field of news production.
The EU news was defined as political, economic, and cultural news dealing with the EU itself or with people residing in it (Kevin 2003: 53).  News was viewed as not just facts, but also as the “representations produced in language” (Bignell 1997: 81), i.e. “draw[ing] attention to some particular aspect of the represented object, to differentiate that aspect from its context, not to reconstitute the object itself” (Cohen on line (a): 24).  The units that defined the basis for the material selection were newspaper articles and television news stories where the EU was mentioned at least once (even marginally
), either within NZ context or independently.  Three years of media monitoring provided the sample of 1,852 newspapers texts and 152 television news texts representing the EU.
3.1.2. Audience frames

As mentioned above, the schematic view of foreign policy belief occurs in the domains of the decision-makers functioning and the public problem definitions. Consequently, the study of the NZ audience aggregate perceptions of the EU took place on two separate levels – the general public and the national elite. The survey’s representative sample was 1,000 New Zealanders aged 18 and older who were telephoned for a 15-minute structured interview.  A sample of n=1,000 provided a maximum margin of error of ± 3.1%.
In the search for a fine-grained distinction between the agendas of the general public and national elites (Hooghe 2003: 282), 30 representatives of NZ political, business and media circles were given 45-minute interviews. Policy makers were identified as current members of NZ Parliament.  Business elites were chosen on the basis of their current participation in NZ Business Round Table and NZ Trade Liberalization Network.  NZ media elites were identified as editors, directors of news, and lead reporters of the media outlets that led the national coverage of the EU.  The matching designs of the questionnaires for the elite interviews and the general public survey provided grounds for the comparative analysis of elite and public perceptions of the EU.
3.2. Procedures

Addressing the claim to measure the content in the more reliable and precise manner (see e.g. Kosicki 1993: 105; Hofstetter 1981: 531), this study systematically accounted for sentences containing references to ‘(the) European Union’ or ‘(the) EU’ as recording units.  The sentences were sought in the sampled media items and in the texts of solicited responses to the open-ended questions on the survey and elite interview questionnaires.
The sentences in question were treated as “propositional units” (Krippendorf 1980: 83-87), or units which assume certain structure, namely, actors, objects, and actions (Holsti 1968: 651-653). Based on the action component of the structure, the units were regrouped into conceptual clusters that reconstructed the leading information inputs: a coherent organization of representations of events and issues promoted and transmitted in the news or the aggregate meanings built by the individual perceptions.  Groupings of the propositional units into sub-clusters inside each information input revealed the categories that ‘mapped’ the concept ‘EU’ according to the input.  Restoring the EU’s ‘conceptual map’, or schemata for each information input, brought forward an analytical model of information organization -- how events and issues are “packaged and presented by the journalists” (Price et al. 1997), and how this ‘packaged’ information is processed and conceptualized by the audience members.  Ultimately, restored interconnected media and audience cognitive ‘packages’ brought forward a holistic image of the concept ‘EU’ – “a reference to some aspect of the world which contains within its own structure and in terms of its own structure a reference to the act of cognition which generated it” (Cohen on line (b): 24).

Central, or the most frequent, propositional units found in media texts were assumed to have the “highest probability of being noticed, processed and accepted by the most people” (Entman 1993: 56). Thus, they were compared with the central meanings on the list of aggregated perceptions on the audience frames (general audience and elite).

3.3. Results
3.3.1. Media Frames

Three information inputs were found to constitute the cognitively complex image of the EU presented through NZ newspapers and NZ television.  Those inputs were: 1) EU as a Political Power, 2) EU as an Economic Power, and 3) Social Affairs of the EU.  The concept ‘EU’ introduced through both NZ print and television media encourages a perception of the EU amongst news consumers as a predominantly economic force (Table 1).

	Table 1. Information inputs of the concept ‘EU’ in NZ newspapers and on NZ television, 


	Information input

	NZ newspapers


	NZ TV

	EU as an Economic Power
	51% (1,515)
	62% (119)

	EU as a Political Power
	40% (1,189)
	19% (37)

	Social Affairs of the EU
	9% (243)
	19% (36)

	The first number in each cell is the percentage for the specific information input; the number in parentheses is the number of propositions per input.


Every information input was found to be a complex cognitive construct with numerous and diverse central, or most frequently mentioned, zones (Figures 1-6 in Appendix). Media descriptions of the EU as an economic power in terms of agriculture, trade, and agricultural trade were found to be fostered throughout the media over the years. The EU was depicted primarily as a market for NZ meat, dairy, wine and organic produce as well as a leading trade counterpart still practicing agricultural protectionism. EU political representation was the second most visible theme after economics. NZ media, newspapers in particular, covered a great variety of topics representing the EU’s external affairs.  Representations of the EU as a social power were the least visible in NZ news media. The list of NZ television central representations of the EU was significantly less diverse than the one in NZ print media (Table 2). 
	Table 2. Media frame of the concept ‘EU’ 

(in terms of information inputs and central representations)

	Information input
	Central representations in NZ newspapers
	Central representations on NZ television 

	EU as an Economic Power  
	EU as a market for  NZ dairy

Cattle disease epidemics (BSE, FMD
)

EU as a world trade power

EU as a market for NZ organic produce

EU and CAP / agricultural subsidies 
Introduction of the Euro (currency)
EU as a market for NZ lamb

EU’s economic growth/decline

EU as a market for NZ wine 


	Cattle disease epidemics (BSE, FMD)

EU and CAP / agricultural subsidies 
Travelling/Tourism



	EU as a Political Power
	EU enlargement

National security (ECHELON scandal)

EU integration

Far-right parties’ activation in the EU countries 
EU reaction to September 11
EU actions in the Middle East

EU relations with the USA (specifically in the context of  Kyoto protocol ratification)
EU sanctions against Zimbabwe

EU actions towards the Balkan states (the Kosovo conflict) 

EU military activities 
EU relations with  the Pacific countries

	National security (ECHELON scandal)

EU reaction to September 11



	Social Affairs of the EU
	Immigration to the EU
Social legislation 

Political and economic protests of people of the EU

	Social legislation/Health research

Cultural matters


3.2.2 Audience frames

General Public Agenda

To compare the visibility of foreign issues in news media with their perceived by the audiences importance, the respondents were asked to rank the identified central media representations of the EU in terms of the perceived level of the EU’s impact on NZ.  The meanings of the EU related to trade, economy, agriculture, and agricultural trade led the ranking.  Views of the EU’s impact as an international actor followed. The lowest rated issues in terms of their perceived impact on NZ were combined under the heading ‘Internal EU issues’ (Table 3).
	Table 3. Level of perceived importance assigned to the central media representations 

	EU as an economic power: Cattle disease epidemics (7.45); EU as a market for NZ meat (7.24); EU as a market for NZ dairy (7.17); EU and European agricultural subsidies (6.98) EU actions as a world trade power (6.96); EU as a market for NZ organic produce (6.81); EU as a market for NZ wine (6.78); EU economic actions (general) (6.53); EU food labeling regulations (6.45)



	The EU as an international actor: EU support for reducing carbon gas emissions (Kyoto protocol) (6.44); EU role in the Middle East and Iraq conflicts (6.43); European countries forming one union (6.37); EU dealings with the USA (6.36); EU actions as a political power (6.14);  EU dealings with the Pacific countries (5.93)



	Internal EU issues: EU enlargement (5.65); Far Right parties in Europe becoming more active (5.62); Immigration to the EU (5.52);  Introduction of the new European currency, the Euro (5.35); Economic and political protests by people in the EU countries (5.33)



	The number in parentheses is a level of perceived importance of the EU’s impact on NZ.  The respondents had to rate their perceived impact from 1-10 where 1 was not important at all and 10 was very important


Texts of the responses to the open-ended questions were used to reconstruct the aggregate meanings built by the individuals’ perceptions.  The content analysis of the responses to the three open-ended questions reconstructed the list of the dominant meanings associated with the EU among the NZ general public.  Trade, economy, agriculture, and agricultural trade were the EU-related meanings that dominated the public agenda (Table 3).
	Table 4. Central meanings of the EU (general public)

	Question
	Central meanings
	Number of  propositions


	Enlist at least three spontaneous images of the EU

	Trade

The Euro

Economics

Unity

Powerful

Tourism

UK associated 
	24% (236)
19% (191)
13% (130)
10% (98)
7% (70)
5% (54)
4% (44)

	Name any other EU actions impacting NZ
	The EU and the war in Iraq

Trade

	10% (100)
8% (77)

	List recommendations for the NZ government to develop NZ-EU relations

	NZ-EU free and fair trade 

NZ should be independent from the EU and mind its own business 

‘Clean’ green image of NZ in the EU 

Economic relations with the EU 

Agriculture and subsidies 
	18.5% (185)
8% (76)
7% (74)
5% (52)
5% (49)

	The first number in the third column is the percentage for the specific central meaning; the number in parentheses is the number of answers per meaning.


Cognitive scholars believe that human beings have a limited capacity for information processing, and public issues always compete for a limited number of possible public attention slots (Shaw & Martin 1992: 904).  There is evidence that the number of issues that people may give attention to, memorize and recall is generally limited to the number of seven, plus or minus two (Miller 1956).  The similarities that surfaced from the three open-ended survey lists exposed a limited and rotating set of EU-related issues prioritized by the public.  Arguably, this list of the central meanings of the EU on NZ public agenda surfaced the NZ general audience frame (Table 5):
	Table 5. NZ audience frame (general public)

	Free and fair trade with the EU (in terms of NZ agricultural commodities vs. EU agricultural protectionism)
The Euro 
EU economics / NZ-EU Economic relations in general 

Powerful unity 

The EU and the war in Iraq

NZ should be independent from the EU and mind its own business 

‘Clean’ green image of NZ in the EU / the EU as a market for NZ organic produce

Tourism (EU to NZ and NZ to EU)

UK associated  


This research recognizes that the reconstructed audience frame does not mean that this paper established that people feel the same way about the EU issues, but that people “as part of an aggregate, agree what key issues are” (Shaw & Martin 1992: 904). 

Elite agenda

National elite opinion on the EU was probed in face-to-face semi-structured interviews.  For the purposes of this research, the texts of responses to three open-ended questions were content-analyzed in order to identify the aggregate dominant meanings built by individual perceptions (Table 6).

	Table 6. Central meanings of the EU (national elite)

	Question
	Dominant meanings
	Number of propositions

	Describe issues in NZ-EU present day interactions that have the most impact on NZ
	Trade issues

Agricultural trade

NZ’s access to the EU market

EU enlargement
Social policies of the EU
	60% (18)
30% (9)
20% (6)
17% (5)

17% (5)

	Identify issues that should be kept in mind when NZ government is developing policy relating to the EU in the future
	Trade issues 

Trade liberalization


	57% (17)

27% (8)

	List at least three spontaneous images of the EU 


	Subsidies, protectionism, self-interest

Richness of culture, history

Germany, France, UK

Brussels

Economic strength

Overcome hostilities

The Euro

Vision, future, progressive

Bureaucracy, overregulation

Trade power
	27% (8)
23% (7)
23% (7)
20% (6)
17% (5)
17% (5)
17% (5)
13% (4)
13% (4)
10% (3)

	The first number in the third column is the percentage for the specific central meaning; the number in parentheses is the number of answers per meaning.


Arguably, there is a limited set of central meanings that surface on NZ elite frame (Table 7).
	Table 7. Audience frame (elites)

	NZ-EU economic interactions (trade / agricultural trade / protectionism / liberalization)

Richness of culture and history

Germany, France, UK

Brussels

Consolidated unity which overcame mutual hostilities 

Bureaucracy / overregulation in the EU

EU enlargement 

The Euro

Vision, future, progress


This research also questioned the average rate of importance of the EU to NZ among different types of elite at the present moment and in the future. Political and business decision-makers assigned a higher level to the EU perceived importance to NZ. In contrast, the rate was significantly lower among NZ media elite (Table 8).

	Table 8.  Level of perceived importance of the EU to NZ

	
	NZ political elite
	NZ business elite
	NZ media elite

	present
	4.2
	4
	3.2

	future
	4.1
	4
	3.2

	The number is a level of perceived importance of the EU to NZ.  The respondents had to rate their perceived impact from 1-5 where 1 was not important at all and 5 was very important


4. Discussion

This research attempted to provide an insight into the role foreign news plays in a three-way interaction of individual, medium, and issue.  More specifically, it studied how NZ citizens construct the meaning of the EU from the flow of political discourse around them.  This research outlined the images that are routinely conveyed by NZ media to present and understand events in the EU; traced what images of the EU were cognitively accessible to NZ news consumers; and showed correlations between the most available media images and dominant meanings among NZ news consumers – meanings that internalized preconceptions of the EU as a ‘significant Other’ for NZ.

The first research question asked what kinds of media frames influenced NZ audiences’ perceptions of EU-related issues. Media frames were viewed as news representation through choices of language and repetition of certain story schemas that organize and frame reality in distinctive ways (McLeod et al. 1991: 245-246).  The information on different EU dimensions presented to an average NZ news consumer was schematized in a relatively complex and interrelated way. Propositional units containing references to the EU were conditionally grouped into complex models of the three information inputs: EU as an Economic Power, EU as a Political Power, and Social Affairs of the EU.  Three net models, or schemata, unique for each input, ‘mapped’ the concept ‘EU’ presented to NZ news consumers.  A limited set of repeatedly emphasized categorizations within each input revealed central representations of the concept ‘EU’ depicted by NZ media.
Information input EU as an Economic Power was overwhelmingly visible in terms of its frequency and intensity both on NZ television and in NZ newspapers.  A narrow range of the central categorizations within this input surfaced: the EU was represented mostly within the context of trade, agriculture, agricultural trade and agricultural subsidies both on NZ television and in NZ newspapers.  NZ media’s continuous attention to the EU’s portrayal as an ‘economic muscle’ in an agricultural context could be partially explained by the pivotal nature of NZ’s economic interests in its relationship with the EU.  The EU is NZ’s largest, highest value and fastest growing irreplaceable market for key agricultural products -- butter, sheep meat, apples, kiwifruit, venison and wine (Clark 2003).  The on-going NZ-EU economic dialogue is challenged by a disagreement around free trade regulations.  Since the UK joined the EU in 1973, NZ has been immersed in semi-permanent negotiations with Europe to defend trade interests there and guard against European protectionist practices around the world (O´Brien 2003).
The relative deficit of attention by NZ media towards the growing role of the EU as an internationally growing political power and established social force, particularly on NZ television, seems to be in contrast with the current foreign policy orientation of NZ’s Government.  Recently, it has aligned itself with the EU in many areas of foreign policy: sustainable development, the Kyoto Protocol, the International Criminal Court, the path to peace between Israel and the Palestinians, and on disarmament and human rights issues in general (Clark 2003).
Answering the second research question, this study from its outset never assumed public opinion to be a simple replica of media frames. This paper suggested that information from central zones in media frames becomes a core in concept representation in terms of recency, frequency and importance, and, consequently, is more readily available for news readers and viewers to attitude the EU representations.  This paper illustrated that the most visible portrayals of the EU that are routinely constructed by NZ media (economics, trade, agriculture) positively correlate with specific similar categorizations among NZ news consumers. 

However, the study provided evidence of some media output that creates an opposite effect in public agenda formation.  Gamson (1992: 6) stated that the existence of effects that go in the opposite direction could be attributed to the fact that people read media in complicated and sometimes unpredictable ways, and draw heavily on other resources in constructing meaning.  For example, Personal involvement was claimed by some researchers to be the superior information source that may diminish the influences of mass media (Tipton et al. 1975, Palmgreen & Clark 1977, Zucker, 1978). A higher level of international involvement is believed to leave people with clearer and less stereotyped international images (Bush 1969; de Sola Pool 1965; LeVine 1965; Scott 1965 as cited in Beaudoin 2004: 461). This study considered the determinant of personal involvement to be one of the contingent factors that could underlie observed opposite correlations.  
For instance, representations of the EU enlargement emphasized by print media did not enter public frame of central meanings. According to the survey’s findings, personal involvement in terms of personal and/or professional contacts and experiences of New Zealanders with the EU-15 countries was relatively high with 53 per cent of respondents registering their ties to the UK (Holland et al. 2003: 19). However, personal involvements of New Zealanders with EU accession countries were virtually absent – 88 per cent of respondents reported no contacts or experiences with the EU newcomers (Ibid: 22).  This finding could provide one possible explanation why the EU enlargement issue, relatively substantially represented in the NZ newspapers, does not enter the general public frame of the EU.  
In contrast to the public opinion, the issue of EU enlargement entered the elites’ frame. The national elite is “more participant, more informed, more mobile” (McClosky 1965: 60) in the area of foreign affairs of any country than the general public.  Representatives of NZ business, political and media elites reported a high level of contextual knowledge and personal involvement with the EU state in terms of extensive business and political contacts, regular business and leisure travel, and friends and relatives living in the EU.  A substantial contextual knowledge allowed the elite to build more detailed and more fine-grained frames of foreign affairs issues, including those concerning the EU.  Respectively, other issues (not prioritized by the news media) entered the elites’ framing of the EU: EU bureaucracy, Brussels, Richness of culture, Social policies of the EU, Vision/Future/Progress, and Consolidated unity which overcame mutual hostilities.
The ranking of the perceived EU’s importance to NZ was higher for NZ political and business elites, than for NZ media elite. This finding outlined a worrying trend among NZ newsmakers who may potentially overlook the EU development and its representations in domestic media.   In their views, Europe will further decrease its presence in NZ media, since their general feeling is that NZ audience is not interested in those issues.  In contrast, NZ political and business elites expressed an opposite opinion.   The interview responses also revealed the diversity of attitudes ranged on a scale from ‘Europhiles’ to ‘Euro-skeptics’. However, the content analysis of the responses manifestly testified to distinct commonalities in the array of elites’ opinions. Similar to the public agenda, the themes of the EU’s economics, trade, and agriculture were overwhelmingly prioritized by the national elites.  

Arguably, mass media were quite likely to have an impact on the way a country’s elite viewed the world (Shulz 2001: 3).  Yet, none of the respondents named national media as a primary source of information on the EU.   Predictably, the primary information sources concerning the EU used by elites were more diverse than those of the public. While the NZ general public reported using NZ television and NZ newspapers as the leading primary sources of information on the EU (41.5 per cent and 27 per cent respectively) (Holland et al. 2003: 24), the members of NZ elite reported other preferred sources of information – e.g. reports and documents from the EU institutions and NZ Library of Parliament, reports of NZ businesses located in the EU, Internet, and international media. Among domestic sources of information, NZ newspapers and radio led the list of accessed sources to get information on the EU -- the attempts of these media to present a more detailed analysis of the EU were acknowledged, while a low quality and diversity of foreign news on NZ television was repeatedly stressed.   

Ultimately, the media was found not to be the only source that potentially influences the audience’s frames of an important foreign counterpart.  However, demonstrably and arguably, routinely-constructed EU representations in the NZ media discourse triggered specific categorizations among NZ news consumers, and became an integral part of the domestic political debate on NZ-EU relations.

5. Concluding remarks

Foreign news and representations of the other countries in national media seem to play a crucial role in shaping and reinforcing perceptions of international relations “adding 
distinctive elements to the stream of public discourse” (Kosicki 1993: 113). 
 This paper is an attempt to bring together the media, public and elite frames of one complex concept, the EU, in the foreign policy arena of one particular country, NZ.  The integration of the two approaches in political communication studies employed in this paper -- cognitive and agenda-setting -- was used to establish the interconnections between dominant images created by the national media and leading perceptions existing among the general public and national elites.  This type of research is particularly relevant in the field of foreign affairs and foreign policy.
This paper served mainly to suggest that NZ national media consistently provide a limited and rotating set of central issues, perpetuating stereotypical images of the EU primarily as an agricultural power – a more or less traditional view on this important partner for NZ.  No doubt that economic reality, agriculture in particular, has a prominent and direct impact on NZ foreign policy and the public’s interests.  However, the portrayals of modern developments in the European community in many other spheres (political and social among many others) that are to highly impact NZ in the future entered only the peripheral zones of media representations.  This ‘myopic’ and introspective coverage of the ever-changing EU possibly deprives New Zealanders of a chance to put themselves in a truly global context, and threatens to turn the EU into a ‘non-event’ even for the most interested members of NZ’s general and elite audiences.  
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Appendix

Figure 1. Schema of the information input “EU as an Economic Power”, NZ newspapers





Figure 2. Schema of the information input “EU as an Economic Power”, NZ television



Figure 3. Schema of the information input “EU as a Political Power”, NZ newspapers  


 




 Figure 4. Schema of the information input “EU as a Political Power”, NZ television



Figure 5.  Schema of the information input “Social Affairs of the EU”, NZ newspapers







Figure 6. Schema of the information input “Social Affairs of the EU”, NZ television
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� The research project “Rediscovering Europe: NZ Public, Media and Elite Perceptions of the EU” was launched in 2002 by the National Centre for Research on Europe, University of Canterbury, NZ, and was led by the author of this article 


� The monitored newspapers were The New Zealand Herald, The Press, The Dominion, The Evening Post, The Dominion Post, The Waikato Times, The Timaru Herald, The Sunday Star Times, The Nelson Mail, The Southland Times, The Daily News, The Evening Standard, The Marlborough Express, The Hauraki Herald, The Manukau Courier, The Dargaville News, and The North Shore Times.


� The monitored news programs were TV1 60 Minutes, Assignment, Backch@t, Breakfast, Grass Roots Business, Holmes, Late Edition, Midday, One News, Sunday and TelstraClear Business, and TV3 3 News, Nightline and No. 8 Wired. Television texts analysis was conducted by Jessica Bain, MA student at the NCRE.


� It was important to account for peripheral representations. Neuman et al. (1992: 115) noted that “people learn from their media encounters – perhaps, not a lot each time, but the result of a habit of news attention is an accumulation of political information”.   


� BSE is Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy or ‘mad cow’ disease; FMD is foot-and-mouth disease


� A sample of n=1,000 provided a maximum margin of error of ± %3.1, thus responses that scored 3.1% or less did not enter the list of dominant meanings.


� This response is partially explained by the timing of the survey – March-February 2003.





