Are the Dutch afraid of Europe?

The gap between media and the EU viewed upon by reflecting on the Dutch ‘no’ vote against the European constitution
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Chapter 1 Introduction

The Dutch voted ‘no’ to European constitution. On June the first 2005 the Dutch citizens had the opportunity to vote in favor of, or against the European Constitution. The next day the outcome was shown to the world: 61,6% voted against, and 37% voted in favor of this constitution (BBC, 2005). A constitution that was one of the most frequently discussed European topics in the media, in the months towards this referendum. Were the Dutch people always Euro-skeptic or was it the information about European constitution given by the media only that made the Dutch vote so clearly against it? 

According to the Eurobarometer it seems that even though there was a large number of no-voters, still 70% of the Dutch population thinks that the European union is ‘a good thing’ (Eurobarometer, 2006). It seems rather strange that a country that is still so well known for its pro-European attitude, votes ‘no’ so obviously against a European constitution. During the period towards this referendum, the media played a huge role in the image forming of the Dutch on Europe and the constitution that was about to be accepted. This image forming helped to create the Dutch no-vote, but how and to what extend? The questions that lead me to the central question of this essay was about one of the creators of image forming; what is the role of the media in the image forming of Dutch citizens on the European constitution?

Before getting in to the reasons of this stunning referendum outcome and the way the media acted in this issue, first the relationship between the media and the European Union has to be discussed, in order to analyze the way the information about the European Constitution was given to the Dutch. Secondly I am going to point out what kind of media I am going to look in to, what development the media in Holland have been through and what the Dutch ‘media landscape’ looks like at the moment. Concluding I would like to answer the main question: In what way did the media influence the public opinion of the Dutch on the European constitution? 

And finally I want to give my opinion and suggestions on what is to be done in the future to improve the image forming of the European constitution or other issues that have to do with the European Union by the media.


Chapter 2 The influence and development of media on Europe and the Dutch

First of all the appearance of a European public sphere will be explained, in order to get an image of the way media inform citizens on European topics. Secondly a definition of the word media is given in order to point out which types of media are being reflected upon. Finally a recent development of Dutch media will be explained called ‘emo-tv’ as well as the influence this development had on the information on the European constitution given to the Dutch citizens by the media. 

2.1 The appearance of a European public sphere

Bovens et. al. (2001) finish their book ‘Openbaar Bestuur’ by setting an agenda for public administration. They distinguish four trends: internationalization, informatization, liberalization and mediatization. Bovens et al. (2001) see internationalization as a form of scale enlargement of public administration. While public administration is familiar to people on a local level and on a national level, it is also becoming very important from an international perspective. The European Union is a clear example to show this development. On a supranational level decisions are being made on which all member states are obliged to act upon. Besides European integration in general, there is also European integration of public administration. In the coming towards decision making in public administration different actors and processes are involved. Image forming is an important element and media growingly takes part in the image forming of citizens on public administration. This growing role of the media is called mediatization (Bovens et al., 2001). Media is therefore seen as a powerful institution.

How are internationalization and mediatization related to one another in the context of public administration in the European Union? Koopmans and Pfetsch (2003) point at the importance of European integration from a higher level should be accompanied by ‘a Europeanization of public communication in order to overcome the EU’s lack of legitimacy and popular involvement’ (p. 3). In this context Koopmans and Pfetsch (2003) spoke of the arising of a European public sphere. “Linguistic boundaries, cultural heterogeneity and the fact that media systems are strongly bound to national mass audiences are crucial and perhaps insurmountable barriers to the formation of a unified European public sphere, which would be a replication on the European level of the structure we know from national media systems.” () According to Koopmans and Pfetch, the absence of European media doesn’t exclude the existence of a European public sphere. That is because they say it can also be the Europeanization of national public spheres that creates a European public sphere. Within the development of the European public sphere, or the Europeanization of national public spheres, according to Koopmans and Pfetsch (2003) media play two roles. In the first place media form “a channel of communication, forum for exchange, and medium of self observation of society” (pp. 4-5). Besides that media are also “political actors in the public sphere who legitimately raise their voice in their own right” (p. 5). This two-dimensional role of media in the development of a European public sphere was recently made clear, in attendance to the different referenda in member states of the European Union on the European constitution, made clear. In the Netherlands there was a lot of criticism by Dutch citizens on the insufficient providence of information in relation to the European constitution. Besides this, it has already been assumed that the French media played a role in the ‘non’ of the French citizens against the European constitution (Aboura, 2005).

2.2 Media defined

In this paragraph there will be explained what choice is made in the different types of media existing and why this choice is made.

I would like to stress that in this essay, when the word ‘media’ is used, it is important to realize that this includes only television. Television is the main medium the Dutch use to stay informed. ‘To keep up with the news, the Dutch use the television as their primary source of information. 80% watch the news every day.’ (Eurobarometer, 2006) Although this is not all there is to media, especially since the upcoming role of Internet, this choice is made because of the complicated and extended context of the this medium and because I want to point out the effect it had in general on people and not the difference between the effects. Even though not all media will be mentioned, the influence of for example Internet cannot be denied when the development of other media is mentioned. 

2.3 Recent developments of Dutch media

In the past ten years citizens of the Netherlands have been able to receive more and more commercial radio and television stations. The rise of Internet and digitization of ether, cable and satellite in particular has been responsible for expanding the media on offer, which furthermore is increasingly geared to the individual preferences of users. ‘The social functions of the media have remained reasonably constant in the course of this development: they are suppliers of information and opinion (democratic function, platforms for expression and identity forming of groups and individuals (cultural function) and the engine of economic industry – directly and indirectly through advertising (economic function). The objective of the Dutch government’s media policy is to enable as may citizens as possible to access an independent, diverse and high quality media.’ (Bink, 2002, p.8).

The public licensed broadcasting organizations are increasingly cooperating in order to ensure they continue to reach the general public. Also because recently a new phenomenon has occurred in the world of television which means even more competition even between the public and the commercial broadcasting organisations. It is called emotion-television and it is all about pleasing the viewer by showing real emotions to people. So called emo-tv brings nearby news, things that happen around the corner, straight into your living room by ‘juicy’ documentaries and ‘small’ items. Not much time is taken to deepen
one item, but lots of items in a short period of time have to be shown. To my own opinion quantity is more important that quality when it comes to ‘emo-tv’. In the United States of America this was already a media development in the 90’s: ‘Intimate details of sex lives, painful personal histories, greed, a severed penis and intrigue just off the ice. Last week's headlines could have been written in tabloid heaven’ (Mcleans, 1994, p. 1). And if there is a topic that has to be discussed because it is worldwide news, it shows only the most ‘spectacular’ events that have to do with this topic. Most of the commercial television stations broadcast emo-tv to upgrade their viewership ratings, but because of the existence of pressure on the public licensed broadcasting organizations to get higher viewership ratings in order to convince the government of their right to exist, these organizations also make a swift turn towards a more emotional way of broadcasting news. But what is the influence of emo-tv on the public sphere? 
Chapter 3 The way media can influence the public opinion

In this chapter there will be an explanation of the deviancy amplification spiral, which explains in what way media can influence people and secondly, by using this ‘model’ it will be pointed out how emo-tv and the European constitution influenced the Dutch citizens. 

3.1 Deviancy amplification spiral

To explain the influence of a phenomenon such as emo-tv on viewers and readers, there is a model created by Stanley Cohen. This is the called the ‘deviancy amplification spiral’. This spiral shows how a small issue can be noticed for instance by a regional newspaper or television program; for example an issue on how youngsters hang around on the street. The reporter can state that citizens feel more and more threatened by these youngsters. Especially because of the recent developments towards a more emotional way of broadcasting news, this reflecting upon feelings of individual citizens is done very often. This has an effect on the readers or viewers; they start to notice the youngsters and actually sense the threat that was described so vividly in the regional newspaper or television program. Soon all citizens of the region feel the threat and the news becomes ‘big’. The youngsters feel threatened as well, and start to act in the way the public expects them to. Thus as a result of the deviancy amplification spiral, minor problems begin to look serious and rare events begin to seem common. Members of the public are motivated to keep informed on these events. The resulting publicity has potential to increase deviant behavior by glamorizing it or making it seem common or acceptable. 

3.2 Operationalisation of the deviancy amplification spiral

The way the citizens acted in the example mentioned above, could have also been the way the Dutch citizens acted upon the media attention given to the European constitution. In the beginning, the media didn’t give much attention to the European constitution; The reason for this lack of attention for this issue has already been discussed. “Media organizations must attract large audiences. Due to the lack of public involvement and the lack of inherent newsworthiness of EU politics, the media cannot achieve this goal by covering European issues and actors.” (Koopmans & Pfetch, 2003, p.9) It wasn’t interesting enough because the issue wasn’t to be voted upon in a short period of time and the content of the constitution was rather complicated. So only a few months before the referendum took place, the media started to feel the urge to keep people informed on the topic. But the way the news was broadcasted, was mostly within the form of emo-tv and this was the reason it was more of a search for scandals and a focus on fears of the citizens that turned out, according to the deviancy amplification spiral, to be a trendsetter for the public opinion on the European constitution. The media was “(…)highlighting irrelevant arguments which made people feel negatively about certain things. These things had no direct connection to the European constitution, but the connection was made by the Dutch.” () 

Because the European politicians didn’t manage to get this huge topic to be judged upon as newsworthy for such a long time, and because of the media choosing other topics because they could make more viewers ‘watch the show’, the European constitution didn’t get the attention it needed to inform the Dutch citizens on the content of it and only informed them about some possible negative future effects it could have on their lives a few weeks before the referendum. ‘In combination, the logic of EU politics and the logic of media organizations seem to constitute mutually reinforcing factors that fuel a vicious circle which continuously reproduces the visibility deficit of Europe in the media. In this view, the media fulfill a central role as scapegoats for the lack of attention for Europe.’ (Koopmans &Pfetch, 2003, p.9)

Chapter 4 Conclusion
First of all the main question will be answered by a short review and finally there will be some statements on the question ‘what to do next?’ in which all actors but the public itself get to hear what their ‘mission’ is according to my personal opinion.


4.1 Answering the main question

The main question I am going to answer in this conclusion is:

What is the role of the media in the image forming of Dutch citizens on the European constitution?

Recently there has been a process going on that is called mediatization, which explains the growing importance of media in general. Because of the multilayered governance of these days (for example within the European Union), national media has an important role as an informant on issues that are happening further away than the country of for instance Dutch citizens and that do have impact on the lives of these citizens. This, together with the lack of a good working European medium, explains why national public spheres altogether create the European public sphere. But how do the Dutch media interpret this role as a European messenger? 

Recently the development of emo-tv changed the way television is broadcasting news. Not only the commercial broadcasting organisations, but also the public stations have to do with pressure to obtain viewership ratings and therefore have to adapt to the popular style of bringing news as ‘juicy’ as possible, which often mean the complicated and maybe boring but relevant issues are being denied or not given enough attention. Due to this recent development of television media towards a more emotional type of broadcasting, there was not much attention paid to the European constitution in the years it was developed and as soon as it was there, attention was focused on negative aspects which, according to the fatal role of the deviancy amplification spiral -which explains for example in what way a small scandal can have nationwide consequences-, had a negative effect on the public opinion of the Dutch on the European constitution. 

The media has played an important role in the image forming of Dutch citizens on the European constitution. But at the same time, it lacked to take responsibility in the earlier stage of the development of the constitution and this caused a lack of involvement of the Dutch citizens. Altogether the development of emo-tv and the complicated (and therefore maybe not sexy enough) European constitution reinforce one another and made it possible to get a pro-European country to vote ‘no’ on a constitution that was unclear and broadcasted with the focus on negative aspects only a few months before the referendum.  
4.2 What is to be done next; some suggestions
Hypothetically I think that if the media had played a more relevant role in the informing of the Dutch population, the no-vote would at least have been less overwhelming as it was now. But for the most part the European politicians are to be blamed as well. They lacked to explain the relevance of the European Union and this constitution in particular to the media and they lacked to act upon the recent development towards a more emotional way of broadcasting. To my opinion they could have manipulated the media to their own benefits.  

‘European integration from above must be accompanied by a Europeanisation of public communication in order to overcome the EU’s lack of legitimacy and popular involvement.’ (Koopmans & Pfetch, 2003, p.3) This is a thing that is already taking place, but is being influenced by the rise of emo-tv on commercial and public broadcasting organizations. 

My suggestion would involve three different actors. The commercial and the public media, the Dutch and the European politicians all can do something about the situation that makes the Dutch people being informed on European topics late or in a ‘popular’ way which mostly doesn’t do any good for the image of any European topic. 

Let’s start of with the things that need to be done on a national level, by the Dutch politicians. The thing they can do to improve the information given on the European Union and issues involving European politics is to lower the pressure on the public broadcasting organizations to score high viewership ratings. ‘The objective of the Dutch government’s media policy is to enable as may citizens as possible to access an independent, diverse and high quality media.’(Bink, 2002, p.8) This objective is at the moment being dominated by the recent development of emo-tv which lowers the informative quality of news. 

On a European level politicians have to do everything in their power, to give all the right information and even, in order to get broadcasted on commercial television, to bring it in a ‘juicy’ way. European politics have to be ‘sexy’ in order to get through to the public that likes to watch commercial television and doesn’t like to watch public television because it brings the news in a rather ‘dry’ form. ‘If studies demonstrate that media coverage largely neglects European politics, the blame must not necessarily lie with the media themselves, but may lie with the information input is provided by their sources.’ () To get this public involved in European politics, or at least feel informed about European politics, the European politicians have to confirm (to a certain extend) to their needs for ‘sexy’ news items. 

The national public broadcasting organizations have see how important Europe is, and have to take their responsibility as and objective, rational and informative medium. On the other hand also the commercial broadcasting organizations have to realize how important it is that their viewers get information out of commercial news, that can help them to form a stable opinion based not on emotional news items and fears given in by these items, but on the real consequences, both positively and negatively that can effect their and others lives. 

I think that, when all actors take their responsibility to inform the public in the way the public needs to be informed, each discussed medium in its own way, Europe can become sexy, interesting and people will be informed from the start of every new aspect that in the future can have an impact on their everyday lives as European and Dutch citizens. 
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