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In cooperation with the Centre for Social Innovation in Vienna, the Aus-
trian Science and Research Liaison Office Ljubljana announced in 2010 
its seventh call for proposals for projects in research cooperation and 
networking between institutions in Austria, Slovenia, and the Western 
Balkan countries (Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, FYR of Mac-
edonia, Kosovo under UNSCR 1244 /1999, Montenegro, and Serbia). The 
call focused on intensifying short-term cooperation in the scientific field 
of “Changing Identities in South Eastern Europe: Between Europeanisa-
tion, Globalisation, Regionalisation, and Nationalism,” with the aim of 
supporting the development of long-term scientific collaboration and 
to gain scientific insight in changing identities in South Eastern Europe. 
Funding was provided by the Austrian Federal Ministry of Science and 
Research within the framework of its South Eastern European Science 
Cooperation Initiative. Six projects have been funded from this call, and 
the outcomes were presented at a conference which took place in May 
2011 in Vienna. This publication presents some outcomes of the funded 
projects and it also includes other papers reflecting the subject. It ad-
dresses current changing processes, analyses, as well as historical de-
velopments in South Eastern Europe by having a closer look at various 
selected aspects which describe the complex nature of territorial identi-
fication in the areas of conflict between Europeanisation, globalisation, 
regionalisation, and nationalism. 

I want to thank all those who have contributed to this publica-
tion, first of all, the authors: Elisabeth Behr, Tamara Ehs, Sanela Hodzic, 
Sanja Kalapoš, Ana Kralj, Damjan Mandelc, Mirko Petrić, Tanja Petrović, 
Anngrit Pichler, Gazela Pudar, Christoph Reinprecht, Peter Sekloča, Ana 
Marija Sobočan, Inga Tomić-Koludrović, Polona Tratnik, Petra Videmšek, 
Ksenija Vidmar Horvat, Romy Wöhlert, and Željka Zdravković. My spe-
cial thanks also go to the Austrian Federal Ministry of Science and Re-
search for providing funding to realise this publication. 

Hanna Scheck, Centre for Social Innovation
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The paper outlines the reciprocal perceptions between the Western Balkan 
countries and the EU against the background of a future EU accession of 
the region. Based on the rationale that mass media is a crucial platform 
through which reciprocal perceptions are identified and reciprocal images 
are formed. A comparative newspaper analysis in 2009 focused on the re-
ciprocal news coverage in two EU countries (Austria and Slovenia) and 
two Western Balkan countries (Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia) , which 
also identified the geographical and thematic frame of the reciprocal news 
coverage of both sides. The paper reveals that the attention paid towards 
the EU region in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia is significantly higher 
than that paid towards the Western Balkan region in the EU countries. It 
also illustrates that EU-related topics are not the only thematic frame shap-
ing the news coverage on both sides when the respective, ‘Other,’ is taken 
into account.

 Commission for Comparative Media and Communication Studies, 
 Austrian Academy of Sciences, Vienna, AT

 Mediacentar Sarajevo, BA
 Institute for Philosophy and Social Theory, University of Belgrade, RS
 Faculty of Humanities Koper, University of Primorska, SI

The enlargement rounds of 2004 and 2007, when a total of ten countries 
entered the EU, as well as the signing of the Lisbon Treaty in 2007, or 
most recently the global economic crisis and its impacts on the Euro-
pean economy have all contributed to increasing skepticism and fatigue 
among EU member states (EU-MS) concerning a further EU enlarge-
ment. The oNcial accession negotiation process with Western Balkan 
countries 5 (WBC) that is currently under way, presents an unpredict-
able factor relating to whether or not, and when, those countries will 
actually become EU members.

Recent public opinion surveys support these observations. While 
the populations in many EU-MS express a significant degree of skepti-
cism regarding the future Croatian EU membership, or even more so, 
that of Bosnia, Herzegovina (BiH), or Kosovo, the populations in those 
countries express both a strong willingness to join the EU, combined 
with high expectations regarding this membership. At the same time, 
they express increasing skepticism about whether or not they are ap-
preciated and welcomed as new members by the population of EU-MS. 
For further information, see Standard Eurobarometer 74 survey (2010), 
Gallup Balkan Monitor survey (2010).

The current state of research 6 still lacks profound comparative 
analysis of the WBC and current EU-MS in regard to attitudes concern-
ing EU membership, or the reciprocal perceptions between the two sides. 
Population surveys alone do not fully answer this question, because a 
lot of aspects remain ambiguous. They do not provide further informa-
tion on the images and perceptions of EU and the Western Balkan (WB) 

 The political term is used by the EU to in order to place all the ex-Yugoslav successor 
states, not including Slovenia, plus Albania under a common umbrella. It designates 
the countries Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Kosovo, Macedonia, Mon-
tenegro, and Serbia.

 For the current state of research, see as examples Čučić (1997), Gromes (2009), Ott 
(2006), Đerić (2008), Blanuša (2007), Džihić et al. (2006), Adams (2007), Brantner 
(2009), Brusis (2003), Diez Medrano (2003), or Drulak (2001).
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region that people may have in mind, when, for instance, they are asked 
about their support for a future EU enlargement. Thus, the potential 
conflict of di�ering expectations and skepticism that may result from 
the positions stated in those surveys can only be described and inter-
preted on a very abstract level, and the attitudes towards the EU cannot 
be traced to underlying political, economic, cultural or social principles 
and practices.

This paper presents the first results of a conjoint comparative me-
dia study 7 which is a first step in shedding light on this research gap. For 
an initial summary of the current relations and perceptions between the 
EU and the WBC, our study asked the following question:

What are the reciprocal frames of perceptions currently communi-
cated between the EU and the WBC, and what facets of the reciprocal Other 
are focused on in that context?

We consider this a crucial question, because future EU enlargements 
to the WB region not only mean (re-)defining actual EU borders, but 
it also triggers negotiations and (re-)defining of EU collective identity 
concepts. Arguing with basic assumptions of Social Identity Theory and 
Social Categorization Theory, the concept of the EU as a collective entity 
thereby inevitably contains an in-group / out-group element, and relies 
on (real or constructed) boundaries between those who belong to the 
in-group and a conceptual out-group against which an individual’s own 
concept of belonging can be demarcated. For further information, see 

 The media study was carried out by the Commission for Comparative Media and 
Communication Studies at the Austrian Academy of Sciences in Vienna / Austria, in 
cooperation with the Mediacentar Sarajevo / BiH, the Institute for Philosophy and So-
cial Theory at the University of Belgrade / Serbia, and the Faculty of Humanities Koper 
at the University of Primorska in Koper / Slovenia. Additional contributions to the 
comparative media analysis came from Sandra Basic Hrvatin / University of Primorska 
and Gordana Djeric / University of Belgrade.

Mummendey, Simon (1997), Abrams, Hogg (2004), Abrams et al. (1990), 
Turner (1985), Turner et al. (1987), Castano (2004), and Castano et al. 
(2002).

This definition of belonging is stimulated by the basic human need 
for a social identity and orientation within a social environment. Social 
categorization helps to provide a system of orientation for self-reference, 
to define one’s own place within the European context and in relation 
to other European countries. For further information, see Risse (2010) 
and Wöhlert (2008). The WBC continue to form a structural out-group 
to the EU, forming the Other against which the EU demarcates itself. 
Therefore, this in-group / out-group dualism (EU vs. WBC) and both 
sides’ definition of the EU as a collective entity form crucial parameters 
for the current perceptions and relations between the EU and the WBC. 
Among the EU-MS, the perception of the WBC may be shaped by criteria 
according to which those member states define the EU as an entity, and 
whether they support or oppose a further EU enlargement. Among the 
WBC, the perception of the EU may not only di�er but may also reveal 
di�erent levels of identification with this collective entity that oscillates 
between the ambition to become a part of this in-group (EU), and the 
rejection of this membership.

Therefore, using this design for a comparative analysis of recipro-
cal perceptions between in-group (EU-MS) and out-group (WBC) can 
provide new insights not only on how the EU is currently perceived (a) 
from the outside, i.e. when those who are not part of the EU, but strive 
for a membership, look at the EU, but also (b) from within, i.e. when 
the EU member states observe and define a potential out-group and 
thus define the boundaries of their own EU collectivity. A comparison 
of these two perspectives may track possible gaps that become apparent 
from those reciprocal perceptions and the EU concepts communicated 
in those contexts and that might become a barrier for the WBC in the 
accession steps lying ahead.

In that context, mass media presents an essential communication 
arena for the construction of collectivity concepts. For further informa-
tion, see Eilders, Lichtenstein (2010), Gerhards, Neidhardt (1991 / 1993), 
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Gerhards (2004). Due to the widespread visibility and connectivity of 
mass media, discourses are predisposed for the evolving and expansion 
of societal descriptions on unity, especially because social identification 
and collectivity negotiation is not merely the calling forth of stored attri-
butes of Self and Other, but rather a dynamic process in which collective 
identities are continually being reconsidered, renegotiated, and recom-
posed relative to other groups. For further information, see Rivenburgh 
(1997), Melischek, Seethaler (2008), Pfetsch (2008), Weller (2000).

Furthermore, we regard transnational collectivities like the EU as 
‘imagined communities,’ as social constructions. They do not preexist 
outside communication, but are created precisely when people speak 
to one another, be it in interpersonal settings or through mass media. 
For further information, see Anderson (2005). Arguing with the agenda 
setting approach, mass media thereby sets the agenda for certain topics 
that are transferred as relevant to the public with regard to the focus on 
the WBC in EU-MS and vice versa, and that form the knowledge base 
for the social construction of community. For further information, see 
McCombs, Shaw (1972), McCombs (2004).

A cross-national comparative analysis of print media news coverage has 
provided further insights into the reciprocal views, topics, norms and 
values consulted as a source of information when attitudes and opinions 
towards the EU or the WBC future membership are queried. Focusing 
on the year 2009 8, we compared two EU-MS (Austria, Slovenia) and 
two WBC (BiH, Serbia). For each country, the data sample consisted of 

 The stratified random sample included 12 publication days. For each month, one 
issue of each newspaper, taken from the 2nd week was chosen, creating an artificial 
week from Monday to Saturday (Sundays were excluded since not all newspapers have 
regular Sunday editions). The following publication days were analyzed: January 5, 
February 3, March 4, April 9, May 8, June 13, July 6, August 4, September 9, October 
8, November 6, December 12.

three daily newspapers: For Austria, the two quality dailies, Die Presse 
and Der Standard, as well as the tabloid newspaper Kronen Zeitung were 
analyzed. The Slovenian sample included the quality newspapers, Delo 
and Dnevnik as well as the tabloid newspaper, Dobro Jutro. For Serbia 
the quality newspapers, Danas and Politika, as well as the tabloid, Kurir, 
were analyzed. For BiH, due to the ethno-political divisions in the coun-
try that also a�ect the circulation range and relevance of newspapers 
in di�erent regions, we chose Dnevni Avaz for the newspaper read by 
the Bosniak population, Nezavisne novine, which is read by the Serbian 
population, and, Dnevni list, which is read by the Croat population.

In a quantitative content analysis, and using the same analytical 
categories (codebook), we identified the geographical as well as the 
thematic spectrum of the reciprocal news coverage when (a) in Aus-
trian and Slovenian newspapers focused on the WBC (i.e., when articles 
referred to Albania, BiH, Croatia, Kosovo, Macedonia, Montenegro, or 
Serbia, or to the transnational geopolitical categories ‘South Eastern 
Europe [SEE],’ ‘Western Balkans’ or ‘Former Yugoslavia’) and, vice versa, 
when (b) in Bosnian and Serbian newspapers focused on the EU region 
(i.e., when articles referred to EU-MS, and / or the EU as a geopolitical 
entity, and / or EU institutions). The whole newspaper edition was in-
cluded, to also identify the scope of societal levels in which EU or WBC 
are perceived.

Starting with the overall level of attention paid to the EU region in the 
WBC, and vice versa the level of attention paid towards the WBC in 
the two EU-MS, we identified significant quantitative di�erences (see 
figure 1).
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In the Bosnian and Serbian newspapers, the focus on the EU region 
was significantly higher than the reciprocal focus on the WBC in Austria 
and Slovenia. We found the highest level of attention towards the re-
spective Other in the Serbian newspapers, while Austrian newspapers 
revealed the lowest level of attention paid towards the WB region. This 
indicates that the focus on the EU region was a significant frame of ref-
erence for both WBC in the daily news coverage; a relevance that was 
not attributed to the WB region in the regular reporting of newspapers 
in Austria and Slovenia.

In Austria and Slovenia, the focus on the WBC was predominantly 
shaped by references made towards individual countries: In Austria, 
references towards individual WBC were found in 91.2 % of all identi-
fied articles with a focus on the WBC, compared to 86.4 % in Slovenia.

In both countries, most references were made towards Croatia and 
Serbia (see figure 2). One di�erence between both countries was a sig-
nificantly higher level of attention paid towards Kosovo and Macedonia 
in the Austrian newspapers, while both EU-MS had a similar focus on 
BiH. Montenegro and especially Albania were only marginally referred 
to in both countries’ news coverage on the WB region.

In contrast to that, only 44.0 % of the Bosnian articles and 58.2 % 
of the Serbian articles where referring to the level of national entities 
when focusing on the EU region. In the Bosnian context, countries most 
often referred to were UK, Germany, Sweden, or Slovenia, while Serbian 
newspapers most frequently related to France, Germany, UK, or Italy 
(see figure 3).

One overall feature we noted is that all analyzed countries most 
frequently included references to their own country when the reciprocal 
Other was observed, meaning articles also had a national focus. Serbia 

Figure 1: Number of identified newspaper articles Figure 2: Frequency of references made to Western Balkan countries

Figure 3: Frequency of references made to EU member states (10 most frequent countries)
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stands out especially with self-references in almost every article of the 
sample (86.6 %), while national self-references were found in 54.9 % of 
the Austrian and 34.0 % of the Slovenian newspaper articles on the WB 
region. An exception here was BiH, where the reference towards the EU 
(70.4 %) exceeded their own national self-references (50.3 %).

Compared to the level of nation entities, fewer references were 
made in Austrian and Slovenian newspapers with regard to transnation-
al entities when the WB region was taken into view (see figure 4). The 
label most frequently applied in Austrian newspapers was ‘South East-
ern Europe / the Balkans,’ while only Slovenian articles to a significant 
extent, also applied the label ‘Western Balkans’ to refer to the region. A 
third category used was ‘Former Yugoslavia.’

Compared to that, in BiH and Serbia the reference to a transna-
tional level was identified much more frequently when the EU region 
was taken into view. In Serbia, the label most frequently applied here 
was ‘Europe,’ a collective reference significantly less used in the Bos-
nian newspapers. Instead, in BiH more than every second article of the 
sample referred to the collective entity ‘European Union / EU,’ while 
only one third of the Serbian articles did so.

In the context of this geographical spectrum of reciprocal perception, 
a variety of topics were taken into view in the analyzed newspapers of 
each country. Many articles, especially in the Serbian and Bosnian sam-
ple, included references to more than one thematic area, and especially 
in the Bosnian and the Serbian sample, articles not only discussed one 
but a variety of topics in combination. In all four country samples, the 
thematic area of Politics was most frequently focused on (see figure 5).

In the Austrian newspapers, articles most often referred to EU-re-
lated politics, reporting for instance on the EU enlargement perspective 
and the state of progress of di�erent WBC, or the liberalization of the 

Figure 4: Frequency of references made to transnational entities

Figure 5: Thematic references (3 most frequent thematic areas)
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Schengen visa regulations for the WB region. With regard to the former, 
most attention was paid to Croatia’s state of negotiation, whereas with 
the latter, particularly BiH and Serbia were taken into view.

Other frequent topics were the bi-national border dispute between 
Slovenia and Croatia, the Serbia-Kosovo relations and in particular, the 
KFOR-Mission of the NATO 9 and the EULEX-Mission 10 to Kosovo. On 
a national level, Austrian articles focused on the nation-building pro-
cess in Kosovo, the political structure and conflicts between the struc-
tural entities in BiH, or the resignation of the Croatian Prime Minister 
Sanader in July 2009, and the political causes and impacts of this inter-
nal governmental change.

A second thematic area frequently referred to in Austrian newspa-
pers was Crimes and Catastrophes. Here, the news coverage was mainly 
shaped by articles reporting on criminal immigrants from the WB region 
in the national context of Austria. Here, the WB side was identified by 
references to the respective criminal actor’s nationality / country of ori-
gin (predominantly of Serbian origin).

A third relevant thematic area was the dimension of Economy. 
Identified topics here focus mainly on Croatia (e.g., Croatian economic 
legislation reform, the Croatian credit system, or real estate market), 
but also on the economic situation in BiH, economic relations among 
SEE countries, or on the situation of the region as a whole in di�er-
ent economic branches. Some articles had a national focus on Austria, 
centering on news about Austrian companies (e.g., REIWAG, Hypobank 
AG). Those national-based topics were put in relation to Austrian for-
eign trade relations with specific SEE countries or the region as a whole. 
The central focus here formed the news coverage of Austrian-Croatian 
economic relations, but we also found articles referring to relations be-
tween Austria and Serbia, or the SEE region as a whole (e.g., expansion 
of the above-mentioned companies to Serbia and Croatia).

In the Slovenian newspapers, Political news was dominated by a 

 NATO-led international peace-keeping force for Kosovo
 European Union Rule of Law Mission in Kosovo

focus on the bi-national relations between Slovenia and Croatia, and in 
particular, the Slovenian-Croatian border dispute (e.g., during the time 
of our analysis, an arbitration agreement on the border dispute was 
reached between the two countries). This dispute is mainly a bi-national 
issue, however it was also partially connected to the EU level, and here 
mainly with regard to the political impacts it has on Croatia’s accession 
negotiations with the EU, of which Slovenia is already a member. Other 
than that, minor topics including the visa regime liberalizations for the 
WB region, or the internal EU positions on EU enlargement in general. 
We also identified articles that dealt with international relations be-
tween the WBC (e.g., Serbia and Kosovo), NATO, and the KFOR-Mission, 
or Croatian internal politics (e.g. war crime prosecution, resignation of 
Prime Minister Sanader).

As in the Austrian sample, a second thematic area frequently fo-
cused on was Crimes and Catastrophes. However, other than in Austrian 
newspapers, articles did not focus on crimes in Slovenia, but mainly 
referred to events and criminal actors in Serbia, Kosovo, Croatia, or 
BiH. Perceiving Slovenia as a central corridor for drug traNcking to the 
EU, one central focus was put on organized crime. In this context, the 
news coverage also outlined connections from the criminal groups to 
the political systems of the mentioned countries, indicating that those 
criminal structures in the WB region are not suNciently combatted by 
the governments of the region.

A third thematic area frequently taken into view was Arts and Cul-
ture. Here, articles reported on movies or music from the region, events 
in the region (Croatia in particular), or artists and guest concerts from 
the WBC in Slovenia. This level of perception indicated a high level of 
interconnectedness especially between Slovenia and the other countries 
of the former Yugoslavia, with many cultural projects still being pro-
duced in a conjoint process of Slovenian and WBC artists and cultural 
markets, or with artists well-known beyond their own countries of origin 
in the WB region.

In the Bosnian newspapers, the central thematic area of Politics 
was dominated by EU-related topics, the most central ones being the 
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procedural and formal issues of the EU accession process and the visa 
liberalization for BiH and the WB region. However, in the context of 
those topics, the newspaper coverage rarely went beyond the frame of 
deterministic projections of the EU enlargement and visa liberalization 
processes in BiH. Questions of the actual implications of the EU acces-
sion for BiH citizens and state, involving pro or / and contra arguments, 
were rarely discussed.

References to EU politics were often related to internal political 
topics in BiH, primarily regarding constitutional changes and the nego-
tiations of the political parties concerning those changes. Other topics 
within that context were, for instance, internal disputes between enti-
ties and between political parties, issues of harmonization of customs 
tari�s, or state incentives for domestic food production. Additionally, 
some articles referred to the role of EU actors in BiH and topics concern-
ing the transformation of the OHR 11 to EUSR 12, the implementation 
of EU laws in BiH, or the conduct of individual EU-MS or their ambas-
sadors in BiH.

In some articles, the relations between BiH and the USA were tak-
en into view, as well as the involvement of the USA in negotiations for 
constitutional changes. This level of international relations was often 
discussed alongside the Bosnian relations with the EU, since both EU 
and international actors such as the USA or NATO mainly act side by 
side in its negotiation role with regard to nation building process in the 
country. Other topics were specific bi-national relations between BiH 
and individual EU-MS (e.g. Italy, Germany, Czech Republic, Slovenia, 
or Sweden), as well as the bi-national dispute between Slovenia and 
Croatia.

Besides this rather dominant focus on Bosnian political interre-
lations, the national politics of Croatia (especially the resignation of 
Prime Minister Sanader) and the Croatian-Slovenian border dispute 
were taken into view, and were discussed with regard to the connec-

 Office of the High Representative in Bosnia and Herzegovina
 European Union Special Representative

tions and impact of those topics on the Croatian EU accession process. 
Furthermore, the Serbian EU accession as well as the internal political 
progress of the country was reported.

A second thematic area in which the EU region was frequently 
taken into view was Sports. Here, articles reported on a variety of events, 
either on a European-wide level or in di�erent EU-MS (e.g. European 
Championships, UEFA 13 Champions League, German football league, 
Danish handball league). In some of these contexts, performances of 
Bosnian representations and clubs were referred to, such as friendly 
games between Bosnian and German football teams, or the ranking of 
BiH representation in FIFA 14 qualifications, etc.

As in Austria and Slovenia, a third thematic area in which the EU 
region was taken into view was the area of Economy. Topics related to 
in that context were for instance the international financial crisis and 
its impact on di�erent countries in Europe, as well as on MMF 15 and 
EBRD 16 credits and bank loans. Other thematic references were made to 
international trade and labor markets, or the gas conflict between Russia 
and Ukraine. Besides that, Bosnian newspapers focused on problems of 
the Bosnian economy such as the shortage of national bu�er stocks, eco-
nomic deficit, a lack of incentives for national food producers, foreign 
trade de-balances, or the decrease of custom revenues and the need for 
harmonization of import customs tari�s.

Last but not least, in the Serbian newspapers, Political News was 
dominated by an outward perspective. The international involvements 
with and relations towards Kosovo, and especially the recognition of 
Kosovo as an independent state, formed a central focus in the Serbian 
news coverage. In this context, the EU side came into view, but an even 
bigger focus was on USA politics. In other articles, Serbia’s relations 
with the UN (with regard to UNMIK 17), or the negotiations for a future 

 Union of European Football Associations
 International Federation of Association Football
 Money Market Fund
 European Bank for Reconstruction and Development
 United Nations Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo



60 Wöhlert, Hodzic, Pudar, Sekloča 61Reciprocal perceptions between Western Balkan countries and EU

Serbian membership in NATO were taken into view. Articles with EU 
references also reported on Serbian internal political debates, on the 
overall political system, internal political disputes between parties or 
ethnic entities, or the new statute of the Vojvodina province that was 
approved by the Serbian Parliament in November 2009.

With regard to EU-related politics, topics such as the Schengen 
visa liberalization for Serbia and the WB region, or the Serbian EU ac-
cession process, and especially the Serbian formal application for an EU 
membership candidature were covered. In that context, the newspapers 
reported on reciprocal visits of Serbian and vice versa, of EU oNcials, 
as well as on the results of those talks between the two sides. We also 
found frequent references to Serbia’s cooperation with the ICTY 18 trials 
in The Hague, which is seen as a crucial pre-condition for a future EU 
membership of the country. Minor topics reported were the elections of 
the president of the European Commission and of the High Representa-
tive of the Union for Foreign A�airs and Security Policy, two positions 
that are also relevant for Serbia’s EU accession e�orts.

As in the Bosnian sample, Sports formed the second most frequent-
ly referred to thematic area in the Serbian sample in which the EU region 
was reported on. Articles mainly reported on Serbian teams competing 
in the European football league UEFA, the European basketball league, 
the national basketball team’s involvement in the European champi-
onship, or the Serbian national volleyball team’s participation in the 
European championship.

Following Sports, Economy forms a third thematic focus when the 
EU region was taken into view. One main topic here was the interna-
tional economic crisis and its impacts on Serbian and other European 
countries’ economies. In that context, financial institutions like EBRD, 
IMF 19 or World Bank and their financial aid and investment in Serbia 
were reported on. Other topics included Serbian foreign trade relations 
with European countries or companies (e.g., the Italian car producer 

 International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia
 International Monetary Fund

Fiat), the Serbian export economy, or foreign tourism in Serbia. Do-
mestic economy issues varied from privatization problems to state in-
vestments and the fight against the economic crisis. As in the Austrian 
sample, the economic topics discussed were mainly directly related to 
the Serbian economy.

A comparison of the outlined geopolitical references shows that the Aus-
trian and Slovenian focus on the WBC was shaped by the observation of 
individual countries rather than the region as a collective entity. Both 
EU-MS have a rather selective perspective, focusing on specific countries 
such as Croatia and Serbia in particular, while others such as Albania 
or Montenegro are rarely taken into view. The concept of an overall 
Western Balkan Other (integrated by recognizable common self-deter-
mination policies or common political agenda that would be equivalent 
to the EU) could not be identified for the analyzed sample, since most 
articles mainly focused on individual WBC at a time. In Serbia and BiH, 
the news coverage on the EU region significantly applied references to a 
transnational level, perceiving the region rather as a geopolitical entity 
than as individual countries.

A comparison of the thematic spectrum of the news coverage on 
the respective EU or WB Other in the four countries showed that the 
political dimension formed the central societal level on which both sides 
observe each other.

The EU-related political level was particularly relevant in the Bos-
nian and in the Austrian news coverage, while in both the Slovenian and 
the Serbian news, slightly more attention was paid to the level of other 
bi-national and international politics. This may be explained by the fact 
that both countries’ foreign political relations are currently shaped by an 
ongoing bi-national political conflict, in Serbia with regard to the inde-
pendence status of Kosovo, and in Slovenia referring to the bi-national 
dispute with Croatia. Both are key topics of negotiation in the two coun-
tries’ EU accession process.
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In all four countries, one central aspect of the reciprocal percep-
tion on the political dimension was the boundaries between the EU and 
the WBC. All four countries frequently addressed this, mainly with top-
ics relating to the EU accession process of the region. In Bosnia and Ser-
bia, their individual accession was most prominently discussed, while in 
Austria and even more so, in Slovenia, the Croatian status was focused 
on. In addition to that, Austrian newspapers revealed a significant focus 
on internal political matters of the di�erent WBC.

Besides the EU boundaries, in Bosnia and Serbia a second empha-
sis was identified concerning the relations between the EU side and the 
WB side. The topics discussed indicated a strong orientation towards 
the EU. The findings suggested that the EU forms an important refer-
ence point when internal politics of the respective WB country were 
discussed, without necessarily also discussing in more detail EU-related 
issues. Here, we noticed that the Bosnian perspective on the EU was less 
critical than the Serbian one, but on both sides few substantial informa-
tive debates and questioning of EU politics and EU accession were found. 
Other than in the Serbian sample, when referring to the EU we also 
noticed a focus on the underperformance of Bosnian national political 
actors on political disputes, and on the need for political improvements 
against the background of a future EU accession, which indicated a pat-
tern of negative Bosnian self-presentation.

In the Serbian sample, the political topics discussed not only in-
dicated a strong orientation towards the EU, but also to other interna-
tional actors such as the UN or the USA. A closer look at the topics pre-
sented, indicated that the perspectives on the EU and the interrelations 
between EU and Serbia was perceived slightly more critically, especially 
with regard to the outlined EU accession criteria that are expected from 
the country (e.g., cooperation with the ICTY, Kosovo status).

A second dimension that articles with reciprocal references 
touched on in three of the four analyzed countries was economy. How-
ever, as our analysis showed, this dimension was less relevant compared 
to the political perception, and rarely touched EU-related economic top-
ics. Thus, while the political perceptions were strongly embedded in 

the overall framework of the EU, this was much less the case when the 
economic dimension was touched on in the reciprocal news coverage 
of EU-MS and WBC.

In the Austrian sample, the thematic analysis showed that this 
focus mainly referred to Austria’s economic involvement and interests 
in the region. Being a geographic neighbor of the WB region, the same 
could have been expected for Slovenia. However, compared to Austria, 
the economic perception of the WBC in Slovenia was only of minor rel-
evance. This indicates, that the Slovenian perspective on the WB side 
was to a large extent dominated and thus shaped by the political level 
and here in particular by the issues that accompany the bi-national rela-
tions with their direct neighbor Croatia.

Other than in the political dimension, the aspect of EU boundar-
ies was not focused on in the economic dimension. In BiH and Serbia, 
the discussed topics mainly touched on the interrelations between the 
EU-MS and the WBC or focused on domestic economic topics in the two 
countries. Again, in many instances the EU served as a reference point 
when economic evaluations of their own countries or the WB region 
were made, or, when articles focused on the financial benefits the WB re-
gion can expect or already have received from the EU within the course 
of the economic rapprochement process of the region towards the EU. 
Here, the already mentioned pattern of negative self-presentation in the 
political dimension, as it was outlined for BiH, was also employed when 
the national economy was discussed.

The most interesting result of our analysis was that beyond Politics 
and Economy, other societal dimensions shaped the thematic frame of 
reciprocal perceptions. It is with those thematic areas that we traced two 
major di�erences between the reciprocal perspectives of both the WB 
side and the EU side: While the two EU-MS focused on the dimension 
of crime / delinquency when the WB Other was taken into view, the two 
WBC frequently observe the EU region in the dimension of sport.

Especially in the Austrian newspaper sample, crime news formed a 
significant level on which WBC or actors from the region were observed. 
Geographically, those articles predominantly looked towards the in-
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group (Austria), with the out-group (WBC) side stepping into view as 
criminal immigrants (of mainly Serbian origin), who have crossed the 
geographical, but also normative boundaries of the in-group. Those im-
plications were mainly implicit, i.e. by pointing out the criminal activity 
and the impact of those crimes, but they were also made explicit, i.e. by 
referring to the “wave of criminals sweeping over Austria” or “crossing 
the Schengen borders” from SEE. In the Slovenian context this level of 
perception was shaped by an outward perspective, not covering crime 
news and events within their own national boundaries but in the WB 
region, Croatia and in Serbia in particular, which results in not only a 
negative, but also a distancing perception of the depicted WBC and not 
just of individual actors.

Compared to that, in the two WBC the news perspective on the EU 
region was significantly shaped by sports-related news, in particular by 
the news coverage of European sports events and the involvement of 
WBC in the same. The topics suggested that the discussion of Sports in 
both countries did not communicate boundaries between the in-group 
EU and the WB region. Bosnian and Serbian sports teams were por-
trayed alongside other European teams (e.g., in international competi-
tions), and no structural or geographical distinctions were communi-
cated in those contexts.

The two di�ering thematic foci indicate two opposite perceptions: 
Metaphorically speaking, the level of sport unites people, by bringing 
them together in a positive competitive activity that takes place on a mu-
tual level. Compared to that, crime and violence rather divides people, 
by bringing them together in a negative competitive activity, with dam-
ages for one side. The negative connotation of crime and violence, per se, 
creates a negative setting for the perception of the WB Other, and this 
may implicitly challenge the region’s degree of belonging to the EU in 
the context of the respective news coverage, while the setting of sports 
does not challenge the belonging.

In the beginning of this paper we argued that shedding more light 
on the currently perceived relations between the EU and the WBC is 
an important task in view of the future EU accession of the region. By 

identifying the thematic spectrum for the agenda that newspapers set 
in the selected EU-MS and the WBC, we provided a first step in mapping 
the societal dimensions which the reciprocal perceptions between the 
EU-MS and the WBC communicate, based on attitudes towards each 
other that can be identified.

However, it is not only the frequency of the consulted thematic 
areas and dimensions of reciprocal perceptions in the analyzed news-
papers that make those areas and dimension more noticeable, meaning-
ful, or memorable to audiences. Particular interpretations and positions 
presented in the news reports on the portrayed topics can have an influ-
ence on the weight and relevance that readers give to certain issues, as 
well as on the images they connect with them. As McCombs (2004) has 
put it, attention and comprehension are closely connected. For further 
information, see Kiousis (2005), Soroka (2003), Entman (2004), Bruter 
(2005), Pfetsch, Adam (2008), Page et al. (1987).

Therefore, the next step of our conjoint cross-national analysis 
will be a more detailed qualitative analysis of the arguments and posi-
tions that are given with regard to the portrayed topics. This analysis 
can provide further insights on the perceived similarities, di�erences, 
gaps, potential conflict lines that are portrayed in the context of those 
topics. It allows deriving more detailed conceptualizations of the EU 
as a collective entity as they may become apparent in that context, and 
to further corroborate and specify the assumptions on the reciprocal 
perceptions of belonging and di�erences between the EU and the WBC 
we have introduced briefly in this paper.
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