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Abstract

In 2024, Bulgarians participated for the fifth time in electing their representatives
to the European Parliament. Unlike the general trend observed across the EU,
which indicates higher voter turnout, Bulgaria has maintained a relatively stable
turnout rate across its last three European elections.

The role of media content in shaping the public agenda is substantial, as it
highlights current and significant topics. While media alone cannot guarantee
the impact of the issues they cover, it plays a crucial role in establishing an agenda
and framing public interest. Thus, media significantly influences audience
perceptions and attitudes towards particular issues or events. This role of the
media as gatekeepers of information becomes even more critical during election
campaigns. However, it remains questionable whether online media in Bulgaria
provides sufficient information to enable citizens to make informed choices about
their European Parliament representatives.

This paper presents findings from a 2019 study analysing the online media
coverage of the 2019 European Parliament election campaign in Bulgaria and
compares these findings with a similar study conducted in 2024. The primary
hypothesis posits that only a few lessons have been learned from previous European
Parliament election campaigns, which impedes citizens’ ability to be adequately
informed about EU agenda topics and to elect representatives who will effectively
advocate for their rights and interests.
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Introduction

Between 6-9 June 2024 the Elections for Members of the European Parliament
(MEPs) were held in 27 Member States of the European Union (EU). This
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was the fifth time since 2007 when Bulgaria became one of the EU Member
States and the Bulgarians have the right to vote in the European elections . In
2024, for a second consecutive time over 50 percent of EU citizens voted in the
European parliamentary elections'. This year the turnout reached the highest
voter turnout since 1994, when it was 56 percent. Based on the data provided
by the Central Election Commission, 32.57% of eligible Bulgarian voters
participated in the European Parliament elections in May 2019, while this figure
was 33.78% in 20242 Despite this, the number of voters was higher in 2019 by
21 845, due to a decrease in the number of eligible voters over the five years
following the latest census in the country. Consequently, it can be concluded
that there has been no significant change in voter turnout between the last two
European Parliament elections in Bulgaria, but the country does not follow the
general trend for higher turnout in the EU.

The media content largely shapes the public agenda on current and
important topics.” This thesis is based on the fact that the media cannot
independently guarantee the effect of the topics and events they cover in their
publications, but they can set an agenda of issues, thereby framing public
interest and consequently having a significant influence on the audience’s
perception and attitude towards a given problem or event. Given this, the role
of the media as gatekeepers of information is even more significant during an
election campaign. Therefore, analysing the media and tracking whether they
present the facts about elections such as those for the Members of the European
Parliament (EP) objectively enough is indicative of the functioning of a
democratic society.

According to the 2019 Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism report
on the news in the digital environment, 88% of Internet users in Bulgaria use
online news sources, including social media, highlighting the great importance
of online news content in shaping public opinion*.

This is why the paper is focusing of the content shaping the 2019 EP election
campaign in the online media in Bulgaria and is trying to answer the question
are the lessons learned if we compare the online coverage in 2019 and in 2024.
The main data presented in this report are from a study conducted in 2019
and published in Bulgarian in 2022, titled ,,The 2019 European Elections in
the Content of Bulgarian Online Media“.® The conducted research was carried

' Official website of the European parliament (2024) 2024 European election results. Available at: https:/
/results.elections.europa.eu/en/index.html

2 Qfficial site of the Central Election Commission in Bulgaria, Available at: https://results.cik.bg/europe2024/
aktivnost/index.html

® Mccombs. M. & Shaw, D. (1972) The Agenda - Setting Function of Mass Media, Oxford University Press.

* Nic Newman et al. (2019) Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2019. University of Oxford, 2019.
Available at: https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/inline-files/DNR_2019_FINAL.pdf.

5 Opykoea, M. (2022) EBponetickume u36opu npe3 2019 2. B cbgbpxaHuemo Ha 6bA2apCKUIME OHAAUH
wveguu. B: N36opute 3a EM npe3 2019 r. OtpasssaHe B Gbnrapckute oHnaiiH meguu. Godus: YHu-
BEpCUTETCKO n3aatenctso CY ,Ce. KnumeHt Oxpuacku®, c. 20-62.

173


https://results.cik.bg/europe2024/
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/inline-files/DNR_2019_FINAL.pdf

out by a team with expertise in the field of media policies and studies including
students from the Department of European Studies at the Faculty of Philosophy
in Sofia University ,,St. Kliment Ohridski“¢. The methodology is based on media
content analysis, a method frequently used in the fields of public relations and
mass communications, because the quantitative content analysis is useful for
analysing media content, such as topics or issues, the volume of mentions, and
messages’. For the analysis of internet or online media, a tool was developed
comprising 19 questions with a total of 164 possible responses. This tool was
used to code 2,259 communication units®. The period for the data collection
was from 6 to 26 May 2019. Other research methodologies applied within the
study include general scientific methods such as synthesis and comparative
analysis of public information. The main limitations and specificities associated
with the analysis of online media content related to the 2019 European Parliament
elections in Bulgaria are further outlined and systematized in a separate academic
publication.”® The same study for the 2024 elections is currently in the process
of data collection and the comparison made in this report are not based on the
data, but on the main tendencies observed so far during the process of analyses.

Informative Value of the Content in the Bulgarian Online
Media during the 2019th EP Election Campaign

The content provided by Bulgarian online media in 2019 predominantly
serves an informational purpose, but its nature is mainly general informative
(Figure 1).

& 0pykosa, M. (2022) EBponeiickume u36opu npe3 2019 2. B chgbpxanuemo Ha 6bA2apcKume OHAAH
wveguu. B: N36opute 3a EM npe3 2019 r. OtpasssaHe B Gbnrapckute oHnaiiH megun. Codus: YHu-
BepcuTeTCcKo U3patenctso GY ,Ce. KnumeHt Oxpuacku®, c. 20-62.

7 Macnamara, J. (2025) Media content analysis: Its uses; benefits and best practice methodology. In:
Asia Pacific Public Relations Journal, 6(1), 1-34.

& The scope of the content analysis in 2019 includes 34 websites of media and online media outlets
news.bnt.bg, bnr.bg, vesti.bg, blitz.bg, nova.bg dnes.bg, bradva.bg, 24chasa.bg, dnevnik.bg, fakti.bg,
offnews.bg, dariknews.bg, pik.bg, webcafe.bg, news.bg, frognews.bg, btvnovinite.bg, novini.bg,
mediapool.bg, segabg.com, clubz.bg, actualno.com, capital.bg, trud.bg, epicenter.bg, glasove.com,
monitor.bg, svobodnaevropa.bg, standartnews.com, bgonair.bg, kanal3.bg, lentata.com, terminal3.bg
u tvevropa.com. The study focuses on the media content generated by public media, with particular
emphasis on the official news websites of BNT and BNR (bntnews.bg and bnr.bg). The two primary
criteria for selection were popularity in Bulgaria and the presence of news content on the websites. This
group includes online editions of both traditional and new media within the Bulgarian media market,
specifically the official websites of public and commercial media outlets-televisions, radios, print media,
and entirely online news sites.

 lOpykoBa, M., . NeaHoBa, b. Anrenos (2020) EBponeticku uzbopu npes 2019: ozparuyerus B

aHaAu3a Ha MeguiiHomo chgbpxxarue oHAaliH B bbazapus. B: CoopHuk ¢ noknagu ot VIl mexxpyHapoaHa

KoHdepeHuus Ha kateapa ,EBponencTuka®, CY. Codus: MuHepsa, ¢.196-218.

OpykoBa, M. (2022) EBponetickume usbopu npe3 2019 2. B cbgbpiaruemo Ha 6bA2aPCKUIME OHAAUH

wveguu. B: N36opute 3a EM npe3 2019 r. OtpasssaHe B Gbnrapckute oHnaiiH megun. Codus: YHu-

Bepcutetcko usnatencteo CY ,Cs. KnumeHT Oxpuackun®, ¢. 20-62.
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were quite different. Six coalitions from 8 parties managed to send Members to
the EP in 2019 in comparison to five coalitions from 6 parties in 2024.

Conclusions

The results of the study show that the statements made by politicians during
the 2019 EP election campaign in the online media in Bulgaria were dominated
by national issues related to the welfare of citizens and the economy. However,
these statements often did not align with the competencies that future Bulgarian
MEPs would possess. This tendency is still a valid in 2024. Important issues
were marginalised. Likely due to the lack of public opposition between parties
on topics such as Bulgaria’s accession to Schengen or the adoption of the
euro, these issues are almost absent from both the political agenda and media
coverage, further substantiating the assertion that European elections are
perceived as second-order national elections. The relationship between the
absence of debate on substantial European issues and low voter turnout!?
cannot be conclusively proven within the scope of this study, but the study
confirmed that this hypothesis is plausible.

It is noteworthy that although the election campaign is built on the principle
of political party opposition, most of the analysed communication units do
not contain direct confrontation. That is, the main opponents - the ruling
party and the opposition - rarely engage in direct clashes or debates, preferring
instead to exchange remarks through the media. There is also a tendency in
certain media outlets to give more prominence to the statements and actions
of certain political forces or their representatives, while other media focus on
their opponents. This trend is concerning, especially as preferences in coverage
are rarely marked as paid content, which clearly signals that there is another
reason for a media outlet to prioritise certain political forces over others.

The positive trend is seen in 2024 compering to 2019 regarding the higher
rate of pointed authorship and of the references and citations. Nevertheless, it
appears that many of the lessons have not been learned, and it remains difficult
for Bulgarian citizens to make an informed decision about whom to support for
membership in the European Parliament based on the content of leading
Bulgarian online media.
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