The EU Through the Eyes of Asia: a comparative study of
media perceptions and public opinion in 2006*

Martin Holland and Natalia Chaban?®

In late 2006, the Asia-Europe Foundation (ASEF)'s ESIiA eMonitor published an
interim report based on the first six months findings from the perceptions of the
European Union (EU) in ESiA’s “EU through the Eyes of Asia” project. This article
updates the findings by presenting the media analysis for January-October 2006° as
well as the preliminary results from the public opinion surveys conducted in
November 2006°.

The research design for this project incorporates three phases undertaken in each of
the chosen research locations — Thailand, South Korea, Singapore, Japan, Hong
Kong Special Administrative Region (SAR) and mainland China.The first phase
explores images in the media (the focus of this updated article); the second phase
involves a public opinion survey about attitudes towards the European Union (the
preliminary findings of which are given in the second part of this article); while the
third involves a series of interviews with political, economic and media elites (which
will be undertaken in April 2007). It is assumed that newspapers are still a major
source, indeed the major source for forming political ideas and information, in the
regions we have examined. Television news is the most popular source of news for
the general public worldwide. It can be debated whether the Internet will usurp these
features eventually, requiring a different methodology in a few years time, but in 2006
for the cases examined, newspapers and television, and not the Internet, remain the
dominant information medium for Asian civil society.

Methodology
The Media
The media database presented here concerns the daily analysis of 18 newspapers

and one prime-time television evening news in each of the six locations for the period
1 January — 31 October 2006, the period of the Austrian and the Finnish EU

! This article is based on the text of the 16™ ASEF Cultures & Civilisations Dialogue Programme
Lecture Tour, 11-22 September 2006, as presented at Science-Po, Paris; University of Central
Lancashire; University of Ulster; University of Bristol; University of Navarra; and the European Policy
Centre, Brussels.

2 The author would like to acknowledge the research assistance undertaken for this project by the
following ESIA colleagues who were responsible for the data collection: Lai Suet Yi, Ma Shaohua,
Chung Y oongu, Rachanirom Raveepaopong, Zhang Shuangquan.

% Datafor Japan only covers the second half of 2006.

“ Datafor China (Shanghai) was collected in January 2007 and is not reported here.



presidencies.® This has produced a unique, detailed and comprehensive empirical
dataset of media perceptions. Any article where the phrase “European Union” or “EU”
was used, or where the use of the term “Europe” clearly referred to the EU was
included in the dataset, no matter how trivial the reference.

The project methodology involves quantitative and qualitative measures, and it is the
combination of these two that provides a particular sophistication to the analysis.
Quantitative tools include the level of coverage of the EU in the media, the monthly
distribution, the type of media outlet, information sources, and the placement and
length of articles. Two major qualitative measures, namely, the focus of domesticity
and degree of centrality were also employed together with the notion of “frames™.
These were used to categorise whether the EU was being presented (traditionally) as
an economic actor, as a political actor (something that possibly is less well
developed), as a social actor (setting social norms, values, legislation, etc.) or was
the EU being understood internationally now more as an environmental actor? All the
data generated by the project used these four frames to describe the media framing
of the EU thereby facilitating the analysis of how the various media in different
countries interpret the EU. The focus of centrality measures the visibility of the EU in
a particular article or report. Simply, how important is the EU within that article, is it
the major focus of that article, is it secondary, or is it mentioned just in passing,
locating the EU as a minor actor? This qualitative assessment is then classified
creating a quantitative reality. In a similar vein, the focus of domesticity assesses the
context and relevance of the EU: is the report about the EU and the locality where
the press is read (local domesticity), is the news about the EU itself, or is it about the
EU involved externally elsewhere in the world (third country domesticity)?

A final and possibly the most contentious qualitative measure involves the evaluation
and coding of the objectivity and tone of an article. Was the article neutral towards
the EU (coded 0), negative (-1), or positive (+1) in approach and style? This
methodology follows that of the groundbreaking 1985 UNESCO comparative media
study,” as well as a series of pioneering investigations of the EU visibility in the EU
media.® Whilst methodological qualifications can be made, we argue that the validity
of the methodology is broadly acceptable and has been rigorously executed.

® As noted already, the final dataset will cover all 12 months of 2006 and will be extended to include
Japan as well.

® Framing is being defined as * selection of some aspects of perceived redity 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’ (Entman, Robert (1993) ‘ Framing:
Toward Clarification of a Fractured Paradigm’, Journal of Communication 43(4): 51-58: 52).See, also
for example, Vreese de, C. (2003) Framing Europe: Television News and European Integration.
Amsterdam: Aksant; Galtung, Johan and Mari Holmboe Ruge (1965) "The Structure of Foreign News"',
Journal of Peace Research, Val. 2, No.1; Peter, J., Semetko, H. and de Vreese, C. (2003) EU Politics
on Television News. European Union Politics 4 (3).

" Sreberny-Mohammadi, Annabelle with Kaarle Nordentreng, Robert Stevenson and Frank Ugboajah
(eds) (1985), Foreign News in Media: International Reporting in 29 Countries, Paris: UNESCO.

8 See, among others, Vreese de, C. (2003) Framing Europe: Television News and European Integration.
Amsterdam: Aksant; Peter, J., Semetko, H. and de Vreese, C. (2003) EU Poalitics on Television News.
European Union Politics 4 (3), 305-327 ; Kevin, Deirdre, Europe in the Media, Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates: London, 2003.
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Public Opinion

Public opinion surveys were conducted in November 2006 in each of the locations
studied.” The surveys were conducted through online panels and managed by a
professional company, TNS. The questionnaire was administered in the mainstream
local language (English was used in Singapore) and identical questions were asked
(with local variations as appropriate relating to the media coverage). A total of 23
questions were asked (both closed and open-ended) which allowed for quantifiable
as well as qualitative analysis to be undertaken. The sample size was 2,400 (400 in
each location) and stratified according to predetermined categories (age, gender,
etc). A pilot study was carried out on 13 November 2006 and the full fieldwork
completed by the end of that month.

The Media Data Analysis®®

Table 1 presents the newspapers and television channels monitored in the analysis.
The first item in each case is a popular newspaper with the largest public circulation;
the second newspaper listed is the leading business newspaper; and the third item is
an English-language newspaper printed daily in each area (largely read by elites);
and finally the television station in each country is given. Table 2 presents the overall
findings for the first ten months of 2006 across these 18 news outlets: there were a
total 7,850 articles or news reports where the EU was mentioned either as a minor
factor or major element. The coverage appears quite limited overall. The most
remarkable finding is given in column one, television. Just 185 items on the EU
appeared on television prime time news in our selected five regions.** Not only is the
EU virtually invisible on the Asian television news, the data where it exits, is
dominated by China with 129 news items — the equivalent of roughly three items on
the EU a week featured on prime-time Chinese television. The levels of EU coverage
in the popular press, English-language press and business press were at
comparatively similar levels for China, Hong Kong and Singapore (around 2,500
news items). So, if newspapers are still important for conveying international news
images, we might be more secure in concluding the EU has a media presence.
However, if people just watch television for international news, the conclusion is more
pessimistic with significant public diplomacy implications. For South Korea and
Thailand, not only was the EU rarely seen on prime time news, press coverage was
also significantly lower (especially in the case of the two Thai-language newspapers
which had just 237 EU items over ten months).

® The exception was mainland China where the survey was delayed to January 2007.

10 All the data presented in this article is from the ESIA research project. The full datasets can be made
available to ASEF partners on request.

™ The sample period for prime time television News broadcasts only covered ten months — from
February to October 2006, the Japanese television news were not present in the sample.
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Table 1: 1 January — 31 October 2006 Press and Television News Monitored in Six Locations

Country ‘Popular’ ‘Business’ ‘English- Television
Newspaper Newspaper language’ Channel
Newspaper
China People’s Daily International China Daily CCTV
Finance News
Hong Kong Oriental Daily Hong Kong South China TVB Jade
Economic Morning Post
Journal
South Korea Chosun Daily Maeil Business Korea Herald KBS
Singapore Lienhe Zaobao Business Times Straits Times Channel 8
Thailand Thai Rath The Manager Bangkok Post TV
Japan Yomiuri Shimbun Nihon Keizai The Japan Times n/a
Shimbun

Table 2: Overall Distribution of EU News Items across Four media Outlets in Six Regions

English-
Popular Business language
Country Newspaper | Newspaper Newspaper | Television Total
Hong Kong 608 779 389 16 1792
Singapore 597 579 859 14 2049
Japan 177 341 70 n/a 588
Thailand 79 158 632 24 893
South
Korea 293 321 168 32 814
Mainland
China 588 482 515 129 1714
Total 2342 2660 2633 185 7850
Analysis

The following analysis considers just two aspects of this wide dataset documenting
the presence of the EU on television and in the popular press in the six locations.
This mass media focus can provide an initial estimate of the broad public exposure
and awareness of the EU among citizens.

Television

Although television constituted the smallest share of coverage -- only 2.35% of the
overall sample — clearly it is the most influential medium in terms of accessing
information. The official China Central Television (CCTV-1) has an audience of one
billion; Hong Kong's TV Jade has 90% of the local audience, and in Singapore,
Korea and Thailand the selected stations are the most widely watched non-English
channels.

When considering the television data, the dominance of China’s CCTV-1 has the
effect of skewing the findings. For example, when the focus of domesticity was
examined, evaluating how the EU was contextualised in relation to the local and
external players, across the six locations, the EU was found to be predominantly
reported interacting with third countries. Apparently, this focus was emphasised in
the Chinese case where almost 64% of the all television news items fell into this
category. Yet, in general, the clear preference on television was to describe the EU
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as an external international actor, involved somewhere else in the world. This pattern
was confirmed across the whole sample where on average, 47% of EU television
items were about the EU in the wider world.*?> Only one country — South Korea —
contradicted this trend (with almost half of their 32 EU news items having a focus of
domesticity on the EU itself). Surprisingly, the focus of domesticity with the lowest
score overall across the six locations was where the EU was mentioned in relation to
a local context. On the Chinese television (the most prolific one), just one fifth of the
EU storied on CCTV-1 were about EU-China topics.

The findings for the focus of centrality are consistent with the distribution of the foci of
domesticity: 59% (on average) of all 185 EU items were categorised as minor —
locating the EU as peripheral to the main focus of the story, followed in descending
order of importance by secondary and main categorisations.® The specific figures for
China were 16% of all television news where the EU was the major focus, 34%
where the EU was presented in a secondary context and 49% of the news where the
EU was in a minor focus of attention.

The findings for the framing of the EU on the prime time news as an economic,
political, social or environmental actor produced surprising results. Interestingly,
Figure 1 demonstrates that the EU as a political actor was dominant in the television
news, and not the traditional view of Europe as an ‘economic giant but political
dwarf’. The only exception was coverage of the EU by South Korean television,
which highlighted the EU’s economic presence. Again, the case of CCTV-1
underlines this conclusion and is consistent with the TV’s presentation of the EU’s
centrality as that of an international actor globally. What is equally striking is the
similar emphasis given to the EU as a social actor and as an economic actor on
television news across five localities. Clearly a myopic view of the EU has been
replaced by a comparatively sophisticated differentiation of EU roles and influence in
Asian eyes.

On average, 81% of television reports where Europe was presented as a political
actor represented the EU’s role in the world, again confirming the domesticity
findings. This pattern was clear in all five samples under observation. What were
those stories? Externally, the major story that was reflected on television was the
EU’s intervention in the Iran nuclear issue, followed by Europe’s involvement in
Palestine, EU-China and EU-Belarus relations, and the EU role in the Asia-Europe
Meeting (ASEM) process. While these topics reflect the events of just ten months of
2006, it is still noteworthy that the EU is now being presented on Asian television as
an international political actor.

2 The sample’s focus of domesticity overall percentage distribution was: third party 53.8%; local
19.8%; and EU focus 26.4%.

18 The overall distribution for focus of centrality was: minor 50.9%; secondary 28.3%; and main

20.8%.
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Figure 1: Overall Distribution of the Framing on Prime Time News by Five Locations
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The framing of the EU as an economic and as a social actor also revealed some
significant patterns. In the television reports on economic issues there was not a
single story on European agriculture! In contrast to consistent Eurobarometre
findings on European attitudes, for Asia, the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP)
seems no longer newsworthy. The dominant economic frames predictably related to
trade — the EU is among the largest trading partners for the six locations in the study.
In the data on the EU as a social actor, there were either no or very few television
reports on the issue of immigration, a topic that featured regularly on European
television in 2006. The dominant social frame related to healthcare, inspired mainly
by the bird-flu scare of early 2006. However, other aspects of the social frame
reference were less temporal with reports on EU issues such as welfare, legislation
and crime. But the striking comparative absence of both agriculture and of
immigration on Asian prime time television news is intriguing and suggests a
perception of European concerns that would be very unfamiliar within the EU itself.

A final element of the television content analysis focused on visual representation:
who or what was the face of the EU on the news? Reflecting the pre-occupation of
the EU as an outside international power, the High Representative for the Common
Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), Javier Solana, has become the dominant
representation of the EU on Asia’s television. In addition, the Finnish presidency was
relatively visible in the prime time television news due to the ASEM meeting hosted in
Helsinki in September 2007. In contrast, the EU presidency, held by Austria for the
first half of 2006, was invisible. And furthermore, EU news reporting still tends to be
mediated through the EU3 (France, Britain and Germany).

The Popular Press

Coverage of the EU in the popular press represented 29.8% of the total EU news
coverage in the ten month sample, a figure roughly twelve times that found for
television coverage. While the popular press figure was lower than for both the
‘English-language’ and ‘business’ press across the six locations (see Table 2), the
popular press remains important for this study because of its role in public opinion
formation, and its role in either leading or reinforcing television perceptions, or, for
that matter, presenting a different view. The criterion used to select the popular
newspapers was the publication with the national reach and widest readership/
circulation. The People’s Daily has the circulation over 2.5 million, while the
Japanese Yomiuri Shimbun, Korean Chosun Daily and Thai Rath claim readerships
in excess of 10 million.
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The overall data for news items that mention the EU, by month, is given in Table 4.
The cumulative tallies for six months can be divided into two groups: first, mainland
China, the SAR of Hong Kong and Singapore, and second, South Korea and
Thailand. The members of the former group all exhibit roughly the same level of EU
coverage (ranging between 597 and 608 items over ten months). The members of
the latter group, however, display a considerably lower level of coverage, with just
293 and 79 EU news items in South Korean and Thailand respectively. When taken
in conjunction with the low number of television reports, the EU appears hardly
visible at the popular level in South Korea and virtually invisible in Thailand. The Thai
popular media seem especially reluctant to recognise the EU as newsworthy.

There are two trends in the monthly distribution worth noting: the comparative decline
in coverage in June contrasted with a peak in May. The decline in June reflects the
practical reality for newspapers of the constraints on space: there seemed to be a
clear effect of the June 2006 soccer World Cup on the amount of coverage given to
international news in general which filtered through to less coverage of the EU as
well. Perhaps not surprisingly, the popular press chose not to describe the World
Cup semi-finals as being between four Euro zone teams! Conversely, to generate
greater news coverage about the EU, key activities with a local resonance help. Thus
in May, Singapore’s Minister Mentor Lee Kwan Yew was widely reported using the
EU model of integration as instructive for East Asia during visits to China, Japan and
South Korea. Similarly, in the same month the European Central Bank and the Euro
zone were topics widely discussed in the Hong Kong media. An increase in coverage
of the EU in September was connected to the reportage of the ASEM meeting in
Helsinki.

Table 4: Popular Press Monthly Distribution of EU News Items by Six Locations

Jan | Feb | Mar | Apr | May | Jun | Jul | Aug | Sep | Oct | Total

Hong
Kong 56 49 48 60 73 44 76 55 74 73 608
Singapore | 56 69 48 34 63 55 70 56 91 55 597
Japan 48 31 60 38 177

Thailand 7 9 12 6 10 2 6 9 12 6 79
Mainland

China 77 68 48 47 67 59 60 53 77 32 588

South
Korea 39 32 35 27 25 27 40 15 31 22 293
Total 2342
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Graph 2: The Focus of Domesticity Distribution for Six Locations

Popular
120.0%
100.0% - —
80.0% -
60.0% -|
40.0%
20.0% -
0.0% - T T T T
Hong Singapore Japan Thailand South Mainland
Kong Korea China
‘ m EU focus m Local focus 0O 3rd party focus ‘

The findings for the focus of domesticity broadly confirmed the pattern found on
television. The focus of half of all EU news in the six locations described the EU in
third party terms, while news purely about the EU was the least popular way of
reporting the EU (at 17% on average). China’s People’s Daily, however, did not
conform to this general pattern: Graph 2 shows a more balanced division between
third party focus, the EU in relation to local (China) news, and purely EU-focused
news contrasting with other Asian popular newspapers which prefer to represent the
EU through primarily a third party focus.

Similarly, the degree of centrality (Graph 3) typically located the EU as of minor
importance in two-thirds of EU stories, although within the data two groups can be
identified: in three quarters of all EU stories in the Hong Kong and Singapore press
the EU appeared as a minor focus: Japan, China, Thailand and South Korea were
somewhat more balanced, with just under half of all stories adopting this frame.**

Every story was evaluated (using a methodologically standard technique) to
determine its neutrality or presentational bias (either clear antagonism towards or
clear support for the EU): as discussed in the Methodology section, if the story was
neutral it was coded zero; if it favoured the EU it was coded +1; and -1 if the report
was read as negative towards the European Union. Admittedly, this crude
quantification is subjective, but broad patterns are discernible. Overwhelmingly those
stories written in the popular press in our selected regions presented the EU in neural
terms. The main outlier is Singapore, which recorded the extremes for both positive
and negative representation. China, again, presented an interesting finding: all
popular press news stories on the EU were written from a neutral or positive
perspecﬂ_}ve, reflecting no doubt a favourable Chinese government policy towards
Europe.

4 The overall focus of centrality percentage distribution was: minor (60%); secondary (29%); major
(11%).

!® These conclusions are based on data from only the first six months of 2006.
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Graph 3: The Degree of Centrality Distribution for Six Locations
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Following the analytical template of the television news, each of the 2342 articles in
the popular press was categorised according to the dominant information frame - as
a political, economic, social or environmental actor. Replicating the trend on
television, the Chinese press again predominantly represented the EU as a political
actor. This political focus was also apparent in Japan, Singapore and (although the
numbers were very small) in Thailand as well. Conversely, in Hong Kong and South
Korea the EU continues to be seen primarily as an economic force, although in Hong
Kong, South Korea, Thailand and Singapore the notion of the Europe as an
environmental actor seemed to be emerging too. It is worth noting that there were
more stories in Hong Kong's Oriental Daily and Korea’s Chosun Daily about the EU
as a social affairs actor then there were about the EU as a political actor — a quite
remarkable and significant contrast. These social affairs reports were dominated by
bird flu and health legislation.

While overall the popular press marginally favoured describing the EU in economic
terms, the comparative closeness of the findings for three frames (politics, economics
and social) was striking and again demonstrated that the EU is no longer presented
as a monolithic bloc but different roles are beginning to be effectively differentiated by
the media. Within the politics frame, in all cases the popular press confirmed the
television’s perception of the EU as an external actor. The two dominant issues
reported across the six locations were familiar: the EU’s interaction with Iran and EU-
China relations.

In terms of economics, one issue that clearly dominated the reportage was trade
(and not necessarily agricultural) and trade’s impact upon specific countries. It was
closely followed by the topic of business and financial developments of the EU. For
example, in Thailand, 83% of all Thai Rath stories that framed Europe as an
economic actor dealt with trade restrictions or anti-dumping measures that the EU
had imposed on Thai exports.

The data on the EU as a social actor again reflected the major events of 2006: bird
flu and food safety standards, as well as the Danish anti-Islamic cartoons dominated
the frame. But the sample also included many articles on social legislation, pensions,
gender equality and human rights. In many of those texts, the EU was noted to be
the reference point. The data indicates that the EU model is increasingly presented
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not just as an economic market, or just a international actor, but also as an example
of values and norms that Asian societies may want to reflect upon.

Graph 5: Distribution of Information Frames for Six Locations
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Just as in the visual medium of television, Javier Solana was the dominant face for
Europe in the region’s popular press. The data confirms that since his appointment in
1999, he has enhanced EU visibility through the office of the High Representative for
CFSP. Reflecting the focus on trade issues, Peter Mandelson, Commissioner for
Trade, was the next most popular figure in the press. Confirming the television’s
preference, the EU presidency did not feature significantly in any of the six popular
newspapers surveyed.

More positively, the press is now comfortable in using the acronym “EU” without any
explanation that this refers to the “European Union”, putting Europe on par with the
commonly accepted substitution of “USA” for the United States of America, for
example. This may sound like a trivial point, but the fact that the term “EU” has been
accepted as a self-explicit acronym is indicative of a wide-spread public awareness.
No longer is the EU confused with either trade unions or insurance unions!
Interestingly too, in the popular media the notion of the EU3 (Britain, France and
Germany) is often taken as synonymous with speaking for the EU (a reflection
somewhat of the 2006 interaction with Iran, where it was the EU3, not the EU that
led). In terms of other images, the message is that the new member states are
almost totally invisible, with the possible exception of Poland, in the Asian popular
press. And when the Asian media reports about enlargement, the focus is not on
Romania, Bulgaria, or Croatia, but generally on Turkey.

Lastly, the language used in the EU reports in the popular press employed some
revealing metaphors. While there was diversity in the choice of images conveyed,
three broad groups were identified: metaphors about war, movement and about
emotion. War was the dominant metaphor invoking images of conflict: “disputes”,

(I

“threats”, “fights”, “victory”, “attack” and “hurt” were commonly used to describe EU
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actions. Movement was used in both a positive (“push forward”) and negative way
(“thwart”, “hamper”, “halt”). Similarly, when press uses the language of emotion these
ranged from “disappointment”, “stressful” and “in a bad mood” to “excited” and
“happy”. The metaphors used in the ‘Business’ and ‘English—language’ press tended
to use a richer vocabulary, but were consistent with these three themes of their
metaphoric imagery.

Summary

To summarise, the data was drawn from the daily analysis of two widely accessed
media outlets — prime time television news and the leading popular newspaper. 2,342
EU news items were identified in the five popular newspapers surveyed: People’s
Daily, Oriental Daily, Chosun Daily, Lienhe Zaobao, Yomiuri Shimbun and Thai Rath
demonstrating that coverage of the EU is modest. Where the EU is reported, it is
predominantly described as Europe as an external actor elsewhere in the world
(framed in interactions with a third party), and not as necessarily locally relevant to
Thailand or Korea, Singapore etc. Compounding this, the focus of centrality was
typically minor in each story although the tone of the reports were generally neutral-
positive. The EU’s economic prowess is still recognised but this is now balanced by
recognition of an emerging active political international role, even when that role is
with a third country elsewhere. Against these common themes regional
differentiations were also evident with mainland China the most noteworthy case.

On television, the EU appears almost invisible, except perhaps on CCTV-1 where an
average of eleven news items a month mentioned the EU as either a major,
secondary or minor actor. The findings for television coverage across the six
locations were broadly consistent with those for the popular press: third party focus of
domesticity, minor focus of centrality, and general neutral in tone, yet with a strong
awareness of Europe as an international political actor. Perhaps this reflects the
nature of television, where foreign affairs generate images that are more audience
appealing than say the European Central Bank or the putative constitution. Whatever
the explanation, the EU as a political actor is now visible and it appears widely
recognised in the popular media that there is at least a face (Solana) if not a single
phone number that former US Secretary of State Mr Kissinger could now contact!*

So, if the EU is largely peripheral in the mass media is that necessarily problematic?
There are certainly risks that can be associated with inaccurate or inappropriate
perceptions generated through the media. The data suggest that there is a potential
‘expectations deficit’: if the EU is not given prominence and its role in the region
under-reported, reduced expectations of Europe’s involvement may be an inevitable
consequence. A self-fulfilling logic — lower demands leading to reduced media
interest leading to lower demands... - could ensue. Given that the EU is a major
economic partner for all the areas covered in this research and has growing political
and security relationships, misperceptions based on media choices pose significant
policy challenges, such as a possible undervaluing of the EU-ASEAN/ASEM
relationship and an over-valuing of say EU-MERCUSOR or EU-South African
relations. Any such downgrading runs the risk of missed opportunities for both the EU
and Asia. While under-reported, the positive development unearthed by the findings
is the emerging perception of an EU that is more economically and politically
balanced: Europe’s image is no longer just that of ‘Fortress Europe’; rather the EU as

'8 The much cited reference to Henry Kissinger’s complaint about foreign policy under the European
Political Co-operation procedure of the early 1970s remains a useful shorthand for criticising the EU’s
multiple personalities in external political relations.
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an international, hopefully benign, international actor is being observed and reported
more often and more accurately. Provided that this media trend continues (and the
EU’s global role continues to expand) new opportunities for matching Asian needs
and objectives with what the EU might be in a position to provide are possible.

Public Opinion Data Analysis

The series of Graphs 6-10 present the basic data derived from the public opinion
surveys. Although for all the locations studied the EU constituted a major economic
player (often in the top three trading partners), this reality was not reflected in public
opinion which saw the EU given significantly less emphasis and importance. Thus,
Graph 6 demonstrates that the EU ranked no higher than fourth across the locations,
and in Japan and in Singapore only the sixth most important current partner.*” Future
importance reflected a similar pattern, although the rankings by Singapore and Japan
improved marginally. China was widely regarded as the most important country both
currently and in the future except in Japan, which continued to regard relations with
the USA as the most significant.

The status of the relationship with the EU was overwhelmingly viewed as positive in
all locations (in excess of 85% describing it as steady or improving). Only Thailand
displayed any meaningful level of discontent (with 6.8% of respondents describing
the relationship as worsening). Of course the relatively high percentages in both
Thailand (31.4%) and South Korea (30%) that viewed the relationship as “improving”
may also suggest that the past context was somewhat more negative.

Graph 8 adds weight to the chosen media methodology of this study. Despite the
increasing role of the Internet, our survey respondents relied primarily on the
traditional media outlets (television news and daily newspapers) for the information
on the EU. This finding is especially poignant given that the survey itself was
conducted online. Consequently, we can be confident that the link between the
media’s reporting of the EU and how this shapes public opinion is reflected in the
data.

One specific EU event common to all Asian locations was the 6" ASEM summit held
in Helsinki in September 2006. When respondents were asked about the extent to
which they followed this news item divergent patterns were evident. Again, Singapore
(43%) and Japan (48.8%) were similar — this time in their shared disinterest towards
ASEM - while South Koreans were the most actively engaged with ASEM
developments.

Perhaps the most significant findings relate to the images of the EU. The survey
asked respondents the following open-ended question: “When thinking about the
term ‘the European Union’, what three thoughts come to your mind?”. There were
some remarkable similarities across the five locations analysed. Firstly, the Euros is
now widely associated with the EU even if this symbolic linkage distorts the reality
that just 13 of the 27 Member States have currently adopted the single currency. It
featured in first or second place in the minds of Koreans, Japanese, Singaporeans
and the citizens of Hong Kong. Secondly, for these four regions the notion of the EU
as a positive example of integration was also prevalent cementing a somewhat
benign and unified image of the EU from an external Asian perspective. But thirdly,
and perhaps paradoxically, in all locations the EU was also represented through
individual member states potentially undermining the notion of a collective group of

" The Chinese public opinion data had not been not available for the summary presented in this paper;
yet, it will be analysed and presented in the subsequent publications.
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27 and reducing the EU to the EUS3, for example. Thailand presented the most
extreme case and was unique in predominantly presenting the EU in economic and
country terms. This notwithstanding, the images expressed by the majority suggest
that Asian publics have a supranational appreciation of the EU rather than one based
around antagonistic image of “Fortress Europe” or national imagery.

Graph 6 “... Most important Overseas countries/ regions ...."

Currently In Future
18t place EU rank 1St place EU rank
Thailand China 5th China 5th
Hong Kong China 5th China 5th
Singapore China 6th China 5th
Korea USA 4th China 4th
Japan USA 6th USA 4th

Graph 7 “.... The State of the Relationship with the EU...”

Improving Steady Combined Worsening [Don’t Know
% % positive % % %
Thailand 314 53.8 85.2 6.8 8.0
Japan 11.2 74.2 85.4 2.0 12.6
Hong Kong 14.2 71.8 86.0 1.0 13.0
Singapore 21.8 67.5 89.3 1.0 9.7
Korea 30.0 63.8 93.8 2.8 3.4
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Graph 8 “... Preferred Media for Accessing EU News...”

14

TV Papers Internet TV Radio
News Programmes
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%)
Korea 94.8 93.0 69.0 20.0 9.0
Thailand 98.3 92.1 55.5 34.8 18.3
Hong Kong 99.3 97.8 49.0 30.8 28.8
Singapore 98.5 98.0 58.8 27.0 24.5
Japan 95.3 78.0 48.0 27.8 7.0
Graph 9 “...Extent Following Coverage of the ASEM Helsinki Meeting ...”
Unaware of |Notat all| Combined Moderate | Substant-
Meeting (%) negative (%) ial
(%) (%) (%)
Korea 6.8 7.5 14.3 62.7 23.0
Hong Kong 12.2 16.8 29.0 59.0 12.0
Thailand 7.0 25.0 32.0 51.3 16.8
Singapore 20.2 22.8 43.0 47.0 10.0
Japan 21.8 27.0 48.8 44.7 6.5
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Graph 10 “...Dominant EU Images..”

1St 2nd 3rd 4th
Korea European Euro Individual Exceptionalism/
union, countries problems
integration
Thailand Individual Economic trade Euro
countries power
Hong Kong Euro trade European union, Individual
integration countries
Singapore European Euro |Economic power Individual
union, countries
integration
Japan Euro European Individual Disparities/
union, countries unfairness
integration

Raising EU Visibility in Asia

How, then, can EU visibility in the Asian media be raised? A starting point would be
to build on what Mr Solana has achieved. Here, the European constitution plays a
crucial role. The more the EU can have a single external personality, then the more
understanding in the media and public opinion is likely to follow. The proposed
constitutional provisions for an EU Foreign Minister are therefore enormously
important for external perceptions. Even if that person is still going to be Mr Solana,
having the title and the focus will make a significant difference, particularly if it is
reinforced by new and improved EU diplomacy in the form of an External Action
Service. So, ironically perhaps, in part, the EU’s external perception is now
dependant on the internal cuisine of constitutional ratification within Europe.

The second initiative is supported by evidence from the public opinion study reported
above.'® A significant dominant image was found to be the single currency, the Euro,
which, while not created for reasons of external perceptions, is now a symbol that the
general public in the Asia-Pacific region associate with the EU. Increasing the
visibility of Euro as an international currency in the region could be a way of raising
visibility in general for the EU. Similarly, the positive interpretation of the experience
of European integration as a reference point (not a model) could be developed more
assertively within ASEM, again increasing the profile and relevance of the EU among
Asian citizens.

18 For a summary of these public opinion survey aswell as the questionnaire see: The EU Through the
Eyes of the Asia-Pacific: public perceptions and media representations Edited by Natalia Chaban and
Martin Holland, NCRE Research Series No. 4, ISBN 0-473-10512-8; and
http://www.europe.canterbury.ac.nz/appp/public_opinion analysis/
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Increasing EU public diplomacy constitutes a third mechanism for addressing Asian
perceptions of the Union. While greater financial resources may be part of the
solution, a better strategy rather than just more money may be the more effective
approach. One aspect of this relates to an education-based initiative. Typically
across the region, secondary school curricula do not incorporate a study component
on contemporary European integration in their social studies or history subjects. At
the tertiary level, EU centres have begun to emerge (often due to Commission
funding) in a number of places and academic networks among EU scholars in Asia
exist, but the overall picture remains fragmented and ad hoc.® A consistent and
comprehensive public diplomacy strategy that mirrored the success of the Jean
Monnet, Socrates and Erasmus programmes within the EU and extended these to
Asia would help facilitate a knowledge-based perception of the EU to counter media
under-reporting. And lastly, in terms of comparative advantage and distinctiveness,
Europe’s global development role appears to have been under-utilised in the EU’s
public diplomacy. The combined Official Development Aid figures of the European
Union and the member states represents over half of the world’s total ODA. Yet, in
public opinion, as well as in the Asian media, the notion of Europe as a ‘Development
Superpower’ largely lacks a profile. This EU Development policy characteristic is
arguably unique, as well as important, and, perhaps, it needs to be popularised
through a more active and directed public diplomacy.

Conclusions

This interim analysis has only considered in depth the media aspects of how selected
regions in Asia perceive the EU. Initial findings related to public opinion have also
been outlined, although further analysis of this data is needed and currently
underway. The third phase of this project — surveying elite opinion will commence in
April 2007. The relationship between public opinion and media reporting may be able
to better inform our knowledge and the implications for perceptions. Similarly,
underlying the empirical analysis of how the media portrays the EU in Asia is a key
element not yet touched on: the gate-keeping role of the media editors. Thus, the
final phase of this research project will address this question and will involve
interviewing editors in region to explore whether there is any conscious filtering and
prioritisation, or whether the under-reporting of the EU is more due to randomness or
even serendipity. A side-product of the academic research has been the generation
of a set of practical recommendations that have been circulated within the European
Commission (EC), the European Parliament, as well as to members of the media
covered in the project (see Box 1). Linking rigorous academic analysis to policy
relevance remains a hallmark of the best academic work.

From the interim findings presented here we can, however, suggest the following
conclusions. Persisting stereotypes can be promoted and maintained where the
media fails to provide informed news and accurate portrayals of actors. Such
misperceptions based on inadequate knowledge can lead to inappropriate policy
choices. The general low level of news reporting on the EU in Asia heightens this
risk. While the data does provide some grounds for limited optimism (the changing

¥ Commission RELEX supported EU Centres have been established in Korea, Japan (2), Australia (3),
New Zealand and in several locations in China. Three academic networks currently operate: European
Studies in Asia (ESiA) supported by ASEF; Network of European Studies Centers in Asia (NESCA)
funded by an EU Framework Programme VI grant; and the European Union Studies Association of the
Asia-Pacific. The only taught Masters degree explicitly on the EU in the region is offered by
Chulalongkorn University in Bangkok; thesis only Masters and PhD degrees on EU topics are offered
more widely. The only undergraduate degree in EU Studiesis offered in New Zealand at the University
of Canterbury’s National Centre for Research on Europe.
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recognition that Europe is more than ‘butter mountains’ and ‘tariff quotas’), and even
conceding that the EU is still punching below its weight as a global actor, the media’s
perception of the EU’s importance for Asia and its level of coverage is lower than is
justified. There is a paradoxical challenge too: the EU has to be careful, if it
enhances its profile it must ensure that it can meet renewed and higher expectations.
If the EU promotes itself and raises expectations of being a serious political actor,
there needs to be the capacity to deliver, otherwise the project becomes self-
defeating.

More broadly, the analysis presented here is not disconnected from the wider debate

on the nature and direction of the integration process. What happens externally does
have important internal implications for integration. If there is a supportive external
view concerning the purpose of the European Union, if integration per se can provide
benefits externally for Thailand, South Korea, Japan, China, Singapore and Hong
Kong (whatever those may be) then the potential exists for a positive spill-back effect
that might influence Europe’s public. Were European citizens informed about the
EU’s wider agenda and that it is more valued externally than it is perhaps internally,
there could be positive outcomes for the construction of European identity.
Consequently, how the EU’s external image is represented and conveyed can play
an important dynamic in the internal integration process. The success of that
enterprise, however, depends upon the portrait of the EU as painted in the global
media.

Box 1: Recommendations for the Asian Media and for the EU

ASEM -
2006 EU perceptions
project

For the Media For the EU

Increase TV coverage of Extend links between EU press
the EU officers and ESIA centres

Use more EU based More Inward/ Outward Journalist
correspondents awards

Address information gap on EU10 Co-fund TV documentaries
Produce features on ASEM EU- Promote educational links

Asia issues Introduce the EU/ASEM in school
Relate EU to local issues curriculum
EU training workshops Pro-active public diplomacy with

increased funding

Utilise civil society links to profile
the EU as a development
“superpower”
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