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At this stage of the e-eurociti research project, the team tackled upon the differences and 

resemblances in the degrees of European citizens’ and officials’ engagement in debating 

European issues. The content generated by European citizens, EU policymakers and other 

representatives on online outlets will be approached in two ways: (a) by determining the 

conceptual mapping of the debate strands and topics; (b) by interpreting the cluster formations 

through discursive approaches. 

 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES & ACTIVITIES – 2016 

Objectives: 

- To identify the discursive involvement ways of the European citizens and policy-makers 

as (de)legitimators of Europe; 

- To identify the online representations of Europe; 

- To determine new aspects of development of a networking Europe. 

Research activities: 

- To determine the involvement degree of the European citizens and policy-makers within 

the thematic channels on the Debating Europe platform; 

- To identify the types of discursive (legitimation and delegitimation) involvement used by 

the most active citizens on the Debating Europe platform; 

- To provide a conceptual map of the debating themes on the platform; 

- To interpret the thematic clusters using discursive approaches; 

- To systematize the results for each thematic channel on the platform (2011-2015); 

- To organize an international workshop focused on the project topic. 

All these activities were disseminated through participations in conferences and through 

sending studies for publication in BDI and ISI journals. See the results for the 2
nd

 stage of 

the project at the following link: http://eeurociti.fjsc.unibuc.ro/results 

 

 

 

http://eeurociti.fjsc.unibuc.ro/results


A. e-Platforms as EU ‘bottom-up’ strategies to connect with citizens 

Using e-platforms as a "bottom-up" strategy to reduce the communication and democratic deficit, the 

EU acknowledges EU citizens as active consumers of information, thus shaping them as prosumers 

of EU issues (Cmeciu, 2016). So far a part of the studies
1
 focused on the following EU online outlets: 

- the Futurum platform  (Wodak & Wright, 2006; Wright, 2007);  

- the EUROPA website (Hoppmann, 2010); 

- the Interactive Policy-Making tool and the online discussion forum, used by the Commission to 

inform citizens about the multilingualism policy (Smith, 2010); 

- the Debate Europe online discussion forum (Karlsson, 2010; Just, 2010) etc. 

 

The Futurum platform (Wodak, Wright 2006; Wright, 2007) constituted one of the first 

discussion forums supported by the EU, in which citizens were asked to post messages in any of the 

EU's official languages. As Karlsson (2010, p. 131) highlights, the Futurum discussion forum 

"marked the shift by European authorities towards a rhetorical commitment to more participative 

governance, in that it was explicitly connected to the EU's acceptance of the existence of a 

'democratic deficit' and with its attempts to address this". The quantitative and qualitative analyses 

showed the following aspects: the debate discussants belonged to a small range of countries, a 

diversity of languages was noticed despite the dominance of English, the issues on policies are highly 

politically and ideologically loaded, the debates among citizens might reduce the democratic deficit 

in terms of the nature of the discourse. One important finding of Wodak and Wright's discourse 

analysis was that policy-makers were absent from the debates on Futurum, a fact which may actually 

exacerbate the deficit and make us question the so-called interaction between EU officials and 

citizens.  

EUROPA website was meant to reduce the information gap that the communication deficit may 

trigger. Hoppmann's study (2010) showed that the specialized information on this website does not 

appeal to common citizens. Despite this amount of information which may give the feeling of being 

informed, the EU citizens would have appreciated more user-centered information rather than 

organization-centered information.  

                                                           
1
 Part of this literature review on is included in the study Mapping the Future on the Debating Europe Platform 

(Camelia Cmeciu, Mădălina Manolache) in Camelia Cmeciu (coord.), e-Communicating of Europe, pp. 47-82, 

București: Editura Universității din București (2016) 



Analysing the three rationales (problem-solving, relegitimisation and decoupling) for the online 

participation of civic actors on the EU Interactive Policy-Making tool, Simon Smith's study (2010) 

suggested that in the case of online deliberation about the multilingualism policy, the political 

institutions did not succeed in recoupling cultural citizenship, specific to the micro-level public 

sphere, to the formal consultation process and as a consequence the resulting policy did not reflect 

the claims or suggestions put forward by the discussion participants on the online forum.  

Martin Karlsson's comparative analysis (2010) of 28 EU online discussion forums shows that 

there is a positive relationship between opinion diversity and the level of deliberation and of voting 

on forums. Another important finding reflects that a successful deliberation depends on a high level 

of engagement and conflicted opinions rather than on indifferent participants and a high level of 

consensus.  

 

Empowering the EU citizen is the core of these EU online outlets. The legitimation shift from EU 

institutions to citizens turned the online users into active information prosumers. The EU online 

platforms (e.g. Debating Europe platform) have gradually provided another instance of bottom-up 

direction of legitimation. Launched in 2011 and having, at first, the European Parliament as a 

strategic partner, the 'Debating Europe' platform claims to foster a two-way debate between citizens 

and policy-makers and to target a more involved and critical European citizen. The working 

principles of this platform
2
 are the following: EU citizens may leave comments under a debate or 

even suggest a new debate on a topic that has to do with Europe, the platform managers arrange 

interviews with policymakers and experts across Europe and then they publish the reactions to the 

citizens' comments and promote them through social media. Thus citizens as power-holders through 

their comments have turned into discursive (de)legitimators of various issues debated in the 

European context.  Within such a context, we intended to highlight the debaters’ engagement degree 

and their discursive (de)legitimation strategies of various European issues. 

 

B. Debating Europe platform – the debaters’ involvement degree 

In our research we have started from the idea that platforms are what Wodak and Wright (2006) 

label as ‘communicative spaces’, thus showing that as long as the dialogic and heteroglossic process 
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 Debating Europe, ˂http://www.debatingeurope.eu/hello/˃ (20 November 2015). 

 



provided by online platforms is maintained, an argument (A) may appear in numerous variants (A1, 

A2, A3 etc.). This heterogeneity of opinions on the same issue highlights the importance of analysing 

the horizontal and vertical exchanges of comments among platform users, in our case the ‘Debating 

Europe’ platform. Thus a social network analysis will focus on the relational data (Scott, 2013; 

Hâncean, 2014 etc.) emphasizing the contacts, ties and connections among citizens. The network 

analysis of the relations discursively established will illustrate the linkages that run between 

citizens and/or policymakers and the groups of interconnected 'Debating Europe' users. For our 

analyses we used the NodeXL Pro software, we selected all the debates from the seven Debating 

Europe channels (Asia-Europe, Future, Global, Greener, Quality, Security, Smarter) which were 

above the average number of comments for each channel. Using NodeXL Pro, we generated graphs 

for each channel, the graph's vertices were grouped by cluster using the Clauset-Newman-Moore 

cluster algorithm, the graphs were laid out using the Harel-Koren Fast Multiscale layout 

algorithm. The descriptions of the graphs and the overall metrics can be found on the Results 

section of the e-eurociti project website. As observed in the graphs uploaded on the project 

website, the graph densities for each ‘Debating Europe’ channel could be considered very low 

estimate (for example, Future Channel - 0.001; Asia-Europe Channel - 0.004; Global Channel - 

0.0007; Greener Channel - 0.001; Quality Channel - 0.001; Security Channel - 0.0009; Smarter 

Channel - 0.001). These graph density values clearly show that the interaction among debaters on 

this platform is not bidirectional, most of the debaters simply adding comments on the platform 

without interacting with other debaters. Despite these pessimistic results about the degree of 

involvement on the ‘Debating Europe’ platform, we intended to find the top ten debaters for each 

channel (ranked by betweenness centrality) and to provide an overview on the group clusters 

formed for each channel or for some specific issues under debate (Brexit, European Identity, or 

migration). The most active debaters are visible on each graph generated for each channel and as 

observed on the Results section of the e-eurociti project website, the first three channels which 

had the highest number of groups by cluster were Global (n=44), Greener and Security (n=31) 

and Future (n=29). 

Starting from Sedereviciute and Valentini’s holistic stakeholder mapping model (2011), we 

tried to adapt the authors’ typology of (un)concerned lurkers and (un)concerned influencers to 

the ‘Debating Europe’ debaters. For example, for the coding of the debate “Should Britain leave 

http://eeurociti.fjsc.unibuc.ro/results
http://eeurociti.fjsc.unibuc.ro/results
http://eeurociti.fjsc.unibuc.ro/results


the European Union?”
3
, we have labeled the debaters who simply answered “yes/no” as 

concerned lurkers; the debaters who answered “yes/no” and provided one comment (out-degree 

= 1) but received no comment (in-degree = 0) as unconcerned influencers; the debaters who 

provided more than one comment (out-degree ≥ 2) and received comments (in-degree ≥ 1) as 

concerned influencers. The results (Figure 1) show that concerned influencers is the most frequent 

category used in labeling both debaters who legitimate Brexit (L-BR-concerned influencers – 27.6%) 

and those who delegitimate Brexit (DL-BR-concerned influencers – 13.2%). Brexit has been a very 

heated debate on the platform (Figure 2), the number of debaters reaching 1069 (number of vertices) 

and the group clusters being 29. This number of groups by cluster shows two things: on the one hand, 

apart from the first group (containing 742 debaters and having Debating Europe as the most active 

vertex in receiving comments, but no interaction among debaters), some debaters have interacted 

among themselves and on the other hand, this interaction leads towards the high percentages for 

concerned influencers both for those legitimating and delegitimating Brexit.  

 

Figure 1. Frequency of (de)legitimating Brexit debaters 

 

                                                           
3
 This debate was analysed in the study Beyond ‘Tossing the Coin’ – e-Brexiteers versus e-Bremainers (Camelia 

Cmeciu & Mădălina Manolache), presented at the international workshop e-Connecting Europe, Bucharest, October 

14, 2016. 

https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6NDg5MThjMzA3MjI0MDAyMQ


 

Figure 2. “Should Britain leave the European Union?” 

 Top ten debaters (betweenness centrality) & groups by cluster 

The graphs generated for each ‘Debating Europe’ channel, using the NodeXL Pro, helped us in 

determining the most active online European citizens (in terms of in-degree and out-degree). 

They will be used as respondents for a part of our prospective objective (to be fulfilled in 2017), 

namely to determine the impact that the debates on 'Debating Europe' platform has had for the 

most active online European citizens and to what extent they consider that their debates may 

influence the European policymakers.  

 

C. Online representations of Europe 

‘e-citizens as (de)legitimators of European issues’ has been the founding idea of this project. 

Thus using various digital outlets (social networks, online platforms etc.), citizens have the 

potential of becoming active civic online protesters and generators of ideas which may be the 

incentives for new policies to be implemented. This idea of citizens as digital civic activists was 

developed in a study
4
 which, although it did not have the comments on the ‘Debating Europe’ 

platform as empirical data, served as the starting point of our theoretical framework onto the 
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 Camelia Cmeciu, Cristina Coman (2016). Digital Civic Activism in Romania: Framing anti-Chevron Online 

Protest Community «Faces». Comunicar Media Education Research Journal, Vol. XXIV, n. 47, 2nd quarter, pp. 19-

28; DOI http://dx.doi.org/10.3916/C47-2016-02. 

http://www.revistacomunicar.com/index.php?contenido=detalles&numero=47&articulo=47-2016-02 

 Journal indexed in Social Sciences Citation Index, Impact factor 2015: 1,438. 
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(de)legitimation of European issues. This study (see footnote 4) was cited in the journal 

Environmental Communication, 2016, published online November 3, 2016 (journal indexed in 

Social Sciences Citation Index, published at Taylor & Francis Online), in the article “Fracking in 

the German press: securing enery supply on the eve of the ‘Energiewende’ – a quantitative 

framing-based analysis” (Benjamin Bigl). 

This study on digital protests focused on a very commented European topic on the Debating 

Europe platform as well, namely the invasion of multinational companies in EU countries (in our 

case, Chrevron). Online protesters on various social networks and digital debaters on online 

platforms are embodiements of the concept of active and responsible citizenship, the foundation 

of the Debating Europe platform. E-citizens, either as protesters and/or debaters, turn into 

«social movement entrepreneurs» (Noakes & Johnston, 2005). By selectively punctuating and 

encoding events, experiences and sequences of actions, protesters and debaters become 

signifying agents of meaning construction as well (Snow & Benford, 1992). 

We used QDA miner and Wordstat Software (http://provalisresearch.com/products/content-

analysis-software/) to interpret the comments generated on the ‘Debating Europe’ platform.  

Starting from the socio-cognitive approach to ideologies, specific to critical discourse 

analysis (van Dijk, 2000), the grammar of legitimation (van Leeuwen, 2008), the discursive 

legitimation strategies (Sommer et al., 2014) and theories on action framing (Snow & Benford, 

1992; Entman, 1993 etc.), we developed an integrated model of (de)legitimation
5
 used in the 

analysis of the EU citizens' comments on the Debating Europe. Critical discourse analysis 

(CDA) provides a discursive perspective to legitimation by placing an emphasis on the role of 

discourse in the social shaping of power relations and the structures of domination in the 

contemporary society (van Dijk, 2000). According to CDA representatives, ideologies embed 

those elements which provide a group legitimation, identification and cohesion. Teun A. van 

Dijk (2000) identifies six categories which supply the structure of ideologies: membership, 

activities, goals, norms, position (group-relations), resources. The grammar of legitimation (van 

Leeuwen, 2008) distinguishes four types of semantic-functional strategies used in legitimation: 

authorization (legitimation by reference to the authority of tradition, custom, law etc.), 
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 This model was developed in the study Mapping the Future on the Debating Europe Platform (Camelia Cmeciu, 

Mădălina Manolache) in Camelia Cmeciu (coord.), e-Communicating of Europe, pp. 47-82, București: Editura 
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rationalization (legitimation by reference to the goals and uses of institutionalized social action), 

moral evaluation (legitimation by reference to value systems) and mythopoesis (legitimation 

conveyed through narratives). Moritz Sommer et al. (2014) identify five basic discursive 

legitimation strategies: credit claiming (self-attribution of success, directed towards the speaker), 

credit granting (attribution of success to others), admitting mistakes (self-attribution of failure), 

blame shifting (attribution of failure to others) and requesting (request attribution to others).  

The integrated model of (de)legitimation used for most of our analyses will include three 

main categories: 

- members (belonging to a micro-group, mezzo-group or macro-group): the debate 

participants (citizens/ officials) who (de)legitimate the issue debated and the actors related to the 

respective issue; 

- recipients: the actors (EU or MS institutions, citizens etc.) who/which are (de)legitimated; 

- communication strategies: legitimation strategies (credit claiming, credit granting, 

requesting others to perform certain actions in the future) and delegitimation strategies 

(admitting mistakes, blame shifting, requesting others to stop from performing certain actions). 

 

 Since visualizations are among the most useful methods of communication in various 

domains (Ansari & Riasi, 2016), the team members focused some of their studies on the visual 

representations of European issues. Visual images generated during online protests (see footnote 

4) and infographics
6
 are the two types of data that were analysed. In the study on the online 

protests against anti-fracking, the two team members found that photos and video files were the 

two most commonly used devices in three frames, namely land struggle, conflict and solidarity. 

During social movements visual and verbal legitimacy of a group is important because it shows 

cohesion among protesters. But at the same time, legitimacy bestowed on individuals also plays a 

significant role because the dramatic displays of the individuals' stories may trigger a higher 

mobilization of new protesters. The Romanian protesters were framed as social movement 

entrepreneurs since they were able to construct a representation of a social movement from the 
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 The study on infographics was presented at the International Conference Semiosis in Communication. Knowing 

and Learning. Bucharest, 16-18 June 2016 - Beyond the Narrative Visualization of EU Infographics (Camelia 

Cmeciu, Madalina Manolache, Alexandra Bardan). It was published as an article - Beyond the Narrative 

Visualization of Infographics on European Issues (Camelia Cmeciu, Madalina Manolache, Alexandra Bardan). 

Studies in Media and Communication. 4(2), 2016, pp. 54-69, doi:10.11114/smc.v4i2.1790. Journal indexed in 

RePEc, Ulrich's etc. 

http://centrucomunicare.ro/semiosis/files/Conference%20Program.pdf
http://redfame.com/journal/index.php/smc/article/view/1790/1933
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inside (group-level experience) out by embedding symbols borrowed from the Romanian 

common cultural kit.  

 Visual images are used as incentives not only in protests, but also in online debates since the 

aim is to stir the users’ interactivity and engagement. The ‘Debating Europe’ platform has been 

using infograhics in order “to illustrate key factors and to help explain complicated issues in an 

easily accessible way” (Debating Europe – Snapshot Report, 2014). Drawing on the infographics 

posted on the ‘Debating Europe’ platform, C. Cmeciu, M. Manolache and A. Bardan’s study (see 

footnote 6) empirically explored the discourse-level of these visual images. They considered 

infographics on European issues as visual-verbal texts that are socially constructed by the 

European Union to send its messages to EU citizens. Having social semiotics (Kress; van 

Leeuwen, 2006) and appraisal theory (Martin and White, 2005; Economou, 2009) as theoretical 

background, the team members provided an insight into the potential navigation paths 

(information values, salience and framing) beyond the European infographics and into the use of 

the visual and verbal semiotic resources in the infographics on European issues. The content 

analysis of the nine infographics posted on this platform shows that there could be inferred a 

pattern of narrative visualization when visually presenting European issues. Such a pattern 

should focus on two major aspects: (a) navigation paths and (b) the use of graduation, 

engagement and attitude as appraisal resources in the depicting of European realities. The study 

on the nine EU infographics showed that the designers followed two main visual reading 

assumptions, namely that viewers look for graphically salient elements and that they follow 

elements connected to each other by framing devices. Thus the first navigation path may start 

from the most salient visual and/or verbal elements and since in most cases the title of the 

infographic, placed at the top, is salient enough or is written in contrasting colors to catch the 

viewer’s eye, the reading path is a top-down one. The same navigation path was provided by the 

layering of information about the European issues. The horizontal layering was the most 

dominant placement of information value, each layer being connected through various framing 

devices (white spaces, rectangles or ribbons). The second navigation path was a zig-zag reading 

path, made up of a series of z-movements. Within this second pattern, the vertical layering of 

information was dominant and it was used in two cases: to present a certain chain of causality 

related events (the 14 stages of the refugee crisis) and to highlight the contrasting arguments for 

or against the Catalan independence.  



 The appraisal resource of graduation was closely connected to the assumption that viewers 

look for graphically salient items while reading an image. The analysis showed that numbers, 

charts and human figures are given high force through visual quantification of mass (the space 

occupied by the verbal or/and visual items) and through visual intensification of color vividness 

(various hues of blue contrasted with black, red or yellow). Since information, whether it is given 

high, medium or low force, needs to have an issuing source and needs to evoke some emotional 

reaction, this appraisal resource of graduation intensified engagement and attitude.  

 Heterogloss was the dominant type of engagement in the EU infographics, used either as 

verbal quotes of European officials or as factual information issued by authorized sources (e.g., 

European Commission, Stern report, Environmental Assessment Agency or Eurostat). These 

factual claims, mainly presented under the form of statistics and through comparisons, were 

meant to increase attention and to provide greater understanding about a particular state of 

affairs. Their meaning potential was to inscribe negative or positive values of [social esteem: 

normality], by highlighting the present situation of an issue in a European country. This 

(ab)normality was implicitly linked to the (in)capacity of a member state country to deal with 

that problem. Most of the EU infographics illustrated verbal and visual comparisons through 

polarizations, either of measures well or badly implemented in European countries or of possible 

or already achieved consequences if certain solutions were taken. The meaning potentials of 

these good versus evil polarizations were to evoke either appreciation and satisfaction (positive 

judgment: propriety) or low esteem and condemnation (negative judgment: propriety). 

 

C.1. (De)legitimation of European identity 

European versus national identity
7
 and new EU membership (for example, Turkey’s possible 

EU membership)
8
 have been sensitive issues which have stirred vivid discussions so far.  
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 This issue has been included in: 

a. one oral presentation (To have or not to have a common European identity? Insights into the e-citizens’ discursive 

(de) legitimation (Camelia Cmeciu and Madalina Manolache) International Conference Europe in Discourse. 
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Craiova, 9 April 2016. It was published as the BDI article Online Citizens’ (De)legitimation of Turkey's EU 

Membership (Camelia Cmeciu). Revista de Stiinte Politice, 49(1), 2016, pp. 130-143. Journal indexed in ProQuest, 
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http://cis01.central.ucv.ro/revistadestiintepolitice/files/numarul49_2016/13.pdf


‘Nation only’ (39%) and ‘nation first, then Europe’ (51%) are two findings of the 

Eurobarometer 28 (2014) which clearly show that Euroscepticism has severely increased. This 

lack of trust and credibility has brought the European Union into an identity crisis situation 

which is more visible in the citizens’ comments on various EU online platforms. In our studies 

(see footnote 7) we have started from various bottom-up approaches to European identities. 

Some of the research using a ‘bottom-up’ approach has mainly focused on comparative analyses 

of Eurobarometers and other European surveys (Pichler, 2008; Moes, 2008; Westle, 2014), on 

comparative focus-groups across Europe about the impact of news and symbols of Europe on 

citizens’ identity (Bruter, 2004 etc.), or on the national narrative constructions of European 

identities (Scalisse, 2015 etc.). Starting from Bruter’s distinction between a civic and a cultural 

component of European identification, Moes constructs two scales of measuring European 

identity: the utilitarian/’the hard’ identification with Europe versus the emotional/’the soft’ 

identification with Europe. Whereas the utilitarian support of the EU project measures the 

European civic identification, the emotional sense of belonging refers to the cultural component 

of European identity. Bettina Westle shows that the cognitive dimension of national and 

European identity regarding the ‘ethnic-civic’ typology has been dealt with in various 

Eurobarometers and other European surveys. The main questions in these quantitative surveys 

focused on objects of national pride, on the importance of certain traits for being truly national or 

European, on the shared national and European communalities, or on the criteria for accepting 

immigrants as new co-nationals. The difficulties in identifying a clear-cut distinction between 

national and European identity arise from the fact that identical attributes are differently assigned 

to the dimensions. Whereas pride-objects that refer to democracy, political participation, social 

security system and equal treatment of groups are assigned to the civic factor in all studies, 

attributes that refer to history, sports, language, religion, ancestry, or army are assigned either to 

an ethnic factor or to a cultural dimension. Within this context where various identity items 

overlap, Bettina Westle makes a plea for a multifaceted diffusivity of survey questions and she 

asks for much more care in the construction of the questions and items. 
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The research on bottom-up approaches to European identity shows two things: on the one 

hand, the European identity has been laden, throughout years, with various meanings, ranging 

from cultural, ethnic to civic or political identifiers and, on the other hand, this quest for 

European identity should take into account the individual. This latter aspect was tackled upon in 

our two studies (see footnote 7): namely, how citizens (de)legitimate European and national 

identity. The corpus of our qualitative content analysis was formed of the 983 comments 

generated up to January 4, 2016, on the platform for the debate “What does it mean to you to be 

“European”?” (launched on October 31). We transcribed the debate and the comments and imported 

them into the QDA miner, a qualitative data analysis tool. The QDA miner codes, under the form of 

the legitimation and delegitimation strategies and national, EU, MS or shared identifiers facilitated a 

cluster analysis of coding co-occurences. Using Wordstat 7.0.13, a computer-program-assisted text 

analysis based on a text mining program, a correspondence analysis
9
 was employed to identify the 

relationship between keywords and the (de)legitimation strategies used by debaters for the sensitive 

issue of European and/or national identity.  

The qualitative analysis of the debate participants’ comments showed the salience of three 

major clusters of legitimation and delegitimation strategies (Figure 3): the ‘EU as a loss’ cluster, 

the inclusive gain cluster and the exclusive gain cluster. The labeling of these three clusters 

mainly focused on the polarizations loss versus gain and inclusive versus exclusive national 

identities. 
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Figure 3. (De)legitimation Strategies of European and/or National Identity – 

Cluster Analysis 

 

- Cluster 1 – the ‘EU as a loss’ cluster. It was formed of two main parts: (a) the co-

occurrence of the delegitimation strategy of blame shifting through a denial of a EU identity with 

the legitimation strategy of credit claiming for two national identifiers (nationality and 

geography); (b) the co-occurrence of the two delegitimation strategies of blame shifting onto the 

EU social, economic and political effects, on the one hand, and onto a country which acts as an 

imposing leader, on the other hand.  

 For example, debaters use various forms of rationalizing their choice for ‘no European 

identity’. Financial and political delegitimating rationalizations play a significant role in the 

comments generated by EU citizens. Lack of ‘money and ‘democracy’, ‘unemployment’, ‘debt’, 

‘taxes’, ‘austerity’, ‘banks and bankers’, ‘corporations’, ‘corruption’ are some of the most 

frequent keywords which cluster with the ‘blame shifting’ strategy targeted to the EU effects. All 

these words associated with the negative outcomes of EU integration serve as debaters’ personal 

explanation for their denial of a European identity. 

- Cluster 2 – the inclusive gain cluster. This cluster focused on two types of benefits that 

EU has brought: a) the co-occurrence of the strategies of credit granting to values and shared 

culture and history; b) the co-occurrence of the strategies of credit granting to free movement 

and economic and political facilities.   

 Their discursive positioning determined us to label this cluster as “inclusive gain”, since 

they consider that blending national and European identity is the future of being a European. 

‘Democracy’, ‘freedom’, ‘rights’ and ‘peace’ range in the first fifteen keywords considered 

relevant for debaters when assigning values to being a European. Most of them actually coincide 

with the European Union’s fundamental values (“respect for human dignity and human rights, 

freedom, democracy, equality and the rule of law”
10

) and with what Bruter identified as the civic 

pillar of the European identity. 

- Cluster 3 – the exclusive gain cluster. This cluster embeds a blending of the legitimating 

‘credit claiming’ strategy assigned to national identifiers (culture, history, language) with the 

delegitimating ‘blame shifting’ strategy targeted towards EU symbols. The argument of 
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civilization (culture, history and language) is legitimated by reference to the expert authority, on 

the one hand, and experiential rationalization and personal authority, on the other hand. 

‘Aristotle’, ‘Aurelius’, ‘Cicero’, ‘Dante’, ‘Goethe’, ‘Goya’, ‘Kant’, ‘Marcus’, ‘Mozart’, ‘Plato’, 

‘Rousseau’, and ‘Shakespeare’ are the main keywords used as expert authority and clustering 

with the national identifier ‘culture’ in the debaters’ comments. As observed, they claim credit 

for models coming from various fields (philosophy, science, painting, music, or literature) and 

countries (Greece, Germany, Britain, Spain, or France). 

The cluster and correspondence analyses of the citizens’ comments generated on the 

‘Debating Europe’ platform revealed the salience of the ‘EU as a loss’ cluster. The negative-

other presentation through emotionally loaded metaphors, slang or swearwords clearly shows 

that the EU identity crisis has triggered severe threats upon citizens’ expectancies regarding the 

benefits that European integration might have had upon their lives. The denial of the very 

existence of the EU is supported by financial and political rationalization, debaters using 

themselves as personal authorities who may guarantee for the decaying state their countries have 

been after joining the EU. Despite this pervasive negative-laden economic and political 

association with the European identity, the ‘inclusive gain’ cluster shows that there is still hope 

as long as no political or financial aspects are associated to the European identity. The emotional 

sense of belonging through shared culture and history complemented with the utilitarian sense of 

belonging through free movement seem to be the ingredients which may determine citizens to 

feel European. 

 

C.2. (De)legitimation of social inclusion 

We have tackled upon the issue of social inclusion by addressing two topics that have been 

debated on the platform, namely Roma community11 and Ethical Europe12.  
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 The social inclusion of Roma community has been analysed in the article Online Discursive (De)legitimation of 

the Roma Community (Camelia Cmeciu) Journal of Media Research, 9(1/24), 2016, pp. 80-91. 

It was presented at the International Conference SGEM on SOCIAL SCIENCES AND ARTS, Albena, Bulgaria, 

August 23-27, 2016 Insights into dialogic e-communication strategies on ethnic minority groups’ European 

integration (Camelia Cmeciu, Alexandra Bardan, Cristina Coman) and at the international conference Social 

Inclusion and Equal Opportunities - SIEO 2016, Timisoara, 26-28 October 2016 (A Bottom-Up” Approach to the 

Roma Inclusion in Europe (Camelia Cmeciu) - International Conference Social Inclusion and Equal Opportunities - 

SIEO 2016, Timisoara, 26-28 October 2016. Both presentations were published in the conference proceedings (189-

196), (pp. 69-78). 
12

 This study on Ethical Europe was presented at the the international conference Social Inclusion and Equal 

Opportunities - SIEO 2016, Timisoara, 26-28 October 2016  Ethical Europe – the (de)legitimation of social 

http://connection.ebscohost.com/c/articles/113234411/online-discursive-de-legitimation-roma-community
http://connection.ebscohost.com/c/articles/113234411/online-discursive-de-legitimation-roma-community
http://www.sgemsocial.org/index.php/sgem-social-deadlines/sgem-social-schedule-programme-2016/sgem-social-deadlines-lecturers
http://www.sgemsocial.org/index.php/sgem-social-deadlines/sgem-social-schedule-programme-2016/sgem-social-deadlines-lecturers
http://www.e-qual-see.ro/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/Detailed-Program-SIEO.pdf
http://www.e-qual-see.ro/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/Detailed-Program-SIEO.pdf
http://www.e-qual-see.ro/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/Detailed-Program-SIEO.pdf


Ethnic minority integration has always stirred vivid comments since it implies expressing 

conflicting opinions about the respective minority’s history, lifestyles or tradition (Kalmus, 

2003). The Roma minority, considered to be the EU’s largest ethnic minority group (six million 

Roma in Europe13), has triggered various polarized social representations especially due to the 

scandals some Roma community members were involved into (Martínez Guillem, 2011). Within 

such a polarized context, the ‘Debating Europe’ platform, launched in 2011, started various 

debates on this sensitive issue at the citizens’ requests. The two studies presented at international 

conferences (see footnote 11) used the qualitative content analysis method to examine the 

comments generated by debaters on the ‘Debating Europe’ platform, related to the issue of Roma 

inclusion in Europe. In total, 263 comments were collected from two debates (“How can we 

tackle unemployment among Europe’s Roma?” - started on May 19, 2015 and “How can Europe 

end poverty and exclusion in the Roma community?” - started January 7, 2014) and 259 were 

fully coded in the final coding procedure. We transcribed the two debates and the comments 

and imported them into QDA miner, a qualitative data analysis tool. The QDA miner codes 

facilitated the comparison of frequency for the codes of legitimation (L) and delegitimation (DL) 

groups and strategies and the analysis of the tabulation between codes and comment debaters. 

The cluster analysis provided an insight into the codes co-occurences for this issue on ethnic 

minority groups’ European integration. Using Wordstat 7.0.13., a computer-program-assisted 

text analysis based on a text mining program, a correspondence analysis was employed to 

identify the relationship between keywords and the (de)legitimation communication strategies. 

The results of the content analyses (frequency of codes, cluster analysis, correspondence 

analysis, code occurrences – (de)legitimation strategies by debaters) are available at 

https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2N

pdGl8Z3g6MmUxNDQwMjEwNmEzMGI1Mg 

Most debaters positioned themselves as delegitimators – personal authority (63.8%) on the 

Roma inclusion issue. Actually personal authority was the only type of authority activated by 

debaters engrossed within the two debates. Debaters belonging to the mezzo-group, namely to 

those European countries (Bulgaria, Romania, Greece etc.) where Roma communities are present 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
inclusion within an online communicative context (Madalina Manolache). It was published in the conference 

proceedings (pp145-154). 
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 http://www.debatingeurope.eu/2014/01/07/eu-push-inclusion-roma-people/#.V3YhHaIqnIU, retrieved June 10, 

2016 
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were the most active debaters (as delegitimators - 30.4%; as legitimators – 15.7%), but citizens 

from other EU countries also took part in the debates (as delegitimators - 31.9%; as legitimators 

– 18.6%). Another important aspect was the scarce involvement of members of the Roma 

community in the debates about their own situation. Only 3.5% members of the micro-group 

took part in the debates, either as legitimators (2.0%) or as delegitimators (1.5%). This lack of 

digital engagement has, at least, two explanations: on the one hand, they are not interested in 

these online debates; on the other hand, they did not explicitly declare their belonging to the 

Roma community. 

 Delegitimation strategies are the most frequently used (63.8%) compared to the legitimation 

strategies (36.2%). Within the various types of (de)legitimation strategies, the delegitimation 

strategy of blame shifting (DLs2) dominates and it is mostly directed towards the micro-group 

(the Roma community – 24.1%), the macro-group (other EU countries which expelled the Roma 

people – 10.8%) and towards the EU institutions (9.1%). Although they are not salient as 

delegitimating strategies, the legitimation strategies are important since both debates were 

intended to find solutions from the citizens. Thus the legitimating strategy of requesting others 

(L3) is predominant, especially directed towards the macro-group (13.4%) and EU institutions 

(4.7%). There were debaters who tried to legitimate the micro-group through the strategy of 

credit granting (Ls2-micro-group 9.5%), assigning appreciative features to the Roma community 

for its cultural tradition. 

The content analyses, provided through QDA miner and Wordstat, showed that all four types 

of recipients (micro-group, mezzo-group, macro-group, EU institutions) were associated more 

with delegitimation strategies than with legitimation strategies. Thus the debaters wanted to 

express the idea that the lack of Roma minority’s European inclusion is a collective guilt: the 

micro-group (Roma community members) is to be blamed for its willing segregation highlighted 

by the inadequate way of life, the mezzo-group (countries where the Roma people live) is to be 

blamed for the inappropriate measures targeted to this community, the macro-group (EU 

countries) is to be blamed for assigning the guilt onto the ethnic communities instead of 

assuming their share of responsibility and the EU institutions are to be blamed for the 

inappropriate management of funds directed to ethnic communities. 

Although the number of delegitimation strategies outscored the legitimation strategies and the 

most active debaters preferred to use the ‘blame shifting’ strategy, we consider that the 



presentation of the legitimation strategies is more valuable within the context of the two debates, 

namely to find solutions to end poverty and exclusion in the Roma community and to tackle 

unemployment among this community members. Thus we consider that a special attention 

should be given to the ‘requesting others’ legitimation strategy (Ls3), as it provides an insight 

into the solutions expressed by citizens. Three solutions were targeted towards the Roma 

community: (1) compliance with the laws of the countries they live in; (2) acceptance to be 

educated by others and change of their nomad way of living; (3) acceptance to be part of the 

decision-making processes which may affect the Roma community. And three solutions were 

targeted towards the macro-group: (1) provision of a minimum income for living; (2) solidarity 

with the East European countries; (3) the EU citizens’ interest in the Roma culture. 

Within the Future debate channel a special emphasis was placed on the topic of “Ethical 

Europe”. For her research, Madalina Manolache chose two debates: “Should prostitution be 

legalised across Europe?” and “Should cannabis be legalised across Europe?” (see footnote 12). 

The connection established by the “conceptual” administrators of the e-platform focused the 

ethical-social association, which permeates several EU policies like social inclusion/exclusion, 

gender equality and/or poverty. In her study, Madalina Manolache used computer assisted textual 

data analysis in order to provide text categorization, topic modelling and sentiment analysis, by 

means of moral evaluation of the debaters regarding the legalisation of prostitution and of 

cannabis across Europe, triggered by legitimitation and deligitimation positioning through 

specific communication strategies.  The results of the link analysis on key phrases, of the 

distribution of key phrases, of the co-occurrence analysis on key phrases, of the topic modelling 

for (de)legitimation communication strategies are available at  

https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2N

pdGl8Z3g6MjAxMzJhYzE4MGY4MDRmOA 

 For the cannabis debate, the citizens associated the following key phrases, “war on drug” 

(8.1%), “drug policy” (6.5%), “alcohol and tobacco” (5.6%) and “black market” (5.6%), whereas 

for the prostitution debate the key phrases most used were “sex worker” (14.8%), “legal status” 

(6.2%), “prostitution be” (6.2%). Considering topic modelling for the cannabis debate the 

following aspects could be observed: 

https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6MjAxMzJhYzE4MGY4MDRmOA
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6MjAxMzJhYzE4MGY4MDRmOA


- one salient association for the legitimation strategy was the one between possible health 

benefits, with certain control over the substances, the citizens defining and/or referring to 

other citizens as consumers; 

- another salience focused on the regulation and the taxation of the consumption in order to 

control the use of the substance and thus the economy being able to benefit from tax; 

- the analogies used, as a legitimation strategy, referred to Portugal and Colorado, where the 

use of cannabis is already legalised, with positive results in tax collecting; 

- the delegitimation analogy used refers to tobacco and alcohol, already legal to consume – 

adding cannabis to the mix would only worsen the addiction scenario; 

- another argument refers to the fact that legalising the consumption will not fix the problem of 

other drugs. 

Performing a co-ocurrence analysis on the prostitution debate , using dendograms and link 

analysis, the values of the similarity index revealed the following aspects: 

- considering that the dendogram reveals the diachronic formation of the clusters, the 

association Member State – Social Policy – European Union – Policy followed by Border – 

European Parliament – Gender Equality reveals the approach of the EU on the matter, 

namely relating social issues with gender equality and with specific policy attributions; 

- the association Mariska Majoor – Model – Sex Worker – Protect – Grant Legal Status 

introduced the term sex worker without any references to (social) policy or gender equality, 

but relating the matter to the legality status. 

The use of the term sex worker, which is gender neutral, denoted a more specific approach on 

the situation, rather than a conceptual reduction towards the gender equality area. This term, as 

opposed to the term prostitution which was perceived as a crime or as victimization, was coined 

actually by a sex worker activist in 1978 and is seen as already legitimizing a criminal activity.  

Regarding the most used strategies, the one which served its purpose best was the analogy, 

under the moral evaluation code, paving the arguments for both de- and legitimising conceptual 

associations, and the requesting others to perform, under the legitimation code, especially 

towards the EU institutions. Thus The Ethical Europe as described by the prosumers of this e-

platform envisaged the political, legislative and fiscal implications of the ongoing societal 

mechanisms and focused on future proposals for European policies, which might trigger positive 

outcomes from a long-term approach.   



 

C.3. (De)legitimation of crisis situations 

The project team focused the research on three crisis situations: Brexit, Greekxit and refugee 

crisis. In their studies the research team provided both verbal and visual content analyses.  

 Brexit 
14

 – the content analysis of the comments generated for the debate “Should 

Britain leave the European Union?” (the debate generated 2,015 comments up to October 2016; 

we selected 1630 comments valid for coding).  

The focus of the study was threefold: to determine the degree of interaction (e-debaters, see 

section B of this report); to identify the frames used by e-debaters; to determine the consistency 

between the frames used by e-debaters and the frames used by the UK voters.  

The starting point of this study on Brexit was the close similarity of the result of the 

referendum in June in the UK (a 52% to 48% victory to the Leave campaign; Jackson et al., 

2016)  and the results of the poll initiated by the Debating Europe Platform (52.21% for “yes, 

Britain should leave the EU” versus 47.79% for “no”, Britain should not leave the EU). The 

analytical framework used in this study combined a holistic stakeholder mapping model 

(Sedereviciute and Valentini, 2011) with a framing analysis (Gamson & Modigliani, 1987; De 

Vrees, 2005). We have explained the coding procedure for debaters using Sedereviciute and 

Valentini’s model and provided the typology of Brexit debaters within section B of this report. 

We adopted an issue-specific approach to the study of frames (de Vrees, 2005), thus trying to 

highlight the issue-specific Brexit frames generated by debaters and we tried to explain these 

frames in terms of Snow and Benford’s diagnostic and prognostic framing processes (1988). 

In the coding procedure of (de)legitimating Brexit frames, we started from two studies published 

in the EU Referendum Analysis 2016: Media, Voters and the Campaign. Early Reflections from 

Leading UK Academics (Jackson, D., Einar Thorsen, E., and Wring, D. (eds.), 2016), namely: (1) 

Deacon, D. et al. (2016). The Narrow Agenda: How the News Media Covered the Referendum, 

pp. 34-35; (2) Vasilopoulou, S. (2016). Campaign Frames in the Voters’ Minds, pp. 114-115. 

These two studies showed the following aspects: referendum conduct, economy/business and 

immigration were the first three issues covered by the press;  the voters of Brexit had in mind 

sovereignty and immigration whereas the voters of non-Brexit had in mind economy and 
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 This study was presented at the ‘e-connecting Europe’ international workshop – Bucharest October 14, 2016 

(Beyond ‘Tossing the Coin’ – e-Brexiteers versus e-Bremainers, Camelia Cmeciu & Mădălina Manolache). Please 

do not quote without the authors’ permission since the manuscript is under evaluation. 
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sovereignty. Camelia Cmeciu and Madalina Manolache’s study employed an inductive method 

of analysing the frames used by debaters in approaching the issue of Brexit. This type of method 

allowed them to highlight the fact that debaters used not only (de)legitimating Brexit frames, but 

also neuter frames. The emergence of these neuter frames could be explained in terms of the 

nationality of debaters. Unlike Vasilopoulou’s study which focused on UK citizens, the debaters 

also come from other countries and some of them argued that it is not their business to tell UK 

citizens what to vote for, thus making a plea for what we labeled as ‘UK citizens’ choice’. The 

distribution of the (de)legitimating Brexit frames and neuter frames (using QDA miner) is 

available at  

https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2N

pdGl8Z3g6ZDJlNGRjNzY3MjY1YzRm 

The debaters mostly legitimated Brexit, the first three frames used by Brexiteers being: 

economic gains for UK (13.1%); EU-lack of democracy (10.1%); UK-incompetence (8.7%). 

This distribution shows that e-Brexiteers argued for Brexit with their mind in their wallet unlike 

the ones who voted (Vasilopoulou, 2016), but at the same time there were debaters who 

attributed the blame either to the UE and to the UK. The debaters who delegitimated Brexit used 

for their motivational framing processes the following aspects: economic risks (divided into 

business, trade, economic consequences for the EU – 11.8%) and EU unity (6.5%). 

 The cluster analysis highlighted two types of clusters used by e-Brexiteers and e-

Bremainers: (1) “(re)gain & blame” cluster and (2) “loss & respect the other” cluster. Within 

the former cluster we identified three subclusters: (a) utilitarian cost-benefit (the diagnostic 

framing focused on the trade deficit and on the lack of contribution of immigration to the 

national economy, whereas the prognostic framing focused on coming back to a trading union 

and to exclusive trade agreements); (b) – “taking back control of the country” (diagnostic 

framing focused on immigrants’ lack of competence); (c) “UK – ‘a la carte menu’ restaurant 

client” (the diagnostic framing focused on UK’s not playing as a team member and being picky, 

whereas the prognostic framing focused on exclusion of the UK and building a European 

federalization). The latter cluster included two subclusters: (a) utilitarian cost-loss (debaters 

argue in terms of consequences both for the UK and the EU and in terms of possible scenarios); 

(b) EU unity (Solidarity was presented as a solution to countering the possible war that may 

break out unless there is unity within the EU and to bringing a change within the EU). 

https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6ZDJlNGRjNzY3MjY1YzRm
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6ZDJlNGRjNzY3MjY1YzRm
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6ZDJlNGRjNzY3MjY1YzRm


The findings of this study highlight one important aspect regarding the prognostic framing 

processes related to the very existence of the EU. Both e-Brexiteers and e-Bremainers consider 

that there are severe problems within the functioning of the EU. It was not surprising to find 

‘EU-lack of democracy’ as the second motivational frame used by e-Brexiteers but it was 

interesting to find that ‘EU unity’ was framed by e-Bremainers as solidarity to perform a 

profound reform within the undemocratic EU. 

 Greekxit
15

 - the content analysis of the comments generated for the debate “Should Greek 

debt be forgiven as German debt was in 1953?”  (the team members selected 1587 comments 

valid for coding). The focus of the study was threefold: to identify the main themes of the 

debates (Greekxit and Brexit on the Smarter channel); to correlate the topics to establish the 

transversal themes; to use a comparative approach (a map of trends for Greekxit and Brexit). 

Tulia Casvean and Mihaela Paun used Entman’s theory on framing (1993, define problems, 

diagnose causes, moral evaluation, prescribe solutions) and they tried to provide insights into 

the evaluation of the Greek economy and people and into the solution provided by e-debaters. 

The results of their content analysis (using QDA miner) are available at:  

https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb

2NpdGl8Z3g6NGQ2MDkwMTc0ZjdkZGRlYw 

 The most frequently used frame was prescribing solutions, followed by defining 

problems, evaluating the situation and diagnosing the causes. The e-debaters consider that the 

core of the problem lies in the fact that Greece lied about its debts and that the economy was 

mired by corruption, bureaucracy, and tax evasion. They also argued that forgiving Greek debt 

could amount to a “moral hazard”, thus spurring on populist left wing parties in other Eurozone. 

The two main causes mentioned by e-debaters were: the Greek politicians’ bad behavior and the 

Greek oligarchs who hid much of their wealth abroad. E-debaters used moral evaluation for 

labeling the Greek people, and surprinsingly negative evaluation was almost three times higher 

than positive evaluation. The debaters considered that the Greek people are characterized by 

laziness and lack of interest and that they are actually willing slaves to the banks.  
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 This study was presented at the ‘e-connecting Europe’ international workshop – Bucharest October 14, 2016 (A 

Comparative Analysis of the EU Citizens’ Opinions about Greekxit and Brexit, Tulia Cășvean & Mihaela Păun). 

Please do not quote without the authors’ permission since the manuscript is under evaluation. 

 

https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6NGQ2MDkwMTc0ZjdkZGRlYw
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6NGQ2MDkwMTc0ZjdkZGRlYw
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6NDg5MThjMzA3MjI0MDAyMQ
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6NDg5MThjMzA3MjI0MDAyMQ


 The map of trends provided for the keywords used by debaters for Greekxit and Brexit 

(see Figure 6 at the link mentioned above) showed that debaters argued for these two exists from 

the EU in terms of economy (trade), debts, banks, people and imigration. 

 
 Refugee and immigrant crisis. The team members have presented various studies on the 

refugee crisis
16

. Two studies
17

 were carried out providing visual accounts to the refugee crisis. 

 Study Débats en ligne sur l’intégration des immigrants dans l’Union Européenne (Mirela 

Lazar, Raluca Vidrascu, see footnote 16 a). The corpus consisted of four debates hosted by 

the ‘Quality’ channel of the online platform Debating Europe between March 2015 and June 

2016: “How can Europe better integrate immigrants?” (Started 02/07/2015); “Is 

interculturalism a better social model than assimilation?” (Started 26/03/2015); “Does high 

unemployment make people more racist?” (Started 26/05/2015); “Is Europe a Christian 

continent?” (Started 22/06/2015)  

Drawing on a discourse-historical approach - DHA (Wodak, 2001; Reisigl & Wodak, 2009; 

Krzyzanowski, 2010) and a cognitive approach to critical discourse analysis (van Dijk, 2006), 
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 Five studies were presented on the issue of refugee crisis (Please do not quote without the authors’ permission 

since the manuscript is under evaluation):  

a. at the International Conference LEMEL - Online Media, European Actors and Discourse (Paris, France, June 

23-25, 2016; Débats en ligne sur l’intégration des immigrants dans l’Union Européenne - Mirela Lazar, Raluca 

Vidrascu).  

b. at the International Conference Understanding Transition IV. Ways and Challenges to Responsibility. 

Bucharest, 2-3 June 2016 - Online Debaters Construing the Argument of Europe’s Responsibility towards 

Refugees (Mirela Lazar).  

c. At the International Conference Europe in Discourse. Identity, Diversity, Borders. Athens (Greece), September 

23-25, 2016 - Online Discourses on EU Security within its Borders (Mirela Lazar, Ruxandra Boicu)  

d. at the ‘e-connecting Europe’ international workshop – Bucharest October 14, 2016 Framing (Mis)Trust 

throughout the Refugee Crisis on the ‘Debating Europe’ Platform (Cristina Coman & Alexandra Bardan) 

e. at the ‘e-connecting Europe’ international workshop – Bucharest October 14, 2016  E-debaters’ Rhetoric of 

Religion-Based Social Exclusion in the Context of the Refugee Crisis (Mirela Lazăr & Raluca Vidrașcu) 
17

 Two studies on visual accounts of crises were carried out: 

a. Visual Representations of Crisis on the “Debating Europe” Platform Theme: Images of crisis and recovery in 

Europe (Alexandra Bardan) International Conference Europe in Discourse. Identity, Diversity, Borders. Athens 

(Greece), September 23-25, 2016. Part of this study was accepted for publishing in the BDI journal Romanian 

Journal of Journalism and Communication (2/3, 2016) - Visual Framing on the “Debating Europe” Platform: a 

case study on the “economic consequences” and “attribution of responsibility” generic frames (Alexandra 

Bardan). 

b. Picturing Europe’s Refugee Crisis. Visual Framing of (Re)bordering Issues (Camelia Cmeciu, Alexandra 

Bardan, Cristina Coman) – International Conference PLACES, BOUNDARIES, COMMUNITIES. Mapping 

identities in a (dis)connected world, Bucharest, 4-5 November 2016. Please do not quote without the authors’ 

permission since the manuscript is under evaluation. 

 

 

https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6NGQ2MDkwMTc0ZjdkZGRlYw
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZmpzYy51bmlidWMucm98ZmFjdWx0YXRlYS1kZS1qdXJuYWxpc20tc2ktc3RpaW50ZWxlLWNvbXVuaWNhcmlpfGd4OjY4NWYwMTg0YmM2OGVhYWQ
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZmpzYy51bmlidWMucm98ZmFjdWx0YXRlYS1kZS1qdXJuYWxpc20tc2ktc3RpaW50ZWxlLWNvbXVuaWNhcmlpfGd4OjY4NWYwMTg0YmM2OGVhYWQ
http://www.europeindiscourse.eu/images/3days_program.pdf
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6NDg5MThjMzA3MjI0MDAyMQ
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6NDg5MThjMzA3MjI0MDAyMQ
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6NDg5MThjMzA3MjI0MDAyMQ
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6NDg5MThjMzA3MjI0MDAyMQ
http://www.europeindiscourse.eu/images/3days_program.pdf
http://www.europeindiscourse.eu/images/3days_program.pdf


Mirela Lazar and Raluca Vidrascu wanted to determine in their study the appropriation of 

immigrants and to see whether the integration is cultural, and, secondly, economic and to 

identify the argumentative construction of the debaters’ discursive positions. Some of the 

findings of the qualitative content analyses of the four debates showed that:  

(1) The discursive categorisations ‘inside’/ ‘outside’ (EU/Europe); ‘we Europeans’/ ‘they’ 

Muslims; ‘we Europeans’/ ‘Others inside’ (EU/Europe) invested the strategies of nomination 

(referential) and of predication used by debaters when talking of immigrants or native 

minorities and argumentation strategies when legitimizing social and political inclusion or 

exclusion of persons; 

(2) Discourses racialized the ethnic descent of these people as backward; 

(3) Even if many discourses were not explicitly racial, by considering the cultural difference as 

irreducible, based on the incapacity of minorities or specific migrants to integrate in society, 

they involved forms of what has been called “cultural” or “symbolic racism”; 

(4) The e-debaters’ “presumed biological predispositions”  and cultural traditions were generally 

subject to ethnic and racial prejudice; 

(5) Religion was also used as a marker of the ‘us/them’ categorisation and a condition for 

inclusion/exclusion, “frequently triggered by indexical markers such as the ‘headscarf’ worn 

by Muslim women” (Wodak, 2011, p. 52); 

(6) Most debaters defended the position that these people should completely mould into the way 

of life of the majority. 

 

 Study Online Debaters Construing the Argument of Europe’s Responsibility towards 

Refugees (Mirela Lazar, see footnote 16b). Corpus – the debate ‘Does Europe have a 

moral duty to accept all refugees?’ started 02/12/2015, 289 comments. 

Starting from the work of Marc Bovens (1998) on the categories covering the concept of 

responsibility and from various approaches to topoi (Wodak and Boukala 2015, etc.), Mirela 

Lazar intended to analyse the rhetorical-argumentative and dialectical schemes that instantiate 

the practical reasoning in assigning a historic responsibility to Europe for the current violence in 

North Africa and the Middle East (because of its colonial legacy), as well as a moral duty to 

accept all refugees. The findings of the qualitative content analysis showed that the focus of the 

discursive construction of responsibility through the argumentation schemes developed in 

https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZmpzYy51bmlidWMucm98ZmFjdWx0YXRlYS1kZS1qdXJuYWxpc20tc2ktc3RpaW50ZWxlLWNvbXVuaWNhcmlpfGd4OjY4NWYwMTg0YmM2OGVhYWQ
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZmpzYy51bmlidWMucm98ZmFjdWx0YXRlYS1kZS1qdXJuYWxpc20tc2ktc3RpaW50ZWxlLWNvbXVuaWNhcmlpfGd4OjY4NWYwMTg0YmM2OGVhYWQ


interaction moves from the topos of ‘cause’ to the topoi of ‘the advantageous’ and of ‘the 

authority’. Most online debaters refuted Europe’s moral responsibility (as cause), they were more 

likely to argue in favour of a political responsibility (task responsibility, cf. Bovens, 1998, p. 25) 

that should be undertaken by the European decision-making structures in order to find political 

solutions to the Syrian conflict which could allow refugees to safely return home.The EU 

(Europe) is expected to provide solutions and to act. This can be summed up by the description 

of the ‘task responsibility’ as a source of both legitimacy and power and, therefore, political 

responsibility. 

 

 Study E-debaters’ Rhetoric of Religion-Based Social Exclusion in the Context of the 

Refugee Crisis (Mirela Lazar, Raluca Vidrascu, see footnote 16e). Corpus – the debate 

“Are some EU countries wrong to only want Christian refugees?”, Quality channel. 

Started 08/09/2015; 496 comments.  

Starting from an instrumentalizing a “politics of fear” (Wodak, 2015) and from a discourse 

historical approach (DHA, Wodak, 2001; Reisigl & Wodak, 2009; Krzyzanowski, 2010) as 

theoretical frameworks, Mirela Lazar and Raluca Vidrascu aimed to examine how an online 

community on the “Debating Europe” platform discursively constructs the religious difference of 

the out-group of refugees, in the context of the current refugee crisis, leading to their social 

exclusion. Figure 4 shows that salience of types of online debaters who took part in the debate on 

refugee crisis. As observed, the delegitimizing debaters belonging to the macro-group (countries 

that accept Muslim refugees) outscored all the other categories of online debaters. 

 

 

https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6NDg5MThjMzA3MjI0MDAyMQ
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6NDg5MThjMzA3MjI0MDAyMQ


Figure 4.The distribution of online debaters
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Some of the findings of their qualitative content analysis revealed the following aspects: 

a. The majority of the debaters’ discourses constructed the out-group of refugees as inferior 

and dangerous for moral, religious and cultural reasons. Most of debaters delegitimized 

the EU countries which have accepted Muslim refugees. 

b. The online debaters provided dichotomist perspectives: western Christian societies as 

opposed to non-western Muslim groups; Judeo-Christian values and practices as opposed 

to Islam; evolution (Christian ethical and moral codes) vs backwardness (Sharia); good 

people (“people of God”) vs evil people. 

c. The discursive strategies that underpinned the legitimization of Muslims’ exclusion were 

“referential”, “predicational”, "argumentation strategies” (Wodak, 2009, p. 30). 

d. The argumentative construction of the debaters’ discursive positions, meant to 

justify/legitimize Muslims’ exclusion, and reflected in the use of topoi (arguments) 

(Wodak, 2009, p. 30), was based on the topos of threat (Wodak, 2011, p. 50). The 

debaters use the topos of threat from Islam in order to legitimize the policies of non-

acceptance of Muslim refugees envisioned by certain EU countries.  

e. The discursive strategies used by the debaters were based on stereotypical 

generalizations: all refugees were viewed as alike, regardless of their personal beliefs, 

and as predisposed to fundamentalist, backward customs such as gender inequality, 

violence. 

 

 Study Framing (Mis)Trust throughout the Refugee Crisis on the ‘Debating Europe’ 

Platform (Cristina Coman & Alexandra Bardan, see footnote 16d). Corpus – the debate “Has 

the refugee crisis damaged the trust in the European project?”, started 20/10/2015 

(Future/Global channels), 264 comments.  

The research objectives focused on determining the degree of interaction among debaters and 

the group-specific network structures (network analysis) and to interpret (mis)trust in close 

connection to levels of responsibility (Coombs & Holladay, 2004) and to emotions-as-frames 
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 MiG = micro-group, the Muslim refugees; MezG = mezzo-group, countries that accept Christian refugees; MaG = 

macro-group, countries that accept Muslim refugees; L = Legitimizing; DL = Delegitimizing  

 

https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6NDg5MThjMzA3MjI0MDAyMQ
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6NDg5MThjMzA3MjI0MDAyMQ


(Nabi, 2003; Jin, 2009; Kim &Cameron, 2011). As Figure 5 shows, the interaction among 

debaters (181 vertices) was very low (the graph density – 0,005). The highest in-degree value 

was 3 (apart from the value of 172 for the Debating Europe) whereas the highest out-degree 

value was 4. These values show that debaters did not respond to each other and that they 

preferred to express their opinions directly to the Debating Europe platform, thus choosing the 

platform as a non-respondent debater. There were formed nine groups by cluster. The team 

researchers chose four groups for their qualitative content analysis.  

 

 

Figure 5. Interaction among e-debaters 

 (“Has the refugee crisis damaged the trust in the European project?”) 

 

Three frames were the most salient: “bad politicians” frame (anger-inducing comments 

targeted towards self-centered politicians); “untrustful EU” frame (anger-inducing comments 

targeted towards the undemocratic and corrupted EU); “the nation” frame (the polarization 

between – nations as victims of the EU project versus excessive nationalism). The results (QDA 

miner) are available at:  



https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb

2NpdGl8Z3g6Nzc4MjMwMWU2ZmIyMmMzOQ 

Using Coombs & Holladay’s (2004) factors that affect the attribution of responsibility, 

Cristina Coman and Alexandra Bardan analysed the e-debaters’ comments in the four groups and 

determined that the crisis is attributed to the EU and not to the refugees. The EU is perceived as 

guilty, the organization having a history of crises (stable cause factor), the crisis is not controlled 

by factors outside the EU (weak external control) and the crisis has deep roots in the EU (strong 

internal control). The study showed that citizens posting and interacting on the groups under 

analysis do not talk about the refugee crisis but about the EU crisis. The main frame is “EU 

crisis”, however identified as a crisis of confidence in the political class, hence the attribution of 

crisis - “EU is guilty”. 

 

 Visual accounts to the refugee crisis (see footnote 17).  

In her study, Alexandra Bardan used as research corpus the debates published between 2011 

and 2015, meaning more than 600 debate topics. For the configuration of the corpus, the site's 

search function was used, by turn, for two keywords: “responsibility” and “economic crisis”, 

ruling out the results pointing to debates published after December 2015. For “responsibility” the 

inquiry brought 49 results, while for “economic crisis” there were 58 results. 

The aim was to evaluate the pertinence of two generic frames, “attribution of responsibility” 

and “economic consequences”, for a visual framing analysis of the visual content published on 

the “Debating Europe” platform between 2011 and 2015, using a two-fold approach. The first 

one (a socio-semiotic visual analysis, Gervereau, 2004) considered the visual representation of 

the two frames, but the sampling process based on keyword search resulted in a corpus that 

lacked representative and exhaustive data. The second approach assessed the extent to which the 

two frames could be expressed within visual frames, using a methodology established in textual 

analysis. Although the application of Semetko and Valkenburg’s framing items (2000) yielded 

acceptable results, the case study showed, in fact, several limits of the coding process: the 

necessity of additional content analytic variables, opening also an interrogation on the text-image 

dialectics in visual communication and text versus image effects (Boomgaarden, Boukes, & 

Iorgoveanu, 2016).   

https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6Nzc4MjMwMWU2ZmIyMmMzOQ
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6Nzc4MjMwMWU2ZmIyMmMzOQ


For the “economic consequences” frame, each coder clustered a corpus of 58 units of 

analysis. From a quantitative viewpoint, the coders assigned a fairly similar number of units for 

each question, while the “No category” cluster gathered also a 10.17% of the units analyzed. The 

question pointing to a reference to “economic consequences of pursuing or not pursuing a course 

of action” scored the highest number of units, as well as the highest level of inter-coder 

agreement (0.55). For the “attribution of responsibility” frame, the corpus contained 49 units of 

analysis. The question related to the “suggestions of solution(s) to the issue/problem” scored the 

highest numbers, both in terms of image coding and level of inter-coder agreement (0.50). Given 

more coding questions and explicit interrogations, the inter-coder agreement for the “attribution 

of responsibility” frame was expected to be superior as compared to the “economic 

consequences” frame.  

Even though Alexandra Bardan’s study is based on a convenience corpus, and furthermore 

acknowledged several limitations, she estimates that the visual framing approach developed in 

her study provides valuable insights on the multitude of aspects to consider when elaborating the 

coding process of visual content.  

In their study (Picturing Europe’s Refugee Crisis. Visual Framing of (Re)bordering Issues, 

see footnote 17b), Camelia Cmeciu, Cristina Coman and Alexandra Bardan used as their 

research corpus the images used for the “Europe’s refugee crisis” themed debate on the 

‘Debating Europe’ platform. The team members tried to identify the types of the roles of the 

participants depicted; to determine the communication strategies and the (re)bordering issues 

used to (de)legitimate these represented participants; and to identify the types of emotions used 

by the European organizations to visually frame the refugee crisis. Starting from various coding 

schemes included in the studies of the news coverage of refugee crisis (Dauphinée, 2007; Parry, 

2010; Fahmy & Neumann, 2012; Bleiker et al., 2013; Pantti, 2013; Greenwood & Jenkins, 

2015), from Sommer et al.’s communication strategies (2014) and from emotions-as-frames 

(Nabi, 2003), the team members used a qualitative content analysis (QDA miner). Some of the 

findings revealed that the roles depicted focused on victims, demonstrators, helpers, negotiators 

and belligerents. In most of the images victims are illustrated either as small groups (women 

carrying children) or as large groups (male young adults). Correlated with the age, gender and 

group size, the communication strategies revealed that refugees are visually framed as 

participants who ‘request from others’ to help them and to open the borders, thus legitimating the 



EU countries as sources of power. ‘Credit granting’ was used to frame the participants aiding the 

refugees, the ‘admitting mistakes’ strategy is used to illustrate the EU citizens taking part in pro-

refugee demonstrations, whereas the ‘blame shifting’ strategy targeted those participants who 

blamed the EU for its actions. Ignoring the issue of conflict within the re-bordering topic, the 

European organizations which started this online platform visually frame the refugee crisis as a 

cross-border cooperation, emphasizing the issues of humanitarian protection and negotiation 

through a trust-as-frame. The victims were not depicted as a transnational threat but rather as 

embodiments of anxiety and sadness which might eventually stir compassion. Anger and disgust 

were two emotion-as-frames used to depict the demonstrators who made a plea for opening the 

borders. The results (QDA miner) are available at:  

https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb

2NpdGl8Z3g6Nzc4MjMwMWU2ZmIyMmMzOQ 

 

D. New aspects of development of a networking Europe 

Organizations 2.0, whether  we talk about companies, political parties, national public institutions 

or European institutions, should, on the one hand, allow a collaborative construction of knowledge 

where citizens/consumers/ clients are significant prosumers of information and, on the other hand, 

select those online instruments which allow not only informing, but participating, sharing, mobilizing 

and interactivity as well. The project team organized the international workshop ‘e-connecting 

Europe’ in October. This international workshop aimed to bring together researchers and 

professionals presenting a broad variety of approaches to the ways in which organizations 2.0 

have succeeded in engaging and empowering citizens/consumers/clients in their online 

communication.  

The workshop took place at the European Public Space in Bucharest. The participants were 

both researchers from universities (University of Bucharest, Usak University, and University of 

Lodz) and practitioners (communication specialists at the Institute for Digital Government and 

journalists specialized on EU Affairs – Regio and European Journalism Observatory).  

 Andreea Hanganu (Institute for Digital Government) presented the potential of the Internet to 

create more accessible ways for citizens to contribute to the decision-making process and to 

implement innovative concepts for democratic and civic engagement. She provided insights into the 

profile of online users and their understanding of participation in a digital context.  She also 

https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6Nzc4MjMwMWU2ZmIyMmMzOQ
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlZXVyb2NpdGl8Z3g6Nzc4MjMwMWU2ZmIyMmMzOQ
http://eeurociti.fjsc.unibuc.ro/events/2016-workshop
http://eeurociti.fjsc.unibuc.ro/events/2016-workshop


discussed the challenges in implementing mechanisms, such as participatory budgeting or public 

consultations via social media networks and provided best practices from “digitally-native” countries 

which created and successfully practiced online democracy.  Bogdan Munteanu (Foreign and EU 

Affairs Journalist) explained the European Citizens' Initiative (ECI), as stipulated by the Treaty of 

Lisbon and described by Regulation 211/2011. Bogdan Munteanu claimed that EU citizens have 

been eager to embrace this participatory democracy tool, yet he considers that they may feel 

disappointed that the European Commission is not legally bound to actually propose legislation, only 

to answer to the petitioners. 

 Three main sections of the ‘e-connecting Europe’ were:   

 Online Communication Tools and Strategies of (EU) Citizens' Empowerment. The 

researchers presented various digital tools that may enable citizens’ participation. The team 

members provided insights into the e-debaters’ comments on Brexit, Greekxit and refugee crisis 

(see C.3. (De)legitimation of crisis situations in this report) on the ‘Debating Europe’ platform, 

whereas Demet Gencer-Kasap chose for her research a Web-based forum, a social networking site, 

and a 3D virtual world. The findings of the quantitative content analysis and survey suggest that 

instead of actions that are oriented toward the common good, competitive actions directed towards 

success are more commonly observed. Demet Gencer-Kasap considers that although it is difficult to 

say which media is more qualified to support deliberative public discussions, the Web-based forum 

stands out in terms of justification and reciprocity principles, whereas the 3D virtual environment 

Second Life stands out in terms of discursive equality, reciprocity, and respect. 

 e-Communication of European Union. The three studies in this section focused on 

political communication, corporate social responsibility and the digital representation of 

European committees. Analysing the Facebook pages of Romanian politicians during the 2014 

euro-parliamentary elections, Antonio Momoc investigated the induced messages and the image that 

the candidates have promoted on their personal accounts. He established the extent to which the 

messages of the mainstream parties and of the outsiders have promoted European Union values (such 

as solidarity, subsidiarity, supremacy of the communitarian law over the national law) or nationalist 

values (autochthonism, isolationism, ethnic or religious exclusivism). The purpose of Dragos 

Dehelean’s paper was to examine the extent of the non-financial, social and environmental disclosure 

by the Romanian Public-Interest Companies, as defined in the Directive 95/2014/EU, and to 

elaborate on the maturity level of CSR reporting in Romania. Tommaso Trillò’s paper aimed to 



present a comparative case study analysis of how two different EU-related bodies, the European 

Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE) and the Committee on Women's Rights and Gender Equality of 

the European Parliament (FEMM Committee), participated in the discursive construction of ‘gender 

equality’ as a fundamental European value through their Facebook pages. 

 Media Framings of EU Issues. The researchers from the University of Bucharest provided 

insights into two sensitive issues: Brexit and corruption. Natalia Milewski’s study on corruption 

in EU media is part within the working package Media and Corruption, developed under the 

international project Anti-Corruption Policies Revisited. In her presentation she pointed out that  

corruption representations are country based, for example the major focus on political corruption and 

corruption in public administration featuring the newspapers in Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Romania and 

Slovakia and being dependent on the closer relationship that ties together news media and politics in 

these countries. The other two studies in this section were carried out by three FJSC researchers who 

activate as journalists in the project European Journalism Observatory. Antonia Matei and Oscar 

Stanciulescu conducted a content analysis of the articles about Brexit published in the print editions 

of three daily newspapers in Romania. One important finding showed that Brexit brought to the 

surface some of the most important problems that the European Union faces right now. Crisis 

situations stir emotions both in journalists’ newspaper articles and in publics’ comments, this is what 

Ana-Maria Neagu highlighted in her study on the mediatization of emotions throughout Brexit. The 

researcher showed through her quantitative and qualitative content analysis, that the emotions 

involved in the Brexit scenario moved from the journalistic discourse to the online public sphere, 

adapted and continued to grow in a more immediate and intertwined communication between 

journalists and their publics.  

The studies presented during the e-Connecting Europe workshop will be published in a book 

during the last stage of the research project in 2017. 

 

Assoc. Prof. Camelia Cmeciu 
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