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Abstract: The European Union (EU) was founded to promote peace, prosperity and other values between an
increasing number of member states (European Commission, 2001). However, Brexit has activated a reputation
crisis that reinforces Euroscepticism (Borzel; Risse, 2018). The objective of the study is to identify the differences
in the semantic construction and thematic framing of the European Commission during a two-year period,
previous to Brexit and after Brexit, on a sample of 4827 tweets posted by the European Commission. Findings
show that in the period before Brexit, the EU is presented as an abstract political body, highly informative on
major crisis, and reactively framing messages with values responsibility and solidarity. After Brexit, the EC
adapted its communication strategy to foster a sense of belonging to the EU by underlining a common
transnational European identity. These results show that EU is using Twitter strategically, and their
communications as well as framings, values and lexicon have been different before and after Brexit on Twitter.
This might apply to other channels as well.
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Introduction
The European Union (EU) was founded to promote peace, prosperity, equality, rule of law,

security, democracy, human dignity and human rights and freedom, between an increasing number
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of member states (European Commission, 2001). This endeavour merited the peace Nobel Prize
in 2012. However, the EU is losing public support, mainly from European citizens, moving away
from a “permissive consensus” to a “constraining dissensus” (Hooghe; Marks, 2009). The loss of
public support is due to several economic, political and human factors such as the denial of the
European constitution by France in 2005, the 2008 financial crisis, the ongoing refugee crisis or
the Brexit (Bossetta et al., 2017; Guerra and Serricchio, 2014; Postelnicescu, 2016). These
important factors reinforce the so-called Euroscepticism (Borzel and Risse, 2018; Guerra and
Serricchio, 2014; Sojka and Vazquez, 2014) as opposed to Eurooptimism (Otero, 2013). This
phenomenon implies an increasing public criticism to the EU, apathy and distrust towards national
and EU institutions and a general drop in public support for the EU - “a genuine threat to European
identity” (Krastev, 2017, p. 128).

This study focuses on the reputation crisis raised by the so-called Brexit, this is, the withdraw
of the United Kingdom (UK) as a member state from the EU by activating article 50 of the EU
treaty after holding a referendum on June 23™, 2016. The referendum was won by those in favour
of leaving the EU, an exit fully completed by January 1% 2021(Hunt and Wheeler, 2016). “Brexit”
has activated a “crisis of identity” (Navracsics, 2016) since it symbolized a change of trend in the
EU’s institutional structure, weakened the values of unity and concord, and put a threat on the
EU’s reputation (Caiani and Guerra, 2017; Galpin and Trenz, 2017). The EU communication,
communication strategy and policies are facing ever since a challenge to uphold or redefine a
consistent and strong European identity as well as manage the image and reputation of the new EU
27 under the scrutiny of today’s public sphere.

The European Commission (EC) is the executive power or government of the EU political
system (Kostadinova, 2017). It oversees the implementation of democratic and human rights
policies (Youngs, 2004) and can be described as pro-European technocratic body being in favour
of the continued existence of the EU laying stress on promoting European identity within the EU
(European Commission, 2001).

During the celebration of the 60" anniversary of the Treaties of Rome (European Commission,
2017), the president of the EC at that time Jean-Claude Juncker stated: “[...] it is time for a united
Europe of 27 to shape a vision of its future”, and suggested therewith that the remaining 27 states
of Europe have to act jointly to secure its future existence” Formerly, the EC had put in a 2001

whitepaper that the Commission shall foster a sense of belonging through networks. Up to that
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moment, the Commission had plainly failed in giving access to information and communicating
with “simple” citizens (Schlesinger, 1999; Meyer, 2002; Coenen, 2005). For instance, some
authors have reported important inconsistencies on how the European identity is built in national
TV news in France, Italy and the UK (Bayley and Williams, 2012; Bayley and Giuliani; 2012;
Keulman and Koo6s, 2014; Thornborrow, Haarman and Duguid, 2012).

As part of the new communication strategy, the EU Commission created profiles in the social
media channels YoutTube, Google+, Linkedin, Facebook and Twitter. Twitter is being used
intensively to build and maintain the image of organizations and political actors (Heft, Wittwer
and Pfetsch, 2017; Parmelee and Bichard, 2011). Twitter can be used, potentially, to implement
an interactive online community (Grunig, 2009), similar to a two-way symmetrical model.

Framing, in social communication, consists in the selection of “some aspects of a reality and
make them more salient in a communication”, in order “to promote a particular problem definition,
causal interpretation, moral evaluation and/or treatment recommendation” (Entman, 1993).
Although Entman exposed the need to use a single and unique methodology, D’ Angelo defended
a multiparadigmatic view (cognitive, constructionist and critical) (D’ Angelo, 2002).

Frames can be studied from the point of view of the media or their publics , and as dependent
or independent variables (Scheufele, 1999). Research might as well as focus on selection,
emphasis, and presentation (van Goorp, 2006) distinguishing between the event, related media and
the frames. Framing has been proved to provoke different decisions with the same information
(Kahneman and Tversky, 1984) and it operates as a form of metacommunication (Hallahan, 2008).

From the strategical communication viewpoint, organisations and political actors can conduct
a one-way or a two-way communication; symmetrical or asymmetrical (Grunig, Hunt, 1984).
Implementing social networks as part of the communication strategy, the EC has made a move
from a potentially one-way asymmetrical model (Fawkes and Moloney, 2008) (Propaganda or
Public Information models), towards a potential two-way symmetrical model, more persuasive and
interactive (Grunig and Hunt, 1984; Grunig, 2009).

On these grounds, did the EC adapt its communication strategies on Twitter after Brexit? The
promotion of a sense of belonging and the transmission of the European identity entails the
dissemination of political and social values upon which European citizens can recognize

themselves as a “we” (Keulman and Kods, 2014; Risse, 2010; Cerutti, 2008). The aim of this study
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is to find differences in the semantic construction and thematic framing of the European

Commission before and after Brexit.

Semantics and Frames of the European Commission on Twitter

Politicians and political parties are using social media as relevant communication tools
(Colleoni, Rozza and Arvidsson, 2014; Frame and Brachotte, 2015; Goldbeck, Grimes and Rogers,
2010; Jungherr, 2014; Stieglitz and Dang-Xuan, 2012). Particularly, Twitter is widely recognized
by researchers as a central online space for political engagement (Bossetta et al., 2017; Colleoni,
Rozza and Arvidsson, 2014; Heft, Wittwer and Pfetsch, 2017; Parmelee and Bichard, 2011; Trillo,
2017), as well as a paramount channel for news consumption (Brown, 2013; Kim, 2016),
especially political news stories. However, most studies on Twitter focus on a single country
(Casero-Ripollés, 2018). A remarkable exception is Trillo’s work (2017) on how the EU
Commission developed the Twitter anti-violence campaign #SayNoStopVAW by using tweets and
hashtags as channels for claims and slogans dissemination. However, research on how Twitter is
used transnationally to communicate with publics in times of reputation threat or crisis is scarce
up to date. Taking Brexit’s turning point as the start of a serious ongoing crisis of reputation
(Coombs, 2007), and giving the importance of verbal messages in political communication, we
explore differences in the words and frames used by the EU Commission to represent the European

identity in Twitter messages:

RQ1: Which words did the EU Commission use most frequently one year before and one year
after Brexit fo foster European-ness?

Since Brexit is an identity crisis for the EU government (Navracsics, 2016), academic literature
discussing European identity refers to the term European-ness and the creation of a set of political
and social values in which European citizens recognize themselves as a “we” (Keulman and Kods,
2014; Risse, 2010; Cerutti, 2008). Studies about cognitive interdependence showed that an intense
use of co-reference pronouns (we and us) creates commitment (Agnew et al., 1998), increases a
perception of closeness and enhances inclusiveness (Fitzsimons and Kay, 2004) together with
direct addressing (you or your) of the reader creating closeness and solidarity (Brown and Gilman,
1960). Although the construction of the European identity is beyond the scope of this study, the

use of these pronouns could indicate a more inclusive communication strategy (from a Public
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Information model towards a Persuasive model). Since the matter is a reputation threat to the

European identity, we hypothesize that:

H1: The amount of co-reference and singular pronouns in the EU Commission tweets has
increased after Brexit.

In addition, the EU Commission may set the grounds for this in-group feeling by interacting
and fostering debate on Europeanization, on questions of common concern and by calling different
nationalities for dialogue and participation (Bjornehed and Erikson, 2018; Risse, 2010). For doing
so, the EU Commission may also use metaphors, stylistic elements, personal tone, call-to-actions,
or the use of different languages and concise hashtags to raise user engagement. A greater use of
all these discursive elements can trigger the recipient’s emotions and raise self-identification
(Risse, 2010; Solis and Breakenridge, 2009; Supovitz and Reinkordt, 2017). This study explores

some qualitative differences in the use of specific discursive elements:

RQ2: What type of language and discursive elements was the EC using before and after Brexit?

Thirdly, frames can be understood as “persistent patterns of cognition, interpretation, and
presentation of selection, emphasis, and exclusion by which symbol handlers routinely organize
discourse, whether verbal or visual” (Gitlin, 1980 p. 7). Thus, frames facilitate people to “locate,
perceive, identify, and label” the circulating information around them (Goffman, 1974 p. 21).
According to Iyengar (1991 p. 11), framing consists of the “subtle selection of certain aspects of
an issue by the media to make them more important and thus to emphasize a particular cause of
some phenomena”.

The use of frames can foster the publics’ sense of belonging and build on the organization’s
image in the public sphere (Hogg and Reid, 2006; Hornsey, 2008). Guerra and Serricchio define
European identity as “a form of political and social identification” (2014: 278). Keulman and Kods
expand the term to a “new sense of collective self-identification” (2014: 19). Formerly, collective
identity had been conceptualized as the cohesive element that keeps a political system together
and serves as a precondition for its long-term durability (Almond and Verba, 1963; Easton, 1965).

In the case of the European identity, authors have found four main frames in EU messages:
values (Brewer and Gross, 2005; Halman, Sieben and vanZundert, 2014; Keulman and Kods,

2014), collectivism (Almond and Verba, 1963; Easton, 1965; Keulman and Koos, 2014), unified
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community (Kennedy, 2013; McCormick, 2010) and cultural diversity (Cerutti, 2008; Risse,
2010). Twitter can thus have “a profound effect on [framing the] political debate and public
opinion” (Caiani and Guerra, 2017: 7), especially if connected with positive, negative or rather

neutral events:

RQ3: Which frames were used in the EC tweets to depict European identity one year before
and after Brexit? What type of messages -positive, negative or neutral, are those frames applied
to?

Finally, this article discusses how differences in the words, discursive elements and frames
used by the EC after Brexit may be indicative of the crisis response strategy applied in Twitter (if
any) in this reputation threat. In this regard, the classical Situational Crisis Communication
Theory (Coombs, 2007) formulated two categories of response strategies, denying responses
(attack the accuser, explicit deny, scapegoat, excuse, justification, compensation or apology) or

bolstering strategies (reminder, ingratiation and victimage).

Method and sample

The Twitter profile @EU_Commission was analysed one year before and after the Brexit
turning point. The European Commission’s social media team was contacted and kindly provided
the 4.827 xlsx exported Tweets within the period of 2 years from 22" June 2015 until 22nd June
2017; pre-Brexit from 22" June 2015 to 22" June 2016 (2.311 Tweets) and post-Brexit from 23
June 2016 to 22" June 2017, totalling 2.401 Tweets.

This research presents a mixed method design in two phases: a lexicometry-semantic analysis
on the one hand, and a framing analysis of tweets, on the other. The first phase consisted in a
content analysis of the two samples to compare between the most frequently occurring words, in
order to respond to the first research question and the hypothesis. These words were categorized
as referring to three fields: democratic, social and political field; economics and money field; or
co-reference and singular pronouns connected with the European affairs.

The second phase of the data analysis was the framing analysis, to answer to the second and
third research questions. The most common frames depicting European identity were coded with
the help of the MAXQDA software. We applied an open coding process (Neuman, 2003), starting

with the four frames identified in the literature: values, collectivism, unified community and
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cultural diversity (Keulman and Koos, 2014; Kennedy, 2013; McCormick, 2010); as well as the
words resulting from the analysis of lexicometry. Firstly, in order to assign tweets to these four
categories, we build semantic trees based on the definition of these categories: the category values
refer to democracy, social rights and equality; collectivism refers to the community with
keywords such as common or shared; a unified community can be expressed with keywords such
as united or together; and cultural diversity refers to different cultures, habits, traditions and the
reference or use of different languages.

Secondly, the most frequently used words are grouped in themes to build larger categories as
potential frames. The four a-priori frames (deductive method) along with the a-posteriori thematic
categories of the keywords from the analysis of lexicometry (inductive method) are redefined in
larger units from either merging existing units or slightly modifying the former ones, until all
tweets before and after Brexit can be classified. The words, hashtags and discursive elements used
by the EC are annotated (Heft, Wittwer and Pfetsch, 2017); tweets are categorized as connected
with positive, negative or neutral events and cross-categorized with frames (Maheswaran and
Meyers-Levy, 1990; McLeod and Detenber, 1999; Schuck and de Vreese, 2006). Cohen's k was
run to determine if there was agreement between two coders of a subsample of the tweets. The
results show a moderately strong agreement between the two coders, with k¥ =.749, p =.000.

Finally, we conducted a chi-square test to determine whether the difference in the word and

frames frequencies before and after Brexit was statistically significant.

Results

This research has performed an analysis of lexicometry (to respond to RQ1 and H1) and a
framing analysis (to respond to RQ2 and RQ3). Firstly, the analysis of lexicometry compares the
use of words by the EC in two semantic fields before and after Brexit.

In general, the EC did apply a different communication strategy after Brexit to engage with
their publics, as the chi-square test showed that the quantitative difference in word frequencies
before and after Brexit was statistically significant (p<.001). These differences are clear in both
the democratic, social and political values field and the Economic and Money field (see Table 1).
In the pre-Brexit period, main keywords are support, solidarity, humanitarian, rights, safety and
security, which are semantically connected with crisis, as it will be subsequently seen. In the post-

Brexit period, apart from keeping solidarity, keywords change substantially: peace, future of
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Europe, stronger, united, our citizens. Concerning the economics and monetary field, keywords

are maintained after Brexit although with a much lower frequency.

Table 1. Most frequent words pre- & post-Brexit

Democratic, social & political values

Economics & money

Pre-Brexit Support (36) Investment (113)
Solidarity (20) Energy (37)
Humanitarian (19) Sustainable (29)
Rights (18) Development (20)
Safety (11) EU funds
Security (11) Jobs (18)
Responsibility (11) Trade (16)
EU data protection (6) Economic & Monetary Union (7)
EU law (5) Roaming (6)
Freedom (3) Economic growth (3)
Peace (2)
Equality (2)
Our citizens (2)

Post-Brexit Solidarity (25) Investment (73)
Peace (24) Trade (32)
Future of Europe (14) Sustainable (24)
Stronger (12) Innovation/defence (14)
United (12) EU rules (8)
Our citizens (10) Economic growth (4)
Democracy (8) Low-carbon emissions (3)
Unity (6)
Freedom (5)
Security (5)
Equality (4)
Common values (4)
Collective (2)
Data protection (2)
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As shown in Figure 1, before Brexit the economics & money category clearly dominates over
democratic, social & political values (249 and 120 words each). After Brexit, both fields are
equalized as the former has a 36.6% decrease (158) and the latter maintains the amount of words
(110). Regarding the use of co-reference and singular pronouns, there is a great increase (46%) in
the use those after Brexit (423 pre-Brexit and 784 post-Brexit). Particularly, the words we (158)
and our (100) appeared more often than you (78) and your (70), and specially us (17), in the pre-
Brexit period; in the post-Brexit years, the tweets analysed maintain the same order but doubling

these figures for all pronouns: we (301), our (207), you (122), your (117) and us (37).

Figure 1. Analysis of lexicometry pre- & post-Brexit.
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Secondly, we will present the results of the framing analysis. First, the framing analysis
resulted in the identification of 5 frames concerning the European identity during the pre-Brexit
period (see Table 2, “Refugee crisis category” being the 5th of them). These frames were made
salient 116 times. Two main events —both negative- were framed: the refugee crisis was framed 35
times (30%), mostly by either highlighting the EU as a collective and strong Union (18) or as
support (8); and terrorism —terrorist attacks in Paris, Brussels, Manchester and London, framed
18 times (15%), with a variety of frames: defence & preservation, common problems, or

responsibility & solidarity. The rest of the times (63), the five frames were applied to neutral
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events, especially the support frame. The chi-square test shows that the quantitative difference in
frames appearing before and after Brexit is statistically significant (p<.001).

As for the hashtags, the EU Commission gives great importance to the involvement of the
online community in ongoing EU activities and political decisions by using the call-to-actions (e.g.
“Have your say”) or questions aiming at the engagement with the online community (What is your
experience using your #EU rights?, to engage and answer a questionnaire). Hashtags
#PublicConsultation and #EUHave Y ourSay are used to address directly the audience and to launch
polls. Regarding the messages, they were not very engaging if related with terrorism (“Terrorists
want to destroy our way of living together. We need to defend our values™) or the refugee crisis
(“We are taking decisive action on the refugee crisis” or "Our response to the refugee crisis will
shape our history"). Finally, a personalized tone of voice was recognizable as for example at New
Year’s Eve season wishing or climate change as an opportunity to showcase EU’s cultural
background (“How do you say ‘United for Climate’ in your language?”). Tweets were published
in Greek, French, German and English. Regarding the neutral events, the Commission phrased its
goals in terms of citizens’ attachment with EU institutions and commitment to build a strong
future; and the EU citizens were given special importance and were described as the EU’s co-
designers: “Step by step Europe will solve problem collectively” or “We have the deal. Now we

need to make it real”.

Table 2. Frames in Twitter used by the EU pre- & post-Brexit.

Events Frames

Pre-Brexit -Refugee crisis -Support (humanitarian and financing) (8)

-Defence & preservation (1)
-EU as strong Union (18)
-Common problems/values/ rights (2)
-Responsibility & solidarity (6)

-Terrorism -Defence & preservation (6)
-EU as strong Union (3)
-Common problems/values/ rights (2)
-Responsibility & solidarity (7)

-Neutral -Support (humanitarian and financing) (30)

125



ONLINE JOURNAL MODELLING THE NEW EUROPE
NO. 35/ 2021

-Defence & preservation (11)
-EU as strong Union (14)
-Responsibility & solidarity (8)

Post-Brexit  -60 years treaty of Rome

-Brexit

-Neutral

-Values (8)
-The European values (3)
-Common dreams, visions, values & attitudes (3)
-Meaning of being European (2)
-Unity (3)
-Unifying EU (1)
-Unity in Diversity (2)
-Strong future of EU (2)
-EU’s history (1)
-Relationship of EU & citizens (1)
-Importance of EU integration & reforms (2)
-EUR as common symbol (1)
-Values (26)
-The European values (17)
-Common dreams, visions, values & attitudes (6)
-Meaning of being European (3)
-Unity (19)
-Unifying EU (14)
-Unity in Diversity (5)
-Strong future of EU (11)
-Citizens as EU’s co-designers (7)
-Importance of EU integration & reforms (6)
-Advantages of the EU (5)
-EU’s history (5)
-Relationship of EU & citizens (4)
-EUR as common symbol (2)

During the post-Brexit period, the framing analysis resulted in the identification of 9 frames

concerning the European identity (see Table 2, “Neutral category” being the 9th of them), with

two macro frames -values and unity- that present some subframes. These 9 frames were made
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salient 104 times. Two main events, one positive and the other negative, were framed: the 60 years
treaty of Rome was framed 16 times (15%), applying 5 out of the 9 frames; and Brexit was framed
2 times only by referring to the importance of the EU integration & reforms (2) and the euro as a
common symbol (1). The rest of times (85, 82%), these 9 frames were all applied to neutral events,
especially European values, unifying the EU or a strong future. Apart from Brexit, which was
almost ignored, the EU Commission also engaged in transmitting what being Europe means and
what the EU stands for during the post-Brexit era.

In general, in the post-Brexit period, the EU used Twitter to engage users by applying
influencers’ strategies and a metaphorical language in both hashtags and messages. Many calls-to-
action were utilized (“your voice matters”), questions were posed and feedback was required on
EU implementations to involve the online community and foster dialogue (#Eudialogues,
#EUHaveYourSay, #Connectivity) and the European dignity (#ThisIsTheEU, #FutureofEurope).
The Commission also tried to explain what must be avoided, cannot be supported or goes against
EU values (#Turkey - "No country can become member of the EU if it introduces the death
penalty"). Additionally, metaphors like the comparison of the EU with marriage or “Build bridges,
not walls” as well as expressions like “Europe means peace” depict Europe and reflect the
importance and meaning of the EU in both a covert and direct way. Stylistic elements like
repetitions were used (“Not fair, not sustainable, not acceptable™). Moreover, the Commission used
a celebrity once, the German football player Philipp Lahm ("I feel European" says @philipplahm),
to increase self-identification. Furthermore, audience engagement was stimulated through a GIF
(about EU’s history and current actions) and blog post competitions. Tweets were published in
Italian, English, Spanish, French and Hungarian. Finally, during the post-Brexit period, European
identity was increasingly connected with positive events (16 times post-Brexit against 0 pre-

Brexit) or neutral events (85 against 63) (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Valence of events as connected with frames pre-Brexit & post-Brexit.
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Discussion

In response to RQ1 (Which words did the EU Commission use most frequently one year before
and one year after Brexit to foster European-ness?), words belonging to the field of economics &
money occurred more than twice as much as words expressing values in the pre-Brexit period.
Hence, before Brexit, the EU Commission mainly addressed topics related to economic issues and
primarily made use of Twitter as an informative channel to update the publics about ongoing
activities and commitments of the EU (Gilpin, 2011). This suggests that European-ness was only
slightly fostered before Brexit and that the most used words depicted the EU as a bureaucratic and
abstract political body.

By contrast, during the post-Brexit era, findings reveal that the EU Commission aimed at
creating a unified community (Kennedy, 2013; McCormick, 2010) because important “pillars” of
the European identity (European Commission, 2001) were transmitted in the form of words such
as “solidarity”, “peace”, “democracy”, “freedom”, “security” and “equality”, which individuals
can easily identify with (Keulman and Koo6s, 2014; Halman et al., 2014). Moreover, the words
“collective”, “common values”, “our citizens” and “united”, as well as “unity”, create European

identity because they relate to collectivism, a commonly shared value and EU unity. The

transmission of values through language fosters Europeanness across members. This is essential
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for the formation of European identity and the related sense of belonging to the EU that should
first be evoked in individuals to enable consequently their self-definition as part of the EU
collective (Cerutti, 2008).

In addition, H1 is confirmed (The amount of co-reference and singular pronouns in the EU
Commission tweets has increased after Brexit), as there is indeed a great increase in the use of co-
reference and singular pronouns after Brexit, which adds to the strategy of building a sense of
belonging through language, especially the pronoun we. In response to RQ2 (What type of
language and discursive elements was the EU Commission using before and after Brexit?),
findings show a great variety use of call-to-actions, user engagement, concise hashtags and
different European languages, as well as more personal tone and stylistic or rhetoric messages
after-Brexit than before Brexit. This is in line with the need to build a European virtual space
(Parmelee and Bichard, 2011) and the Europeanization as a public online sphere to debate
questions of common concern (Risse, 2010).

Thus, after Brexit, the EU Commission attempted to strongly construct European-ness through
the frequent use of co-reference and singular pronouns creating self-definition, commitment,
solidarity, inclusiveness and a perception of closeness to the EU (Agnew ef al., 1998; Fitzsimons
and Kay, 2004), as well as through the reduced implementation of words referring to the EU as a
political and abstract body, but referring to it as a social construct. The words used after-Brexit are
in line with Juncker’s (2017) statement after Brexit “[...] it is time for a united Europe of 27 to
shape a vision of its future” and demonstrates that the EC transmits this mission on Twitter. After
Brexit, the EU is depicted as a united community characterized by different cultures (Turner,
1975). By self-identifying with each nation, the Commission aims to simultaneously raise self-
identification with the EU (Halman ez al., 2014; Risse, 2010; Cerutti, 2008).

In response to RQ3 (Which frames were used in the EU Commission tweets to depict European
identity one year before and after Brexit? What type of messages, positive, negative or neutral, are
those frames applied to?), the framing analysis plainly shows a turn from reactive, defensive, non-
European values in the pre-Brexit era (dominated by values responsibility and solidarity mainly,
but also financing, humanitarian, union or rights) to a neat proactive European values (human
rights, peace, equality...) (European Commission, 2001), but also dreams and visions, attitudes,
bridges, symbols, diversity and history (Brewer and Gross, 2005). Whereas the pre-Brexit period

tweets were framing negative events such as the Paris attacks or the refugee’s crisis, the post-
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Brexit period tweets were framing positive or neutral events such as Anniversary of the Treaty of
Rome or the representation of nations and cultures.

Particularly, the EU’s Unity frame builds on the national and European identities are part of a
larger Socio-Territorial Identity Complex frame (Keulman and Kods, 2014). This is a strategic
indicator that EU Commission’s strategy was not to be seen as a threat to national identities
(Cerutti, 2008), but as inclusive body with a Genuine Political Entity frame (Duchesne and
Frognier, 1998). Also, by highlighting the importance of reforms and referring to the EU’s future,
it becomes evident that the EU Commission focuses on the transmission of Europe’s continuation
and solutions to it after Brexit (Jora, 2018). Finally, the EU’s future frame is built with references
to common symbols such as the Euro currency, or the practical advantages of the EU. In general,
the EC framed the Brexit three times only: to show the importance of reforms and the common
market, with no reference to the crisis or reputation threat or minimizing the effects -justification
response strategy (Coombs, 2007). Rather, the EC took advantage of many other issues and topics

to ingratiate with European citizens with social, cultural, identity or rhetorical messages.

Conclusions

The aim of this research was to analyse the differences in the semantics and frames used by
the EU Commission Twitter during the pre- and post-Brexit era, as well as to see if we can identify,
in these differences, a more persuasive communication strategy. Brexit is taken as a turning point
in the EU history because it destabilized the perception of the EU in the public sphere (Jora, 2018),
hence comparison is used here as a case study to identify changes in the communication strategy
in reaction to a unique crisis. Since the EU Commission’s raison d’étre is to promote the EU as a
political construct and, as admitted publicly by top-level internal sources, its identity and unity are
under serious threat after Brexit, this work expected the EU Commission to use Twitter
strategically in order to manage a PR crisis of the European identity. The findings of the semantic
and framing analysis reinforce this assumption and report the specific semantics and frames
employed for that purpose.

In essence, the pre-Brexit semantic analysis showed that the EU Commission addressed more
topics related to economic issues than to democratic, social & political values and primarily made
use of Twitter as an informative channel to update the public about ongoing activities or crisis.

The technical presentation of the EU as a bureaucratic and abstract political body does not
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contribute to the EU citizens’ a sense of belonging since people cannot well identify with
information-based, political abstract bodies. Only when the very nature of the EU has been under
threat (Brexit crisis), has the EU been active in communication campaigns and moving towards a
more persuasive strategy via semantics and frames that are more unique of the European-ness.

Until the implementation of social networks, the Commission used a one-way communication
strategy, distributing public information to their publics (Fawkes and Moloney, 2008). Parting
from the results, we could argue that after Brexit the Twitter communication has been managed
from a Public Information Model.

In this research we found that there have been changes towards a more inclusive language,
using self-pronouns instead of an informative impersonal tone after the Brexit. Therefore, there
has been a slight move towards a two-way asymmetric model adopting a more persuasive strategy.

This strategy has brought lexical references in Twitter to the EU as a supranational system
based on fundamental values, and semantic constructions depicting the EU’s economic and
monetary characteristics. Moreover, after Brexit, co-reference and singular pronouns have been
used more intensively to raise collective sense and a perception of closeness to the EU (Agnew et
al., 1998; Fitzsimons and Kay, 2004; Brown and Gilman, 1960). The EU aims to have a clearer
identity and to empower EU citizens by highlighting the importance of unity in diversity.

This research may be insightful for the EU Commission itself as findings report levels of
consistency and news ideas within a long-term semantic and framed activity in Twitter (Caiani
and Guerra, 2017), which can extensively shape how the publics engage with European politics.
Nationalism can be curbed, and national differences be managed through Twitter by engaging with
different cultures, the big community network and key influencers.

The globalisation and immigration phenomena are challenging the traditional ways these
systems communicate and relate with publics. The communication of fundamental rights and
values has a threefold objective: to preserve democratic and social structures, to comprehend
different cultures and collectives, and to include them strategically as part of the (trans)’national’
identity building. This research is not without limitations. First, the definition of frames was part
of the content analysis, with some quantitative results but also mostly qualitatively-driven, so the
validity of measures (thematic frames) should be tested in other case studies —Twitter
communication of supranational institutions- and in longitudinal studies. Second, we did not

examine pictures, content of the inserted links, audience reach or engagement and connections.
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Finally, the inclusion of fake news and their distortion of the EU’s perception in the public sphere

was not considered.

In the future, it would be fruitful for the development of strategic and organizational

communication on transmitting identity, to conduct analyses on different supranational

organizations in different cultural settings.
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