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ABSTRACT: This paper analyses the long-term coverage (1990–2014) of German reunification by  
six German newspapers. Our quantitative content analysis shows how often the press covers the event, 
what the content of the coverage is, and how journalists evaluate the reunification process. As we 
have analysed newspapers of different locations, ranges, types, and editorial lines, we can see whether 
newspapers cover German reunification differently. Our analysis shows that the amount of coverage 
of reunification quickly decreases, and only a few articles are published prominently. The press reports 
on more differences between East and West Germany than similarities; about one third of the articles 
mentions problems and conflicts, although they become less important over time. All in all, positive 
evaluations of German reunification outweigh negative judgments and increase over time. We see 
evidence that the placement, content, and tone of coverage highly depends on the type, editorial line, 
range, and location of the newspapers.

KEYWORDS: German reunification, turnaround, press coverage, quantitative content analysis, time 
series.



INTRODUCTION

About 25 years ago, one of the most spectacular events in recent German history 
took place: on 3 October 1990, the partition of Germany into East and West officially 
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ended. Although millions of Germans were witnesses to Mikhail Gorbatchev’s Glas-
nost and Perestrojka policy, the peaceful demonstrations in the German Democratic 
Republic (GDR), the fall of the Berlin Wall, the collapse of the communist regime 
in Eastern Germany, and finally — and most importantly — the administrative 
reunification of both parts of the country, only a few people were personally ex-
posed to these events or had contact to leading figures who were involved in these 
processes. This is particularly true for most West German residents. For instance, 
while hundreds of thousands of people were on the spot when the Berlin Wall fell 
on 9 November 1989, millions of people were not. In sharp contrast to those who 
cheered the first people crossing the inner-German border, the vast majority was 
only able to follow this event through the media.

The media played an important role for German reunification, as this process 
was very complex and often turbulent. Therefore, it was quite difficult for citizens 
to keep track of what was going on. In this phase, the mass media provided impor- 
tant information to the public. But the media did not only play an important role 
in the past. It still has a significant impact by shaping the pictures in our heads 
about German reunification as a historic event (Früh et al., 2011). As temporal 
distance to the years of 1989/1990 increases, the media more and more determine 
what pieces of information are stored in our collective memory (Löser, 2013). In 
addition, for those too young to personally remember the occurrences during this 
time, the media play a major role in forming individual assessments of German 
reunification. In other words: the media probably affect what we think about when 
it comes to German reunification, they influence what pieces of information we 
use when we need to evaluate certain outcomes of or authorities involved in the 
reunification process, and they offer specific perspectives when we consider issues 
related to German reunification.

Although the consequences of the media’s coverage of German reunification 
for the public’s political knowledge, attitudes, and behaviour are not the subject of 
this paper, their potential impact still points to some important questions: What 
kind of information do the media provide to the public? How has the coverage 
changed over time? Are there differences between media outlets in covering Ger-
man reunification?

Based on a content analysis of six German newspapers over the course of 
25 years, we investigate the amount, the content, and the tone of the press coverage 
of the German reunification issue. Our data indicate that the coverage of this issue 
has dramatically declined over time. Although the evaluation of German reunifica-
tion is in general positive, reports on East–West differences outweigh articles that 
emphasise similarities. Furthermore, problems and conflicts are an important topic. 
As we find differences in the coverage of German reunification between the news-
papers, we also try to explain which factors affect the press’ view on this issue. Our 
finding is that the location, the range, the type, and the editorial line of a newspaper 
have a significant impact on the presentation and evaluation of this issue.
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Our study contributes to the state of research in several aspects. It adds new 
quantitative findings to an underexplored research topic in the sense that it illus-
trates how (1) the structure and (2) the tone of press coverage of the German re-
unification issue have changed over time, it shows (3) differences between news-
paper types, and it analyses (4) important factors that might influence the style 
of coverage in a multivariate manner (which is scarcely done in media content 
analyses).

MEDIA COVERAGE OF THE GERMAN REUNIFICATION ISSUE: PREVIOUS RESEARCH

A large body of research indicates that the media’s coverage of politics is able to 
influence individual perceptions about politics, political attitudes, and political be-
haviour — for example, agenda setting research, priming and framing (e.g., Maurer, 
2010; Scheufele & Tewskbury, 2007). Moreover, citizens often take media coverage 
as an indicator of public opinion. Hence, the mass media serve as a yardstick in 
order to find out which opinions are more popular than others (Noelle-Neumann, 
1983). Applying these arguments to the special case of German reunification, it 
can be expected that the mass media shape individual perceptions of and attitudes 
towards this event.

Interestingly enough, the question of how the media have covered German 
reunification has been the subject of only a very few empirical studies.1 The avail-
able research often consists of case studies based on a limited media set, a limited 
time frame, or a limited number of variables. Because the studies are quite hetero-
geneous, it is very difficult to compare their results and make statements about 
trends in media coverage. In total, only three studies are based on quantitative 
content analyses.2 First, the study of Löser (2013) includes 25 newspapers cover-
ing the twentieth anniversary of German reunification. His findings are based 
on a quantitative content analysis of almost 14,000 articles. He concludes that in 
2009 German reunification is an ‘unobtrusive issue’ (Löser, 2013, p. 187) for West 
German newspapers. They highlight this event only on and around the anniver-
sary itself. In contrast to this, East German newspapers report more often on the 
reunification process. In addition, they frequently connect their coverage to the 
incidents of the years 1989 and 1990. The tenor of the coverage is usually neutral. 
If press reports contain evaluations, positive coverage outweighs negative cover-
age. Secondly, in 2010 the media research institute Media Tenor published a con-
tent analysis of three major German TV stations on the evaluation of German re-

1 In contrast to this, many more studies have focused on how the media report about East Ger-
many and the East Germans (e.g., Ahbe, 2009; Kolmer, 2009; Früh et al., 1999; Kollmorgen & Hans, 
2011).

2 In addition, some studies follow a qualitative approach (e.g., Korngiebel & Link, 1992; Rother, 
1992).
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unification since 1996 (Media Tenor, 2016a). In line with Löser (2013), they show 
that coverage only takes place around the date of the anniversary. In addition, 
the number of reports has declined over time. Their results indicate that Ger-
man reunification in general has been positively evaluated. Nevertheless, specific 
issues related to German reunification, for example, social issues, demographic 
developments, or the equalisation of living conditions, are usually perceived as 
problems and therefore received negative evaluations. Thirdly, in two more re-
cent Media Tenor studies, TV and press coverage between 2001 and 2014 (Media 
Tenor, 2016b) respectively 2001 and 2016 (Media Tenor, 2016c) is analysed. The 
main results are that German reunification as well as the living conditions in 
East Germany do not seem to matter much to German media anymore — at least 
with the exception of jubilees. When the media do cover German reunification, 
they publish five times more negative reports than positive articles (Media Tenor, 
2016b). In 2016, also political actors connected with German reunification were 
evaluated more critically compared to the previous year (Media Tenor, 2016c).

HYPOTHESES ABOUT MEDIA COVERAGE OF GERMAN REUNIFICATION

We argue that two factors will have a major impact on press coverage concerning 
the German reunification issue: time and newspaper characteristics (i.e., the loca-
tion, range, type, and the editorial line of the newspaper). These factors can have 
consequences for the amount of articles published, for the placement and the con-
tent as well as for the tone of an article. Based on previous research and on more 
general findings on media coverage of politics, we formulate several hypotheses 
and research questions connecting the factors potentially affecting press cover-
age and their possible consequences (for an overview see Table 1).

Table 1. Overview of the formulated hypotheses and research questions

FFFactors potentially 
affecting the coverage 

of the German 
reunification issue

Amount of coverage
Placement and content 

of coverage
Tone 

 of coverage

Time H1, H2 H3 H4

Location of newspa-
per H5, H6 RQ1

Range of newspaper H7, H8, H9 H10

Type of newspaper H11 H12

Editorial line of news-
paper H13, H14, H15 H166

Source: Authors.
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Time

According to the Media Tenor (2016a, b, c) studies, media coverage of German 
reunification has declined over time. Hence, we expect that the number of articles 
published by the newspapers under our investigation has also declined (H1). In 
addition, available research indicates that German reunification is an ‘unobtrusive 
issue’ (Löser, 2013, p. 187). Nevertheless, there is also evidence that the media pay 
special attention to this issue on the anniversaries of this event (Löser, 2013). For 
symbolic reasons, the fifth, tenth, fifteenth, and twentieth anniversaries are more 
important than the other years. Hence, we expect that media coverage at significant 
anniversaries exceeds the coverage at ‘normal’ anniversaries (H2).

After the parliaments in both parts of the country decided that the GDR would 
join the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), politics and administration were con-
fronted with a vast number of problems that had to be solved to reunite Germany. 
Today, most of these problems have been solved (Gabriel et al., 2015). As the media 
tend to focus more on negative than on positive information,3 the basis for negative 
coverage of the German reunification process has considerably declined over time. 
Therefore, we assume that the share of articles focusing on problems and conflicts 
has decreased (H3) and that the evaluation of German reunification has become 
more favourable over time (H4). 

Newspaper characteristics: Location

Available research has demonstrated that different newspapers cover German re-
unification differently. In particular, Löser (2013) has demonstrated that there are 
differences between East and West German newspapers.4 The reasons for these dif-
ferences are, on the one hand, that the East German population was more person-
ally affected by the changes evoked by the reunification process than citizens from 
West Germany. On the other hand, problems of the reunification process were often 
most visible at the local level that had to cope with the implementation of standards 
enacted at the state or the federal level. Of course, most of these implementations 
concerned East Germany. Hence, the reunification issue should have higher rel-
evance for East German newspapers.

Accordingly, we expect differences in news coverage, which can be traced back 
to the location of a newspaper. First, we assume that our analysed East German 
newspaper places stories on German reunification more prominently (H5). Second, 
we expect that the East German newspaper particularly emphasises an East Ger-
man perspective on German reunification, whereas West German newspapers tend 

3 Negativity is seen as an important news factor, which makes an event more newsworthy (e.g., 
Kepplinger & Weißbecker, 1991; Leidecker, 2015).

4 East German regional newspapers cover it more often, place it more prominently and cover it 
more extensively. Further, they especially emphasise regional (East German) aspects or events of the 
German reunification, while West German newspapers cover the German turnaround more often 
from a nationwide perspective (Löser, 2013).
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to cover this event more often from a nationwide perspective (H6). In addition, 
we are interested if the location of a newspaper affects the evaluation of this event 
(RQ1). Unfortunately, the available research provides no clear empirical evidence 
to formulate a hypothesis.

Newspaper characteristics: Range

Löser (2013) has also shown that regional and national newspapers differ in their 
coverage of German reunification. Based on the arguments outlined above — that 
is, the higher visibility of consequences associated with the implementation of stan-
dards at the local level — the reunification issue should be of higher relevance for 
regional newspapers. Therefore, we expect more stories about German reunification 
on the front page of regional newspapers than on the front page of national news-
papers (H7). Furthermore, national newspapers should focus more often on the ‘big 
picture’ and the overarching consequences of German reunification. In contrast to 
this, regional newspapers should use more narrow frames on this issue (H8). In 
addition, regional newspapers should report more about problems and conflicts 
associated with the reunification process than is the case for national newspapers 
(H9). As a consequence, we also assume that regional newspapers evaluate German 
reunification more negatively than national newspapers (H10).

Newspaper characteristics: Type

A large body of research has found differences in the coverage of politics between 
quality and tabloid media (Schulz, 2011; Leidecker, 2015). For instance, there are 
studies which have found that the focus on conflicts is more important for tabloid 
newspapers (Brichta, 2006; Schulz, 1976). Hence, we expect differences caused by 
the type of newspapers and assume that tabloids link their coverage more often to 
problems or conflicts related to the reunification process than quality newspapers 
(H11). We also expect that tabloid newspapers evaluate German reunification more 
negatively than quality newspapers (H12).

Newspaper characteristics: Editorial line

Research has demonstrated that the presentation of politics also depends on the 
editorial line of the media. As German reunification was put into action by a con-
servative government, we expect on the one hand that conservative newspapers 
try to attract attention to this topic and to positively evaluate this historical event 
to praise particular parties and politicians. On the other hand, leftist newspapers 
should tend to downplay the importance of the event by only reporting on Ger-
man reunification if the situation calls for it. In addition, they should tend to be 
more critical about the conception of the reunification process and its achieve-
ments. Hence, we assume that stories about German reunification can be found 
more often on the front pages of conservative newspapers than on the title page of 
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leftist newspapers (H13). In addition, we expect that conservative newspapers focus 
more on similarities (H14) and less on problems or conflicts than leftist newspapers 
(H15). Finally, we expect that conservative newspapers evaluate German reunifica-
tion more positively than leftist newspapers (H16).

DESIGN AND METHOD

Sample

Our analysis is based on a quantitative content analysis of six German newspapers 
over the course of 25 years.5 We chose newspapers (instead of TV news, for ex-
ample) for practical and substantial reasons. German newspaper editions are much 
better and more systematically preserved and accessible in several press archives 
and libraries compared to radio or TV news. Additionally, communication research 
shows that the daily press — compared to TV — is a medium that is widely used 
for political information, while TV predominantly supplies the recipients’ need for 
entertainment (Schulz, 2001). Further, the amount of political coverage is more 
extensive in newspapers and supplies readers with more background information 
than TV coverage (Schulz, 2011).

There is a lot of evidence that different media outlets cover politics differently. 
There are indications, too, that this is also the case with respect to German reunifi-
cation (Löser, 2013). In order to make intra-medial comparisons, we analyse the 
coverage of six German newspapers: Berliner Zeitung, BILD, Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung, Süddeutsche Zeitung, Der Tagesspiegel, Die Tageszeitung. We chose these 
newspapers in order to systematically vary the location (East vs. West), the range 
(regional vs. national), the type (quality vs. tabloid), and the editorial line (liberal to 
conservative) (Maurer & Reinemann, 2006; Berliner Zeitung, 2014; Berliner Verlag, 
2014; see Table 2). Of course, our newspaper selection represents only a very small 
section of the newspaper landscape in Germany. The focus of our study is on high-
circulation, national daily newspapers, because they have a significant influence 
on the media system and on the reporting of other media (so-called newspapers of 
record) (Maurer & Reinemann, 2006). Their coverage may, in a way, be considered 
‘representative’ of the coverage in (regional) German newspapers. The Frankfurter 
Allgemeine Zeitung and the Süddeutsche Zeitung are two such newspapers of rec-
ord. In addition, Die Tageszeitung — despite its lower circulation — also appeared 
analytically interesting, as it covers ‘post-materialist’ issues that are of importance 
to society as a whole, and as it is strongly perceived by journalists. BILD was se-
lected as the only national tabloid newspaper in Germany. It has been for decades 
the most successful newspaper in Germany with the highest circulation (Brichta, 

5 Data collection was supported by a grant of the Commissioner of the Federal Government for 
the New Länder. The data presented here is part of a larger content analysis of German newspapers. 
For more information, see: Gabriel et al., 2015.
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2006). In order to include German regional newspapers in our analysis, the Berliner 
Zeitung and Der Tagesspiegel were selected as two of the highest-circulation regional 
newspapers in Berlin. Their coverage seems well-suited for a comparison, because it 
relies on the same local problems and events. Der Tagesspiegel is read mainly in the 
western districts of the German capital. By contrast, the Berliner Zeitung only ap-
peared in East Berlin until 1990 and since then has been read mainly in the eastern 
districts of the capital (Berliner Zeitung, 2014; Berliner Verlag, 2014).

Table 2. Characteristics of the newspapers represented in the sample

Location Range Type Editorial line

Berliner Zeitung East Regional Quality Left

BILD West National Tabloid Conservative

Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung West National Quality Conservative

Süddeutsche Zeitung West National Quality Left-liberal

Der Tagesspiegel West Regional Quality Liberal-conservative

Die Tageszeitung West National Quality Left

Source: Authors.

Our content analysis covers the years 1990 to 2014. For each year of this time 
period, we analyse the press coverage of the German reunification process shortly 
before and after the jubilee of German reunification on 3 October. Strictly speaking, 
our analysis covers the period from 1 October until 4 October for every year from 
1990 to 2014 (the jubilee itself is a public holiday; no newspapers are published on 
this day).6 We chose these days according to previous research in this field, which 
indicates that the vast majority of the media coverage takes place around the an-
niversary (Löser, 2013; Media Tenor, 2016a; Gabriel et al., 2015).

For all six newspapers, every relevant article on the front page, in the political 
section, the commentary, and feature sections of the newspapers was included. In 
the case of the two regional newspapers, the local or regional section was ana-
lysed, too. Other sections (economy, culture) were left out, although they also may 
have included articles connected to German reunification. To ascertain the relevant 
articles, we first identified all articles referring to German reunification, respect-
ively the turnaround (or synonyms) in the headline, caption, subheading, trailer, or 

6 In addition, we only analyse Monday to Saturday editions as most of the selected newspapers do 
not provide a Sunday edition. 
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first paragraph of the article. In a second step, we examined if German reunifica-
tion, respectively German turnaround is the main topic of the article. Articles that 
only mentioned German reunification (or turnaround) without making it the main 
part of the story were eliminated. In total, we identified N = 766 articles (Berliner 
Zeitung: N = 185, BILD: N = 77, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung: N = 120, Süd-
deutsche Zeitung: N = 71, Der Tagesspiegel: N = 231, Die Tageszeitung: N = 82).

Coding

In order to test our hypotheses and research questions we coded the placement, 
the content, and the tone for each article. In particular, to capture the placement 
and the content we used the following variables:

— Prominence of coverage: The placing of an article serves as an indicator of the 
relevance or importance journalists ascribe to the issue. The more prominently an 
article is placed in the newspaper (e.g., as a lead story on the title page), the more 
important the issue is considered by the journalist (Schulz, 1976).

— Frame of coverage: Frames are considered as ‘modes of presentation that jour-
nalists and other communicators use to present information [...] to reduce the com-
plexity of an issue’ (Scheufele & Tewskbury, 2007, p. 12). In this paper, we examined 
if the reunification issue is discussed from a specific perspective. On the one hand, 
we distinguish regional frames, that is, a ‘pure’ East or a West German perspective. 
This angle is present if an article exclusively refers to either East Germans or West 
Germans and, for example, describes the consequences of German reunification 
only for the East (West) Germans. On the other hand, we also recorded the use of 
other frames. In particular, we coded whether an article takes an all-German per-
spective (i.e., the article does not differentiate between East and West Germans or 
at least covers both perspectives more or less equally), a European perspective (the 
main topic is described from the point of view of at least one European country 
other than Germany), or an international perspective (the main topic is described 
from the point of view of a country outside Europe).

— Mentioning of differences: A key part of the German reunification process 
is the integration of East and West Germany. Two previously separated parts have 
to grow together, in a societal, economic, and also in a mental sense. This is one of 
the major challenges of German reunification: to break down the so-called ‘wall 
in the heads’ of Germans. To assess this perspective we coded whether differences 
between East and West Germany, respectively East and West Germans, are a topic 
of coverage.

— Mentioning of similarities: Analogous to the mentioning of differences, we 
checked how often similarities between East and West Germany, respectively East 
and West Germans, are mentioned in the newspaper articles.

— Mentioning of problems: We further coded if the article describes the (pro-
cess of) German reunification as a topic fraught with problems. This is the case if 
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negative aspects of the German reunification (process) are explicitly mentioned or 
if positive aspects are denied.

— Mentioning of conflicts: A conflict was coded if an article describes situations 
in which different interests, goals, or ideals concerning the reunification (process) 
interfere (e.g., differences of opinion are explicitly mentioned).

In addition, for each article we coded three different variables capturing evalua-
tions of German reunification:

— evaluations of the (idea of) German reunification in general
— evaluations of the reunification record
— evaluations of the expected development of the integration process.
We differentiated between these three aspects of German reunification evalua-

tions following the style of a Media Tenor (2016a) analysis to be able to make sophis-
ticated interpretations. As far as our definition is concerned, an article includes an 
evaluation if it attributes implicitly or explicitly positive or negative characteristics 
to German reunification. Evaluations were coded on the basis of the whole article 
(not on the statement level) — the overall impression of the articles was decisive.

In order to ensure a high quality of data, all coders participated in thorough 
training. Reliability tests were run for each category. For formal variables, reliabil-
ity coefficients vary between .92 and 1.00 (Holsti’s R; for dichotomous variables), 
respectively .92 and 1.00 (Krippendorff ’s alpha; for variables with three or more 
categories). For content variables, the coefficients range between .70 and .95 (Hol-
sti’s R).

Analysis

In order to analyse our data we aggregate the values for each variable and each 
newspaper by year. Hence, we end up with a time series for each newspaper in-
cluding one measure (percentage, mean) for each year (N = 25). Based on these 
values we are able to compare the coverage between newspapers without having 
to consider the number of published articles. In addition, we are able to test for 
trends over time. In order to analyse the impact of newspaper characteristics on the 
placement, the content, and the tone of press coverage, we create a stacked data set 
including 25 measurement points for each newspaper. Hence, the total number of 
cases for these analyses is 150.

In addition, we take into account the fact that especially the observations of 
the tenor of the coverage lack independence: it is highly unlikely that newspapers 
develop fundamentally different positions to German reunification from year to 
year. For control for these dependencies we estimate the impact of newspaper char-
acteristics on our dependent variables using OLS regression with robust clustered 
standard errors.
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RESULTS

Development of coverage

Although the question of how to implement German reunification kept parties, 
politicians, and administrations at all levels of the political system busy for many 
years, the press very quickly lost interest in covering this issue (see Figure 1). For 
instance, whereas the newspapers included in our sample published 134 articles in 
1990, this number dropped to 55 articles in 1991 and 20 articles in 1992. In most 
of the subsequent years, coverage varied around 30 articles per year. The estimated 
average decline of coverage between 1990 and 2014 is 1.736 (S.E. = .675) articles 
per year. This decrease is statistically significant (p < .05; N = 25). Although this 
trend can be observed for all newspapers, it reaches significance only in four out of  
six cases. By and large, H1 can be confirmed.

In addition, Figure 1 gives the impression that at some special jubilees (i.e., the 
fifth, tenth, fifteenth, and twentieth anniversary) the press tends to cover German 
reunification more intensively than in off-years. A more formal test shows that the 
average number of articles at special jubilees is 47.8, whereas in other years this 
number is only 27.4. Nevertheless, this difference is statistically not significant  
(p > .05; N = 25). The general tendency to focus more on the German reunification 
issue at jubilees also holds for single newspapers. Still, the difference is significant 
only for one newspaper. In general, H2 has to be rejected.

Figure 1. Development of press coverage, 1990–2014 (in absolute numbers)

Source: Authors.
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Placement and content of coverage

The analysed newspapers covered German reunification relatively prominently. 
Almost every fifth article (18.3%) published on the German reunification issue 
appeared on the front page (Table 3). Most of the reports on this topic used an 
‘all-German’ perspective. In contrast to this, only about one tenth (11.0%) of the 
coverage specifically employed an East or a West German perspective. Thus, there 
does not seem to be a ‘wall in the heads’ (an explicit differentiation between East 
and West Germany in peoples’ minds) of journalists. However, three out of ten 
articles (30.8%) focus on differences between East and West Germany, whereas only 
one tenth (10.6%) of the coverage highlights similarities between both parts of the 
country. In addition, more than a quarter (26.6%) of the coverage is dedicated to 
problems (almost all of those articles point to deficits, whereas only very few articles 
report on solved problems); 6.1% of the articles mention conflicts. Thus, the Ger-
man reunification process does not seem to be finished as yet.

The structure of press coverage has changed over time. Articles tend to be published 
less prominently today than in the past and focus less on differences and problems. In 
contrast to this, particular East or West German frames have become more popular, 
similarities — but also conflicts — are reported more often. Except for the decrease in 
reports on problems, none of the described trends is statistically significant.

If we compare the focus of coverage across categories of newspapers, it turns 
out that differences only rarely occur . Firstly, conservative newspapers report more 
prominently on German unification than left-wing newspapers. As the placing of 
an article may be regarded as a key indicator of the importance journalists ascribe 
to the issue, we interpret that the German reunification issue seems to be more 
relevant for conservative compared to leftist newspapers.

Secondly, regional frames are more often employed by the newspaper located 
in East Germany and by regional newspapers. This finding perhaps suggests that 
the ‘wall in the heads’ is more existent for readers of regional newspapers than for 
readers of national newspapers. In contrast, newspapers based in West Germany 
and newspapers with a national range more often use an all-German perspective.

Thirdly, conservative newspapers report more often about similarities between 
both parts of the country than left-wing newspapers. As German reunification oc-
curred during a conservative government (consisting of the CDU, CSU, and FDP 
under the leadership of chancellor Helmut Kohl), conservative newspapers under-
standably emphasise a successful integration of East and West Germany.

As newspapers are assigned to multiple categories, the presented results suffer 
from a lack of control of potential variables influencing press coverage. In addition, 
time and particular events like a special jubilee can have an impact on the cover-
age of the reunification issue. Therefore, we set up multivariate models to simulta- 
neously estimate the impact of our independent variables on the placement and the 
content of press coverage.
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Our results indicate that all characteristics of newspapers specified in this paper 
have an influence on the coverage of the German reunification issue (Table 4).

Firstly, the location of a newspaper influences the press coverage. Compared to 
West German newspapers, articles on the reunification issue in our analysed East 
German newspaper are much more obvious as they appear more frequently on the 
front page. Hence, H5 is confirmed. In addition, the East German newspaper takes 
a regional frame significantly more often when it discusses German reunification. 
This result supports H6.

Secondly, the range of a newspaper affects the prominence of the coverage and 
the focus on East–West differences, problems, and conflicts related to the German 
unification process. National newspapers cover the reunification issue significantly 
more prominently than regional newspapers. This finding contradicts H7. In addi-
tion, national newspapers mention differences and problems less often but empha-
sise more conflicts, which is in line with H9. H8 cannot be confirmed as regional 
and national newspapers do not differ in their use of specific frames.

Thirdly, the type of newspaper matters. Quality newspapers cover German re-
unification more prominently, take a regional perspective more often, and focus on 
differences, problems, and conflicts more frequently (but less often on similarities) 
than tabloid newspapers. As our hypothesis stated that tabloid newspapers report 
on negative aspects of the reunification process more often (i.e., problems and con-
flicts), we have to reject H11. One possible explanation for this unexpected finding 
might be that especially quality newspapers consider a critical style of coverage to 
be a sign of quality. This assumption is confirmed by Reumann (2002) who con-
nects a critical or controversial style of coverage with ‘hard-news’-coverage. Also, 
a content analysis by Engesser et al. (2014) showed that in contrast to common ex-
pectations tabloid newspapers provide political news with the least negative touch. 
Additionally, in the context of a content analysis of lead stories in German news-
papers, Leidecker (2015) found out that BILD, compared to quality and regional 
newspapers, contained the least amount of conflict-laden lead stories.

Fourthly, the editorial line of a newspaper influences the coverage of the German 
reunification issue. Conservative newspapers put their articles significantly more 
often on the front page, are more likely to take a regional perspective, highlight 
similarities and downplay conflicts than liberal newspapers. Hence, H13, H14 and 
H15 can be confirmed.

Furthermore, significant negative trends for the coverage of differences and 
problems indicate that the focus of press coverage on these aspects of the reunifica-
tion issue has become less intense over time. The average decline is .7 percentage 
points (differences) respectively .9 percentage points per year (problems). These 
findings confirm H3 — and might suggest that the reunification process, the in-
tegration of East and West Germany, is well in progress. In contrast, there is no 
impact of jubilees after controlling for other factors.
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Share of press coverage including evaluations of German reunification

The analysis of the tone of coverage of German reunification indicates that this 
topic is often a subject of journalistic evaluation (Table 5). Seven out of ten articles 
include judgements about the reunification in general. In addition, almost half of 
the articles (45.3%) contain an evaluation of the reunification record. Furthermore, 
more than one quarter (27.6%) of the coverage focuses on expectations about the 
further developments of German reunification. Over the course of a quarter of a 
century, evaluations of the further developments of German reunification have de-
creased significantly. The average decline is almost .8 percentage points per year. 
Furthermore, there are no significant differences for the share of articles including 
evaluations of German reunification across different categories of newspapers.

Again, our bivariate analyses do not control for potential variables influen-
cing the share of articles the press dedicate to the evaluation of German reunifica-
tion. The estimation of a multivariate model makes clear that two characteristics 
of newspapers influence the share of articles that include evaluations of this topic 
(Table 6). First, the type of newspaper has a significant impact on every indicator 
analysed. Quality newspapers evaluate reunification in general and the reunifica-
tion record more often than tabloid newspapers. In contrast to this, they include 
judgments about future developments less often. Secondly, the editorial line in-
fluences how German reunification in general is evaluated. Articles in conserva-
tive newspapers include such evaluations significantly less often than reports in 
liberal newspapers.

Furthermore, there is a significant negative trend concerning the share of articles 
that evaluate the reunification record and the further developments of the reunifi-
cation process. However, the size of this effect is not very large. Finally, in jubilee 
years the press evaluates the reunification record significantly more often than in 
off-years. Again, the size of the measured difference is not very substantial.

Tone of press coverage

Our content analysis reveals that, in general, positive evaluations outweigh negative 
judgements (Table 5). This is especially true for ratings about German reunification 
in general (on average +.7 scale points on a scale from –1 to +1). In addition, the 
press publishes more positive than negative articles on expectations about the fu-
ture of German reunification (+.3) and the reunification record (+.1). Judgements 
on reunification in general and particularly on the reunification record become sig-
nificantly more positive (on average +.014 respectively +.034 scale points per year). 
These findings may indicate that the process of integrating East and West Germany 
is heading in the right direction. Furthermore, there are consistent differences be-
tween tabloid and quality as well as between left and right newspapers. The overall 
pattern is that tabloid and conservative newspapers rate German unification more 
positively than quality and left-wing newspapers. 
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In analogy to the analyses of the placement of articles, the content of articles, and 
the share of articles including evaluations on German reunification, we estimate a 
multivariate model for the tone of the newspaper reports, too. It turns out that almost 
every characteristic of the newspaper has a significant influence on the tone of coverage 
(Table 6). In addition, the impact is very homogenous across the different indicators 
employed in this paper to capture journalistic evaluations of the German reunification 
issue: newspapers based in East Germany, national newspapers, tabloid newspapers, 
and conservative newspapers deliver more favourable judgments about the reunifica-
tion, its record, and its future development than newspapers located in West Germany, 
regional newspapers, quality newspapers, and newspapers following a more liberal 
editorial line. Therefore, we can confirm H10 and H16, but have to reject H12.

In addition, time is an influential factor. Independent of the particular charac-
teristics of a newspaper, evaluations on reunification (on average +.016 scale points) 
and the reunification record (+.035 scale points) become more positive from year to 
year. Although there is no significant impact of time on future expectations about 
German reunification, our results support H4. In contrast, jubilee years have no 
significant impact on the ratings of German unification.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

In this paper we have analysed the press coverage of the German reunification issue 
from a long-term perspective. We are interested in how often and how prominently 
the press covers this event, what the content of the coverage is, and how journalists 
evaluate selected aspects of the reunification process.

In addition, we are particularly interested in the question if newspapers cover 
German reunification differently. Although many citizens were personally affected 
by the consequences of the administrative and political implementation of German 
reunification, most people — especially those living in West Germany — received 
information about the complex and often turbulent developments only through the 
media. Hence, the media were (and probably still are)7 a crucial factor influencing 
the perceptions and attitudes towards German reunification and towards fellow 
citizens living in the other part of the country (Infratest dimap, 2016). If it turns out 
that the media differ in how they cover this issue, it is very likely that different audi-
ences receive different impressions concerning this event. Taking into account that 
exposure to mass media can influence, for example, political knowledge, attitudes, 
and behaviour, these differences could have far-reaching consequences.

To answer these questions, we conducted a quantitative content analysis that 
goes beyond previous research. Firstly, our data set covers a much longer time per-
iod than other studies in this field. Secondly, due to the large number of variables 
coded we are able to make more detailed statements about the structure and the 

7 For instance, a recent survey indicates that significant parts of the East (West) German popula-
tion have not visited West (East) Germany yet (Infratest dimap, 2016).
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development of media coverage than the available trend studies. Thirdly, our media 
set, which includes six German newspapers of different locations, ranges, types, and 
editorial lines provides more detailed insights into which factors are responsible for 
the way journalists cover and evaluate German reunification. 

Our most important findings are:
1. Although there were high levels of media coverage in the beginning, German 

reunification is not a very important issue any more. Even on its special jubilees 
(i.e., the fifth, tenth, fifteenth, twentieth anniversary), the number of published 
articles is rather small.

2. Only a few articles are published on the front page. Regional frames are rare. 
Articles including information on the differences between both parts of the coun-
try outweigh reports on similarities. About one third of the coverage is focused on 
problems and conflicts. Differences and problems become less important over time. 
In this sense, the process of German reunification seems to move on, but it has not 
yet accomplished its goal.

3. Evaluations of reunification in general, the reunification record, or the future 
development of the reunification process are an important feature of press cover-
age. In general, positive judgments outweigh negative assessments. Over time, the 
share of articles including evaluations has declined, whereas the tone of coverage 
has become more favourable — another indicator of a successful integration of East 
and West Germany.

4. The placement of articles, its content, and particularly the evaluation of Ger-
man reunification largely depend on the characteristics of a newspaper, that is, its 
location (East vs. West), range (regional vs. national), type (tabloid vs. quality), 
and editorial line (liberal vs. conservative). As a result, the impression a recipient 
gets about German reunification by being exposed to press coverage can be very 
different. In sum, the type of a newspaper most often has a significant impact on 
placement, content, and tone of coverage. In contrast to this, a significant influence 
of the location of a newspaper is relatively rare.

5. Although most of our hypotheses can be confirmed, an interesting finding is 
that all hypotheses associated with the impact of the type of newspaper have to be 
rejected (see Table 7). This result indicates that the coverage of the only tabloid news-
paper in our sample, BILD, is exceptional. More than other newspapers, BILD is in 
favour of German reunification, highlights positive aspects, and downplays negative 
information.

The finding that the characteristics of newspapers have a strong influence on 
the coverage of the German reunification issue has two important implications. 
Firstly, it indicates that newspapers are (still) fighting for opinion leadership. Sec-
ondly, the presentation of different information on and interpretations of German 
reunification might have consequences for individual knowledge of and political 
attitudes towards this event as well as towards actors (e.g., former chancellor Hel-
mut Kohl) and objects related to it (e.g., perceptions of the GDR). We strongly 
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suggest matching content analysis and survey data to test this expectation in order 
to explain attitude differences towards German reunification (Gabriel et al., 2015).

Table 7. Overview of confirmed and rejected hypotheses

Factors potentially 
affecting the coverage 
of German reunification

Amount of coverage
Placement and content 

of coverage
Tone of coverage

Time H1, H2 H3 H4

Location of newspaper H5, H6

Range of newspaper H7, H8, H9 H10

Type of newspaper H11 H12

Editorial line  
of newspaper

H13, H14, H15 H16

Bold font: confirmed hypotheses; normal type: rejected hypotheses.
Source: Authors. 

Although our study provides detailed information about the structure and the 
development of media coverage on German reunification and therefore makes a 
significant contribution to the research in this field, it also has its limitations. Most 
importantly, our media set is quite limited. Our results are only based on the cover-
age of six newspapers. Among these, there is only one East German newspaper, one 
tabloid and two regional newspapers (against three national quality newspapers). 
Of course, the press scene in Germany is much more diverse — and other import-
ant media sources — TV, radio, internet — have been ignored in this study. With 
the wisdom of hindsight, we think especially an analysis of several (regional) East 
German newspapers would have been analytically interesting. Moreover, future 
studies could also include (or focus on) elements of qualitative analysis, to be able 
to describe a more detailed picture of press coverage of the German reunification 
issue and to get a better sense of the topics and arguments behind the quantitative 
data. In the context of our long-term analysis, we had to do without such qualita-
tive analyses, as it would have gone beyond the scope of our study. Furthermore, we 
only analysed the coverage of German reunification on its anniversaries. Although 
previous research has indicated that most of the coverage happens around this day, 
we have no information about the coverage during the rest of the year. These ques-
tions might be investigated in future research. 
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