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Abstract. The paper presents a cross-national comparative study of the content of the media 
agenda in Russia, Tajikistan, Latvia, Sweden, and Bangladesh. The media agenda is reconstructed 
through journalistic materials as components of the national digital media systems. Based on social-
cultural and semantic approaches, concepts of  salience and diversity, the authors examined the 
national media content that was released simultaneously and reproduced the local (national) 
agenda. The study identified significant themes, nominal and thematic diversity across countries. 
At  the empirical stage of  the study, the corpus manager Sketch Engine was used to  apply the 
corpus linguistics techniques. The empirical base consisted of more than 300,000 words. Lexical-
statistical, contextual, and thematic analyses allowed the authors to  group the “strongest” key 
words and phrases into lexical-semantic groups, identify the most important thematic areas and 
specific topics and analyze the nominal and thematic inter-country diversity in  terms of  societal 
security. The distinctive topics seen in the media reproduce issues that are unique to each country 
and associated with its history, culture, and social-political situation. These topics preserve the 
structural stability of journalism and demonstrate the cultural diversity of discourse: the countries 
of the European Union (Latvia and Sweden) were in the summer holidays, Bangladesh was going 
through a revolution, Russia was engaged in the SMO and Tajikistan was facing the perennial 
economic development issues. Thus, national culture and identity were colored by national political 
priorities in news production.
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Under “homogenization” of the national media systems caused by digitalization 
and globalization, we decided to study news flows that reproduce national issues 
for local audiences by identifying the most significant topics in the media agenda 
of  different countries, their nominal and thematic diversity. On  the one hand, 
the scientific discourse has long considered the media agenda, revealing obvious 
differences in agendas of various national media systems. On the other hand, there 
is not enough research of  intra- and inter-country agendas  [1. P. 173], especially 
agenda studies that consider local realities and traditions [2. P. 20]. The importance 
of  such studies is determined by digital transformation of media systems, which 
changes the understanding of society and its communicative capabilities, and by the 
need to  analyse trends that unite or  divide media systems of  countries (despite 
or due to their historical or territorial proximity) in the given national-journalistic 
context. Therefore, such studies can contribute to understanding traditional values 
of  local cultures under globalization, which is  now determined not so  much 
by Westernized ideological-political factors as by communicative technologies.

We conducted a comparative analysis of news in the national media intended 
for local audiences in five countries — Russia, Latvia, Tajikistan (the post-Soviet 
space), Sweden (representative of  the European Union), and Bangladesh (South 
Asia), i.e., geographically, the East and the West, Europe and Asia, following the idea 
of the Eastern-Western cultural diversity. The traditions of the Western civilization 
are important to Latvia and Sweden, the traditions of  the Eastern civilization — 
to Tajikistan and Bangladesh, while Russia can be described as a distinct Eurasian 
state-civilization. Although three out of five countries are post-Soviet nations with 
the shared history, under digitalization and technological unification the post-
Soviet media systems have minimized previous similar semantic vectors and even 
more so the current unifying ones [3. P. 622].

At the start of the study, we had two hypotheses: first, journalistic materials 
continue to  represent each country’s unique issues connected with its history, 
culture and social-political situation, which means that national media systems 
maintain the systemic stability of  journalism even under the influence of  global 
trends; second, despite different geographical, social-political, historical and 
cultural factors, media agendas, even those intended for local audiences, may have 
similarities in different countries in terms of nominal and thematic diversity.

The theoretical basis of  the study consisted of  three conceptual blocks: first, 
the agenda-setting theory  [4]  and the ideas of  diversity and salience that underlie 
it. The agenda-setting theory explains how the media audience’s “information 
menu” is  formed, how the media constructs media reality  [5]  and social reality, 
and how the media logic of  the digital age determines social-cultural effects. The 
concept of salience allows to identify the most important issues and events reflected 
in  the national media systems (the classical agenda of  the first level), while the 
concept of  salient topics (media salience)  — to  evaluate thematic media content 
as  a  multidimensional construct based on  three-level indicators. The first two 
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indicators provide an external characteristic of content (attention as measured by the 
quantity of information on the topic on the agenda [6] and prominence as a leading 
topic highlighted by the editorial board) and an internal one (valence — its positive, 
negative or neutral tonality). According to Thompson, the author of the social theory 
of media, believes that today we  live in  the era of high media visibility  [7. P.  49] 
and fight for external visibility  — a  strong and extensive presence in  the media; 
we either achieve or fail to get public recognition in  the open digital media space. 
Visibility of coverage as a feature of thematic content and an external indicator of its 
salience is of paramount importance [8], while valence has conditional significance 
for determining the topic’s salience (alternative indicators of  topic salience can 
be  used when analysing content  — mental images, frames, and other semantic 
categories of national importance). The concept of media diversity allows to identify 
the “representation”  [9]  of  content in  the media agenda through its quantitative 
(a  nominal characteristic  — number of  journalistic materials on  the agenda) 
and qualitative (a  thematic characteristic — the range of  topics and events on  the 
agenda) variability. Nominal diversity is  determined by  the number of  categories 
from the suggested list, whereas the quantity of materials on particular topics make 
them rich and dense in terms of thematic diversity [10. P. 50]. “The specific weight 
of an information array on a certain topic reinforces the significance of information, 
ensures its recognizability for the audience (transforms the message into something 
“valuable for me”) [11. P. 10]. The increased (both quantitatively and qualitatively) 
coverage of specific issues establishes the media agenda priorities, pushes messages 
in the zone of dominant meaning and increases their value for the recipient.

The second important theoretical block focuses on  how the media space 
represents national cultural traditions and values and reproduces the journalistic 
content of  the national media systems, i.e., news is  a  form of  culture that 
unconsciously or  consciously incorporates universal and national values and 
beliefs [12; 13]. News makers (the journalistic community) function as a cultural 
transmitter, conveying meanings and symbols to society and create a networking 
of values that people live by and that form the foundation of their worldview. Thus, 
the media act as agents of national development, because they not only produce, 
process, distribute and store information with nationally specific characteristics but 
also affect patterns of behavioural, linguistic and mental self-organization. Cultural 
diversity can be preserved by shifting away from the globalized and universalist 
discourse and by  strengthening cultural harmony based on  local standards for 
analysing news and media systems that reproduce local values and issues [2. P. 14].

The third theoretical block emphasizes the unique role of  language 
in preserving national identity (central/core and peripheral discourses in the agenda 
of the national media systems). With corpus linguistics methods (like keyword and 
collocations analysis) we can identify semantic fields in the media from a certain 
historical moment and highlight its central and peripheral components; separate 
lexical-semantic groups and reconstruct “media portraits” of reality based on such 
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groups [14]; identify significant topics in the agenda as determined by local cultural, 
historical, and social-political contexts.

The research methodology consisted of  the previously developed lexical-
statistical and contextual analysis in Sketch Engine  [14]  for identifying the most 
salient topics in  the country-specific selections and of  the thematic analysis 
for identifying the most salient topics of  nominal and thematic intra- and inter-
country media diversity (to find similarities in the media agenda of highly differing 
countries). The empirical base has the following features:

Arrays of media texts from the largest national media in Russia, Tajikistan, 
Latvia, Sweden, and Bangladesh for July 2024. Traditionally, the middle of summer 
is  a  period of  vacations, decline in  social-political activity, and broadcasting 
of specific seasonal themes repeated at different times of the year. The first condition 
for the research design was the similarity of sample media texts due to their national 
diversity (each country has its unique media system). Possible significant variations 
in the national media [15] and possible ambiguous results make it difficult to justify 
sampling for such comparative studies  [16]. However, since we  analyzed digital 
national media and reconstructed the media agenda in the same month, we consider 
the sample method relevant for a comparative analysis and for identifying the most 
salient topics in the national collections of media texts.

Materials about foreign events, including those of  global significance (like the 
US Presidential Elections and the Olympics), were excluded from the sample due to the 
research focus on the media agenda for the local (national, intra-country) audience.

The number of texts published in different national media in July 2024 varied 
significantly, so  the lexical-statistical analysis allowed to reduce it  to comparable 
data. However, when identifying the nominal and thematic diversity of  the most 
salient topics, we realized the need to make corpora of media texts with the same 
volume for a comparative cross-national analysis of media systems, and this method 
can be viewed as exploratory. Nevertheless, we believe that such artificial sameness 
and limited volume of  texts provided objective findings about nominal diversity 
in the national media text samples.

After several attempts to  follow the two criteria specified above (materials 
published in July 2024 and not related to foreign events), we concluded that a sample 
of approximately 60,000 words was optimal, which resulted in the total sample of over 
300,000 words from all countries for the first and second stages of the comparative 
study. Thus, Russian media texts were selected from news articles in  the Izvestia, 
a famous online media that carries on the traditions of  the country’s oldest social-
political and business daily newspaper established in February 1917. This media was 
also chosen because it had been banned in the EU in May 2024 “for manipulating 
information and gross distortion of facts”. To reach the established 60,000 words, the 
following steps were taken: since from 60 to 100 materials (10 per tab) were published 
on each online page, and 2/3 of these were news, three to four texts on the Russian 
agenda were chosen from each consecutive page of the relevant materials.
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The sample of media texts for Tajikistan was also formed in Russian, because 
Sketch Engine does not have a reference corpus of the Tajik language. The content 
of  four medias was considered to  reach 60,000 words, since no  single major 
Tajik media published enough news on  the national agenda in  Russian: ASIA-
Plus (an  independent media group with a  correspondent network in  all regions 
of Tajikistan; content in Tajik, Russian and English), Avesta (a major independent 
media), Radio Ozodi (a regional office of “Radio Svoboda”) and Sputnik Tajikistan 
(regional representative of the media group Sputnik founded by the Russia Today). 
Certainly, the media owners and, consequently, editorial policies of  four medias 
were diverse; however, the main research goal at this step was to form a comparable 
collection of texts.

The largest news portal LA.LV was chosen for the analysis of  the Latvian 
media (the sample of  texts was formed in Latvian), in Sweden it was the largest 
news portal SVT.SE (texts in  Swedish), in  Bangladesh  — the largest digital 
newspaper The Daily Star (content is  published in  Bengali and English, the 
sample was formed in  English for the same reason as  in  the Tajikistan case). 
Thus, an advantage of this research project is its ability to analyze media content 
of countries that have never been analyzed with Sketch Engine before, although the 
corpora formation faced unique issues and occasional interference that reduced the 
high quality of the collected data. The fact that the corpora for Sweden, Latvia and 
Russia were formed in their national languages is another advantage of the study.

All media text collections were analyzed with the Sketch Engine’s “keywords” 
and “keyword collocation” methods: a hundred of the most common keywords and 
collocations in  each country’s text array were found with the automatic context 
analysis; they were divided into thematically related groups with additional (manual) 
contextual analysis. The “score” indicator was added to  show the “strength” 
of vocabulary, i.e., to identify the most salient topics. This indicator demonstrates 
the topic’s “visibility” in the public space (the topic’s salience in the media agenda). 
“Score” compiles information about the lexeme’s typicality, priority and frequency 
in  a  given corpus compared to  the reference corpus of  Sketch Engine. Table 1 
displays the top 50 “strongest” keywords in the texts under analysis. Then the list 
of the most salient topics was identified.

Thus, in  the Russian local news the most salient topic is  “SMO” and, more 
broadly, “Russian Armed Forces’ military operations”; the second most significant 
category is  “state, power, and social order” as  associated with the names of  state 
leaders and those in power and with the activities of government entities and law 
enforcement agencies both on the frontlines and at home (e.g., the main naval parade), 
informing about the strengthening of  new Russian territories and the full control 
over the country’s daily life. The third most significant category is  “incidents and 
legal issues”, since people are constantly concerned about their safety, and incidents 
associated with crimes and terror attacks stand on a par with military reports in the 
conditions of military operations (news about incidents involving fatalities).

http://LA.LV
http://SVT.SE
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The next in frequency topics are “economic sustainability” (multifaceted 
problems solved by the country, including import substitution; effects of an act 
of  international terrorism  — the Nord Stream explosion  — as  reflecting 
a  crisis in  the international economic interaction; not guaranteed safety 
due to  the Zaporizhzhya NPP shelling; the automotive industry and stock 
market volatility); “social media” (Telegram as  a  leading social network); 
“professional education” (seasonal topic, since July is the traditional time for 
admission to Russian universities and colleges, but it  is  also connected with 
the SMO with the “preferential right of  enrollment” due to  the state policy 
of supporting SMO participants and their families; the country’s need for blue-
collar workers with the secondary vocational education). The following topics 
are less prevalent but nonetheless salient: “religion and traditions”, “Slavic 
culture”, “health and innovative treatment methods”, “spectator sports”.

Within the categories of  nominal diversity, the following salient topics 
can be identified: “army and military operations”, “state and power”, “law and 
order”, “government spending”. “technology/research activities”, “education”.

In Tajikistan, the two most salient topics in the local news are political 
stability and economic sustainability, and the latter is determined by the fact 
that this developing country strives to improve the well-being of its citizens 
by  attracting resources and fostering collaboration with other countries 
and regions (Somoni, the Tajik currency, ranks highest among the most 
frequent and typical words in the analyzed array). “Political stability” is the 
second most salient topic, since the state and political structures control 
the editorial policies of  the official media, there are stability, harmony 
and hierarchy as  national cultural traditions, and the materials cover the 
activities of  political leaders and parties. Other salient topics include 
“preservation of  national culture and art” (prominent poets and cultural 
leaders, strong Muslim traditions and customs); “agriculture” (an agrarian-
industrial country, adverse weather conditions that could affect crop yields); 
“military service” (hazing).

Within the categories of  nominal diversity, the following salient topics 
can be  identified: “economy”, “state, power and politics”, “culture and art”, 
“agriculture”, “military service”.

In July 2024, the controversy surrounding the former Latvian Prime 
Minister Krišjānis Kariņš’s special airline f lights was the key news on  the 
Latvian portal LA.LV, which forms the topic “corruption scandal”. The 
second most salient topic was “compensation for the employee’s incapacity 
for work due to  illness” (the conflict over sick leave payment between 
policymakers (employers and trade unions) and employees. Since July 
is  traditionally the month of  admission to  universities in  Latvia. The third 
salient topic was “summer admission campaign” (especially applications 
to  the Latvian University of  Biosciences and Technologies), the fourth  — 

http://LA.LV
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about the technology company SIA “Tet” (access to  its fixed-line optical 
network infrastructure), the fifth — “technology and the state” (construction 
of  the fence on  the Latvian-Belarusian border), the sixth  — “anti-Russian 
rhetoric” as  part of  the government policies towards post-Soviet countries 
(cases against “pro-Kremlin activists”, “genocide committed by  the USSR 
in  Latvia”, national independence, integration into the EU  value system). 
Since July is  the month of  enlistment in  the National Defense Service 
in Latvia, another salient topic ise “military service”.

The most salient topics in  the Swedish local news were primarily 
seasonal, except for “criminal” topic standing out the most. “Crime and 
justice” was the largest category in  quantitative and qualitative terms (the 
growing level of  criminality and violence in Sweden which currently ranks 
sixth in  the world for rapes; construction of  new prisons). Another salient 
topics are related to summer activities and the environment (mainly cultural 
events  — generally positive news focused on  how society functions in  the 
summer, including festivals, and sports evens), “health hazards on  roads 
and water bodies” (seasonal and eternal health risks and hazards for Sweden 
locally, regionally and nationally; some environmental issues like climate 
change, depletion of  ozone layer, manmade disasters and environmental 
degradation due to  invasive plant and animal species), and “migration 
policies” (a  bill to  facilitate a  smoother and quicker administrative process 
for refugees, adherence to the EU’s policy).

In Bangladesh, two topics were the most salient in the local news. Student 
unrest was the most significant topic of national concern, while the other was 
related to the necessity of a sustainable economy and corresponding issues. The 
semantic field of student unrest throughout the country was defined as “quota 
reform movement” (protests against the quota system in  government jobs, 
which aimed at a transition to a merit-based system; participation of prominent 
organizers, tactics used during protests, government response; substantial 
mobilization in  several locations, notably in  large urban centers; substantial 
disruptions, including the imposition of  curfews, Internet blackout, teargas 
usage and blockades in key cities; enduring effects in public life; participation 
of  political parties and law enforcement agencies), but the historical causes 
of  this rise in student protest activity were explained on the periphery of  this 
semantic field (the Liberation/Independence War in Bangladesh was mentioned 
as a reference). The second salient topic, although rather on the periphery of the 
first one was “economic development of  the country” (impact of  the national 
VAT regulations, a  draft of  the universal pension model, national financial 
stability as  significantly affected by  the economic consequences of  Chinese 
loans and persistent floods).

The nominal and thematic diversity of  the most salient topics in  the 
analyzed national samples is summarized in Table 2.



Sumskaya A.S., Simons G., Kumar Biswas A. RUDN Journal of Sociology, 2025, 25 (3), 823–834

832	 SOCIOLOGICAL LECTURES

Table 2

Nominal and thematic diversity of salient topics in the local news

Russia Tajikistan Latvia Sweden Bangladesh

Army, military 
service and military 
operations

Economy Politics Law and order State, power, and 
education

State and power State and power Health Culture Law and order

Law and order National culture 
and art Education Health Politics

Economy Agriculture Technology Economy Memory of the 
Liberation War

Technology
Research Military service

Policy towards 
some post-Soviet 
countries

State and power Economy

Education Military service Environment

Sport

Thus, in  July 2024, the Swedish media had the most nominally diverse 
agenda, while Bangladesh — the least diverse one. Moreover, the seasonal agenda 
was represented to the greatest extent in Sweden compared to other countries. The 
studied texts contain unique topics such as references to the Bengali liberation war 
in Bangladesh and military actions of the Russian army to defend national interests, 
environmental issues in Sweden, agriculture and cultural traditions in Tajikistan, 
violation of financial and ethical standards by the Latvian government. Concerning 
nationally determined signs and symbols, in  the Russian corpus these include 
the proximity of Orthodox and Muslim cultures, the role of the top state officials 
in  decision-making, and an  emphasis on  the defensive position during military 
operations; in  the Tajikistan corpus  — a  focus on  hierarchy and continuity, 
dedication to  Muslim culture, and the importance of  the senior state authorities 
in  decision-making; in  the Latvian corpus  — aspirations of  the people for self-
sufficiency and self-determination, country’s current integration into the EU value 
system, and the policy of  non-acceptance of  the values of  some post-Soviet 
countries, especially Russia and Belarus; in  the Swedish corpus — the seasonal 
work and rest schedule of the local population, and the country’s adherence to the 
EU policy regarding foreign nations; in the Bangladeshi corpus — memories of the 
Liberation War and the unfair treatment of the descendants of that war’s veterans 
by the ruling structures. The value semantics of the media content reflects various 
national histories and cultures as  demonstrated by  salient topics. We  believe 
that such unique topics in  the national media reproduce historical, cultural and 
social-political features of  each nation, thus maintaining the systemic stability 
of journalism and preserving the cultural diversity of media discourse despite the 
trends of unification and globalization.
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Nonetheless, there are also some similarities in  the following salient topics 
represented in  all national media agendas albeit to  varying degrees: economic 
challenges, political decisions, law and order, national health, technology, education 
and culture. These findings suggest that there are similar media content and similar 
structural elements of  different national media systems even in  the intentionally 
limited samples. An  additional and unforeseen outcome of  the study was that 
in July 2024 all national media agendas presented one leading conflict: in Russia — 
international and potentially global; in  all other cases  — intra-country (local), 
but with different characteristics (moral and legal in  Sweden, resonant political 
in Latvia, legal in Tajikistan, massive and ideological in Bangladesh).
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Аннотация. В статье представлены результаты международного сравнительного анализа 
медийной новостной повестки в России, Таджикистане, Латвии, Швеции и Бангладеш. Авторы 
реконструируют новостную повестку на  основе журналистских материалов, формирующих 
цифровую медийную систему в каждом страновом кейсе. Исследование сочетает социокуль-
турный и семантический подходы, идеи значимости и разнообразия — на этом концептуаль-
ном фундаменте авторы изучили новостной медиаконтент, который создавался одновременно 
(был выбран один временной промежуток) и воспроизводил характерный, национально специ
фический новостной дискурс. В результате были выявлены как конституирующие новостную 
повестку наиболее значимые темы в каждом страновом кейсе, так и их номинальное и темати-
ческое разнообразие в сопоставительной перспективе. На эмпирическом этапе исследования 
методики корпусной лингвистики применялись в программном пакете Sketch Engine к выборке 
из более чем 300 тысяч слов. Лексико-статистический, контекстуальный и тематический виды 
текстового анализа позволили авторам сгруппировать наиболее «сильные» ключевые слова 
и фразы в лексико-семантические группы, определить наиболее важные тематические обла-
сти и составляющие их конкретные темы, оценить номинальное и внутреннее новостное раз-
нообразие в контексте проблемы социетальной безопасности. В частности, те отличительные 
темы, что средства массовой информации воспроизводят как уникальные для каждой страны 
(связанные с  ее  историей, культурой и  современной общественно-политической ситуацией), 
обеспечивают структурную устойчивость журналистского дискурса и  его культурное своео-
бразие: в исследуемый период в странах Европейского Союза (Латвия и Швеция) были летние 
каникулы, Бангладеш переживал студенческую революцию, Россия проводила СВО (специ-
альную военную операцию), а Таджикистан преодолевал характерные для себя экономические 
проблемы. Таким образом, в новостной повестке особенности национальной культуры и иден-
тичности оказываются «окрашены» политическими приоритетами.
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тельный анализ; социокультурный и  семантические подходы; тематическое разнообразие; 
отличительные тематики; социетальная безопасность
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