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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), 1.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
(@ 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).
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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

29 ¢c

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

2 13 99 ¢

can be identified: “economy”, “state, power and politics”, “culture and art”,
“agriculture”, “military service”.

In July 2024, the controversy surrounding the former Latvian Prime
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 —
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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.
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Table 2
Nominal and thematic diversity of salient topics in the local news

Russia Tajikistan Latvia Sweden Bangladesh

Army, military

serviceand military ~ Economy Politics Law and order State, power, and

. education
operations
State and power State and power Health Culture Law and order
Law and order National culture Education Health Politics
and art
. Memory of the
Economy Agriculture Technology Economy Liberation War
Technolo Policy towards
9y Military service some post-Soviet State and power Economy
Research -
countries
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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AHHOTamms1. B crarbe npeacTaBiieHbl pe3yJIbTaThl MEXKIYHAPOIHOTO CPAaBHUTEIILHOTO aHAIA3a
MeAMHHON HOBOCTHOM noBecTku B Poccun, Tamxukucrane, Jlarsuu, [IBenun n banrmanemi. ABropsl
PEKOHCTPYHUPYIOT HOBOCTHYIO ITOBECTKY Ha OCHOBE KYPHAIMCTCKAX MAaTepPHajoB, (hOPMUPYFOIINX
HU(PPOBYIO MEIUIHYIO CHCTEMY B KOKIOM CTPAHOBOM Keiice. MccrenoBaHue coueTaeT COLUOKYIIb-
TYPHBIA ¥ CEeMAaHTUYECKUI MOAXOBI, UICH 3HAYMMOCTH U Pa3sHOOOpas3wus — Ha 3TOM KOHIIETITyallb-
HOM (pyHIZaMEHTE aBTOPHI U3YYHIM HOBOCTHOW MEIMAKOHTEHT, KOTOPBIA CO3IaBaJICS OHOBPEMEHHO
(ObLT BEIOpAH OIMH BPEMEHHOM MPOMEXYTOK) U BOCITPOU3BO/INIT XapaKTEPHBII, HAIIMOHAIIBHO CIIeIH-
(bugeckuii HOBOCTHOM HCKypC. B pesynbrare ObIIM BBISBICHBI KaK KOHCTUTYHPYIOIIHE HOBOCTHYIO
MTOBECTKY HanOoJIee 3HAYMMBIC TEMBI B KXKJIOM CTPAHOBOM Keice, TaK ¥ UX HOMHHAIFHOE M TeMaTH-
YecKoe pa3HOOOpasue B COMOCTABUTEIILHON mepcrekTuBe. Ha sMmumpruyeckoM 3Tare MCClieTOBaHUs
METOMKH KOPITYCHOI JTMHTBUCTUKH MTPUMEHSIINCH B TporpaMMHoM nakete Sketch Engine k Beroopke
u3 6omree yem 300 ThICSY cIToB. JIGKCHKO-CTAaTUCTUICCKUH, KOHTEKCTYaIbHBIA U TEMATHUCCKUIA BUIBI
TEKCTOBOTO aHAJIM3a IMO3BOJIMIIM aBTOPaM CIPYIIHPOBATh HAMOOJIEE «CUJIBHBICY» KITFOUYEBBIC CIIOBA
1 (pasbl B JIEKCHKO-CEMAHTHYECKHE TPYMIILI, ONPEACTUTs HanOoJee BaKHBIE TeMaTHIecKue obma-
CTH W COCTABIIIONINE UX KOHKPETHBIC TEMBI, OIICHUTh HOMUHAJIBHOE ¥ BHYTPCHHEE HOBOCTHOE pa3-
HOOOpa3ue B KOHTEKCTE MPOOJIEMbI COIIMETATbHOM 0€30MMacCHOCTH. B 4acTHOCTH, Te OTJIMYUTEIILHBIC
TEMBI, YTO CPEACTBA MAaCCOBOH MH(OPMAIINU BOCIIPOM3BOIAT KaK YHUKAIBHBIC IS KQKIOH CTpaHbI
(cBsi3aHHBIC ¢ ee MCTOpHEH, KyJIBTYpOd U COBPEMCHHOW OOIIECTBEHHO-TIOMUTHICCKON CHTyalue),
00ECIICUNBAIOT CTPYKTYPHYIO YCTOWYHMBOCTh KYPHAIUCTCKOTO TUCKypCa M €ro KYJIbTypHOE CBOCO-
Opasme: B rccienyeMblil meproa B crpanax Epomeiickoro Corosa (Jlareus u IlIBenust) Obutn eTHIE
KaHWUKYJbI, baHmagent nepexuBai CTyIeHUSCKYI0 peBoiormio, Poccust mposommia CBO (crenu-
AIBHYIO BOCHHYIO OIEpPAIHio), a Ta[PKUKUCTaH MPEOI0JICBaIl XapaKTePHbIC IS Ce0s SKOHOMHUUCCKHUE
mpobemsl. Takum 06pa3oM, B HOBOCTHOW TIOBECTKE 0COOCHHOCTH HAIMOHABHOM KyIBTYPBI U HICH-
TUYHOCTH OKa3bIBAIOTCS «OKPAIIICHED TOJUTUICCKAMH IIPHOPUTECTAMH.
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