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Prefazione

	di Marco Cilento

	Il 27 settembre 2024 il Dipartimento di Comunicazione e Ricerca Sociale di Sapienza Università di Roma ha ospitato un Convegno internazionale dal titolo: “Cooperazione italo-albanese. Prospettive e sfide nella dimensione europea”. L’iniziativa si inserisce nell’ambito della consolidata collaborazione tra Sapienza e l’Università Aleksander Moisiu di Durazzo. La collaborazione scientifica e accademica è stata coronata dall’attivazione di un Doppio titolo nell’ambito del percorso didattico di Cooperazione internazionale e sviluppo.

	Il versante della cooperazione universitaria e culturale tra Italia e Albania rappresenta un volano in grado di veicolare e consolidare tanti altri ambiti di cooperazione tra i due paesi. Molti sono i fattori che rendono la cooperazione tra Italia e Albania un’opportunità, oltreché una necessità: storici, geografici, socio-economici, culturali. La prospettiva politica, negli ultimi anni, si è particolarmente evidenziata: infatti da alcuni anni si è avviato il percorso che dovrà portare l’Albania a essere membro dell’Unione Europea. L’Albania ha presentato la sua domanda di adesione all’UE il 24 aprile 2009. Il 9 novembre 2010 la Commissione europea ha formulato il suo parere sulla domanda di adesione all’UE dell’Albania. Ha valutato che prima dell’avvio formale dei negoziati l’Albania dovesse ancora raggiungere un necessario livello di conformità ai criteri di adesione, in particolare per soddisfare le 12 priorità fondamentali individuate nel suo parere. Nell’ottobre 2012 la Commissione europea ha raccomandato di concedere all’Albania lo status di paese candidato a condizione che completi le principali misure per la riforma del settore giudiziario e della pubblica amministrazione e per la revisione del regolamento parlamentare. Nel giugno 2014 all’Albania è stato concesso lo status di paese candidato all’UE. Nell’aprile 2018 la Commissione europea ha formulato una raccomandazione per l’avvio dei negoziati di adesione con l’Albania. Nel giugno 2018, il Consiglio ha adottato conclusioni in cui concorda di rispondere positivamente ai progressi compiuti dall’Albania e prepara la strada verso l’apertura dei negoziati di adesione nel giugno 2019. 

	La terza conferenza di adesione con l’Albania si è svolta il 17 dicembre 2024. La riunione è servita ad avviare i negoziati sul gruppo di capitoli 6 (relazioni esterne), tra cui il capitolo 30 sulle relazioni esterne e il capitolo 31 sulla politica estera, di sicurezza e di difesa. L’UE ha inoltre stabilito i parametri per la chiusura provvisoria di tali capitoli. Il primo gruppo di capitoli, noti come questioni fondamentali e riguardanti settori quali il funzionamento delle istituzioni democratiche, la magistratura e i diritti fondamentali, è stato aperto nella precedente riunione del 15 ottobre 2024.

	Il percorso di adesione dell’Albania, pertanto, sembra ben avviato e consolidato. Al di là delle condizionalità formali, importanti sono le dimensioni “immateriali” e valoriali in grado di rendere l’integrazione albanese nell’UE efficace. Su questo versante, il legame storico-culturale con l’Italia viene ulteriormente favorito dalle prassi che distinguono il modello di cooperazione italiano: quest’ultimo da sempre si caratterizza per un approccio paritario, collaborativo e sinergico, scevro da preconcetti ideologici e millantato senso di superiorità. Anche il Piano Mattei, la linea strategica principale su cui punta l’attuale compagine governativa italiana, punta a condividere con gli Stati africani le fasi di elaborazione, definizione e attuazione, con l’obiettivo di portare un effettivo valore aggiunto alla popolazione locale.

	Questo spirito ha facilitato, negli anni, il fiorire di molte forme di collaborazione tra le istituzioni culturali albanesi e quelle italiane, in particolare in campo accademico. Gli stretti legami consolidatisi negli anni tra Sapienza Università di Roma e l’Università Aleksander Moisiu di Durazzo sono alla base del Convegno internazionale di cui, in forma più articolata, nel presente volume si raccolgono i principali contributi. In occasione del Convegno si sono confrontati alcuni studiosi delle due Università, su alcuni temi portanti della Cooperazione italo-albanese: le prospettive albanesi di integrazione europea; le questioni migratorie; l’ambito della formazione universitaria; gli aspetti più rilevanti di politica economica; la dimensione politico-istituzionale. Nelle Conclusioni del Convegno sono stati rilevati gli enormi passi avanti compiuti dall’Albania nel percorso di avvicinamento al sistema europeo e il ruolo che l’Italia ha avuto e potrà ancora avere nel facilitare una proficua integrazione soprattutto sostanziale, oltreché formale.
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Framing Italy’s Role in Albania’s EU Integration
An Analysis of Albanian Media Portrayals

	di Blerina Gjerazi*

	Abstract

	Albania’s pursuit of European Union membership is influenced by various political, economic, and social factors, with neighboring countries like Italy playing a crucial role. Italy’s stance on Albania’s integration is particularly significant as a key EU member state and regional partner. This study investigates how Albanian media frames Italy’s role in this process, examining whether Italy is depicted as a supporter, critic, or neutral actor. Through a qualitative content analysis of articles, editorials, and TV broadcasts from major Albanian media outlets, the research aims to uncover the dominant narratives and frames surrounding Italy’s involvement and assess their impact on public perception in Albania. Preliminary findings reveal that Albanian media often highlights Italy’s positive statements and diplomatic support, portraying Italy as a key ally in Albania’s EU aspirations. However, when Italian criticisms regarding Albania’s progress on reforms, rule of law, or human rights are reported, they are framed with sensitivity to external pressure, potentially shaping domestic policy debates. 

	This study fills a gap in the literature on international media framing by providing a focused analysis of Albania’s media portrayal of Italy in the context of European integration.

	 

	Keywords: European Integration, Media Framing, Albania, Italy

	1. Introduction

	Albania’s path toward European Union (EU) integration is a complex process shaped by political, economic, and social dimensions, reflecting both national aspirations and regional dynamics. Italy, as a neighboring country and a prominent EU member, occupies a distinct position in this process. The historical, cultural, and geographic ties between Italy and Albania have fostered a long-standing relationship that transcends diplomatic relations, with Italy emerging as a significant advocate for Albania’s EU ambitions. Italy’s proximity to Albania and its role as a mediator in EU political structures give it a unique leverage, often positioning it as a critical intermediary for Albania’s progress in meeting EU standards (Belloni, 2009). As such, examining Italian-Albanian relations within the broader narrative of EU integration is essential for understanding the dynamics of external support and skepticism within the EU framework. Italy’s involvement in Albania’s EU integration can be seen as part of a broader strategy wherein EU member states exert “transformative power” to influence neighboring non-member countries (Grabbe, 2006). This influence has been achieved through mechanisms such as political advocacy, economic support, and structural reforms, which are instrumental in Albania’s alignment with EU standards (Noutcheva, 2009). Scholars have noted that Italy’s supportive stance towards Albania’s EU aspirations stems not only from shared historical ties but also from strategic interests, including regional stability, migration control, and economic partnerships (Mirel, 2018). Italy’s prominent role in sectors such as Albanian trade, investment, and labor mobility further underscores its vested interest in Albania’s political stability and economic progress (Marko, 2012). Thus, Italy’s bilateral efforts with Albania serve as both a pragmatic and symbolic gesture, demonstrating its commitment to the EU’s enlargement policy, which views integration as a pathway to peace and stability within the Western Balkans. Additionally, the portrayal of international actors like Italy in Albanian media is shaped by the nuances of media framing, which can amplify or downplay specific aspects of bilateral relations. Studies on media framing suggest that by highlighting particular themes or issues, media narratives can shape public perceptions of political events and actors, thereby influencing public opinion (McCombs & Shaw, 1972; Van Gorp, 2007). Media portrayals often reflect and reinforce domestic political sentiments; therefore, analyzing media coverage of Italy’s role in Albania’s EU journey can reveal underlying narratives that either bolster or undermine public support for integration efforts (Dimitrova & Strömbäck, 2005). This framing is crucial, as Albanian media frequently navigates between presenting Italy as an advocate and addressing EU-related criticisms, depending on the political climate and socio-economic conditions. By scrutinizing these portrayals, this study explores how Italian-Albanian relations are constructed in the public domain and how these media frames contribute to the overall discourse on EU integration.

	Existing literature highlights the broader influence of EU member states on accession candidates, demonstrating that bilateral relationships can significantly shape perceptions, policies, and reform processes (Grabbe, 2006). Italy’s role in Albania’s EU journey illustrates this influence; Italian leaders have consistently supported Albania’s EU membership bid, advocating for continued reforms and regional stability in the Western Balkans (China CEE Institute, 2021). However, media portrayals of Italy’s role remain underexplored, despite their critical role in framing public opinion and influencing political discourse. As explored by Entman (1993) and Scheufele (1999), media framing plays a powerful role in shaping perceptions and constructing narratives that can either bolster or hinder public and political support for EU integration. By examining the portrayal of Italy in Albanian media, this paper aims to illuminate how strategic framing may reflect or reinforce public attitudes towards Albania’s EU aspirations.

	1.1 Main Objectives and the Significance of the Study

	This study aims to analyze the portrayal of Italy’s role in Albania’s EU integration process as presented in Albanian media. Specifically, the objective is to critically examine the framing techniques employed within media representations to determine whether Italy is depicted predominantly as a supportive ally, a skeptical observer, or a neutral participant. This analysis seeks to answer a key research question: How is Italy framed within Albanian media—as a supporter, critic, or neutral actor in Albania’s EU accession efforts? Gaining insight into the nature of this portrayal is essential, as it not only highlights media influence on public opinion but also provides context for the broader political and diplomatic relationships surrounding Albania’s EU aspirations. By addressing this gap in the literature on media framing within EU enlargement, this study offers a valuable perspective on the intersection between media narratives and international relations, with implications for Albania’s integration trajectory and for understanding the impact of bilateral relations on EU accession processes.

	2. Literature Review

	2.1 Theoretical Perspective

	The theoretical framework underpinning this study centers on media framing theory and its application in international relations. Media framing, as conceptualized by Entman (1993), involves the selection and emphasis of specific aspects of a perceived reality to promote a particular interpretation or perspective. Framing theory suggests that media has the capacity not only to inform the public but also to shape public opinion by highlighting specific aspects of a story while downplaying others. In this context, framing is particularly influential in shaping perceptions of complex international relations, where nuances in language and representation can influence public and diplomatic perceptions of key actors (Scheufele, 1999). In studies related to international relations, framing theory has been widely applied to analyze how media portrays state actors, international alliances, and diplomatic efforts (Dimitrova & Strömbäck, 2005). According to Pan and Kosicki (1993), media framing operates at the intersection of textual structures and societal values, allowing media outlets to construct narratives that can resonate with or challenge societal beliefs and political ideologies. When applied to bilateral relations, such as Italy’s role in Albania’s EU integration process, framing theory allows for an examination of how media narratives reflect or shape national attitudes toward foreign allies and perceived external influences. Media portrayals can therefore reinforce positive diplomatic relations or, conversely, frame a country in ways that amplify skepticism and critique (Van Gorp, 2007).

	Framing theory’s application to EU enlargement processes further highlights the complex dynamics between media, politics, and public opinion. Studies show that media in countries pursuing EU membership often frames the EU and its member states in ways that reflect both domestic aspirations and anxieties (de Vreese et al., 2001). In the Albanian context, Italy’s proximity and cultural influence amplify its media portrayal as either an advocate or an obstacle to EU integration, depending on the framing. For instance, during critical moments in Albania’s EU accession process, such as the annual progress reports, media coverage has often shifted to emphasize Italy’s supportive statements regarding Albania’s reform efforts. Conversely, instances where Italian officials express concerns about the slow pace of reforms have been portrayed in a more critical light, raising questions about Albania’s commitment to EU standards. As Papathanassopoulos and Negrine (2011) argue, the framing of external actors in national media coverage of EU-related issues can reinforce public sentiment toward both EU membership and the external actor’s role in the process. This perspective allows us to assess whether Albanian media’s portrayal of Italy aligns with strategic goals or public attitudes, contributing to a deeper understanding of how media framing influences the EU accession discourse. By applying framing theory to the case of Italy and Albania, this study aligns with a body of research that seeks to unpack the mechanisms through which media shapes perceptions of international allies and policies. Understanding how Albanian media frames Italy’s involvement in the EU integration process provides valuable insights into the relationship between media narratives and Albania’s integration trajectory. It also demonstrates the capacity of media framing to affect bilateral relations, shaping public opinion and potentially influencing the political approach toward EU membership. 

	2.2 Media Framing in International Relations

	Media framing has significant implications in international relations, especially in shaping public perceptions and diplomatic attitudes toward key allies and influential states. In the case of Albania’s EU integration process, media framing is instrumental in constructing Italy’s role either as an advocate, a critic, or a neutral partner. This process of framing influences how both policymakers and the public interpret Italy’s involvement, which in turn impacts Albania’s broader EU accession narrative. Scholars have long observed that framing affects not only how specific events are perceived but also the overarching relational dynamics between countries, thereby guiding audience opinions and policy perspectives (Hallahan, 1999). A key aspect of framing in international contexts is its tendency to reflect the underlying priorities and biases of the media’s host country. Research on EU integration demonstrates that candidate countries often portray EU member states in ways that align with national interests and public sentiment toward integration. For instance, Kornig et al., (2006) found that in Turkey, media narratives frequently framed the EU either as a supporter of reform or as an imposing entity, contingent on the issue at hand. In Albania, media framing of Italy’s role likely mirrors such patterns, shifting between portrayals of Italy as a supportive ally or as a distant observer based on Italy’s actions, policy statements, or broader EU policy trends. This selective framing can either bolster or undermine public enthusiasm for EU integration and shape perceptions of Italy’s influence over Albania’s future within Europe.

	Moreover, media framing within the context of bilateral relations serves as a form of soft power, a tool that nations use to influence each other’s perceptions and actions without coercion. Nye (2004) emphasizes that positive framing can enhance a country’s influence by establishing it as a respected ally or partner, thus fostering goodwill and supportive alliances. Albania’s portrayal of Italy through positive or negative frames not only affects public sentiment but also signals to Italian and EU policymakers the levels of domestic support or resistance within Albania. This notion is reinforced by studies on media influence in EU candidate countries, where framing of influential member states often seeks to either legitimize or question their roles in supporting accession goals (Frunză et al., 2013). In addition, the role of media framing in reflecting public expectations about foreign allies is significant. A supportive portrayal of Italy might reflect optimism about Albania’s EU accession, while a critical stance could resonate with public frustrations over perceived barriers or delays. As argued by Meyer (1999), media framing can capture and amplify the public’s expectations, constructing foreign allies as either enablers or obstacles within broader geopolitical ambitions. This perspective is particularly relevant to the Albanian case, where Italy’s historical ties and cultural proximity place it in a unique position within Albania’s EU narrative. How media frames Italy may thus indicate broader societal attitudes toward the integration process and the perceived reliability of foreign support. The literature on media framing in international relations highlights the power of media to influence diplomatic perceptions and to shape public opinion on strategic allies like Italy. For Albania, the way Italian involvement is framed in media narratives could either reinforce or undermine domestic support for EU integration, with significant implications for both national policy and international diplomacy. 

	3. Methodology

	This study employs a qualitative content analysis methodology to examine the framing and representation of Italy’s role in Albania’s EU integration process as presented in major Albanian media outlets. The analysis is focused on main news editions from five prominent Albanian channels: TV Klan, Top Channel, Vizion Plus, News 24, and Report TV. The selected media outlets were chosen based on their prominence and influence within the Albanian media landscape. Each outlet’s main news editions were analyzed to capture a representative sample of the public discourse regarding Italy’s involvement in Albania’s EU aspirations. A purposive sampling strategy was employed, resulting in the selection of 50 articles and 30 TV broadcasts that specifically relate to significant events, such as high-level diplomatic meetings, bilateral agreements, and statements from Italian officials regarding Albania’s integration into the EU.

	Qualitative content analysis is employed as the primary methodological approach for this research. This method allows for an in-depth exploration of how media frames narratives, shapes public perception, and constructs meaning within the context of Albania’s EU integration efforts. The use of qualitative content analysis in this study is supported by a robust body of literature. Content analysis is a well-established method for studying media representations and framing effects, allowing researchers to systematically analyze textual data (Krippendorff, 2004). It is particularly relevant in the context of political communication, where media plays a critical role in influencing public perceptions and policy discourse (Entman, 2007). Moreover, the framing analysis approach draws from seminal works in communication studies that underscore the significance of framing in shaping public opinion and political behavior (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989; Scheufele, 1999). By applying qualitative content analysis, this study seeks to contribute to the existing literature on media influence, public perception, and international relations, particularly in the context of EU integration processes in the Western Balkans. 

	The analysis focuses on key elements such as framing, tone, and narrative structures. The study investigates how Italy’s role is framed in the media – whether as a supportive ally, a critical partner, or a neutral observer. Framing theory posits that the way information is presented (or framed) influences audience interpretation and perception (Entman, 1993). By identifying dominant frames, this research elucidates the media’s role in shaping public discourse on EU integration. The tone of the coverage is analyzed to discern whether the narratives are predominantly positive, negative, or neutral. Understanding the tone can provide insights into the underlying attitudes and sentiments expressed in media reports (Entman, 1989). The narrative structures within the content are examined to identify how stories about Italy’s involvement are constructed and what themes emerge. Narrative analysis allows researchers to understand how storytelling shapes perceptions of political relationships and policies (Pellico & Chinn, 2007). The data analysis process involves multiple stages. The selected articles and broadcasts are systematically coded based on predefined categories reflecting the primary frames (supportive, critical, neutral), tones (positive, negative, neutral), and recurring narratives (e.g., reform, collaboration, skepticism). The frames identified for this analysis include:

	
		Supportive Frame: Italy is framed as a key ally, providing diplomatic backing and support for reforms.

		Critical Frame: Coverage highlighting Italian criticism of Albania’s reforms, particularly regarding the rule of law and anti-corruption measures.

		Neutral Frame: Balanced coverage of Italy’s diplomatic statements without a clear supportive or critical tone. 



	Following the initial coding, thematic analysis is conducted to identify overarching themes and patterns that emerge from the data. This iterative process enables a deeper understanding of how media coverage reflects and constructs the narrative around Italy’s role in Albania’s EU integration. The findings from different media outlets are compared to identify variations in framing and narrative emphasis. This comparative approach highlights potential biases or discrepancies in how different media platforms report on the same events, shedding light on the role of media ownership and political affiliations in shaping narratives (McCombs & Shaw, 1972).

	An analysis covering the period from 2018 to 2024, highlighting key events and diplomatic meetings between Albania and Italy. This timeframe captures critical moments in Albania’s journey towards EU integration and the strengthening of its bilateral relations with Italy, an important ally in this process. The study examines 50 articles and 30 TV broadcasts related to five key events as summarized in Table 1. The selected articles and broadcasts were specifically chosen based on their relevance to the key events associated with Italy’s role in Albania’s EU integration process. Only those pieces that explicitly mention Italy and are directly related to at least one of the five key events identified for analysis were included in the sample. This focused approach ensures that the analysis remains concentrated on the significant interactions and narratives surrounding Italy’s influence and contributions to Albania’s EU aspirations. By establishing this criterion, the study not only strengthens its empirical foundation but also ensures that the findings are directly applicable to understanding the media’s framing of Italy’s involvement in these pivotal moments in Albania’s path toward EU membership.

	The selected key events are critical for several reasons. Each event is directly linked to Albania’s path toward EU membership and highlights Italy’s supportive role in this journey. Understanding media portrayals of these events can provide

	Table 1. Key Events Selected 

	
		

				No

				Key events 

				Importance

		

		
				1.

				EU Candidate Status for Albania

				This event marked a pivotal moment for Albania, as achieving candidate status was a significant step towards EU membership. Media coverage of this development is crucial for understanding how it shaped public perceptions of Albania’s European aspirations and the role of Italy in supporting this process.

		

		
				2.

				Albanian/Italian Diplomatic Visits

				High-level diplomatic visits between Albanian and Italian officials often signal important bilateral agreements and partnerships. Analyzing media narratives around these visits helps illustrate how these interactions are portrayed and their implications for public opinion regarding Italy’s involvement in Albania’s EU integration.

		

		
				3.

				Post-Earthquake Aid from Italy: 

				Following the devastating earthquake in Albania in November 2019, Italy provided substantial aid and support. The media’s framing of Italy’s humanitarian response can influence perceptions of Italy as a supportive partner and ally, showcasing the importance of international solidarity in times of crisis.

		

		
				4.

				Opening of EU Accession Negotiations for Albania

				The commencement of accession negotiations is a milestone in Albania’s EU integration process. This event’s coverage is essential for understanding how the media frames the significance of this progress and Italy’s role in facilitating these negotiations.
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