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This article examines the exposure of Russian public to reports about ethnic groups in
current mainstream Russian media by analyzing the amount of such reports today, as
well as results of an online survey (n = 1040) aimed at revealing to what extent the public is indeed exposed to them by the respondents’ own estimations. The survey showed
that generally users tend to lack information about ethnicities in mainstream media
and demonstrate a certain interest in learning more about other ethnic groups in Russia through media channels. We argue thus that the public’s exposure to information
about ethnic issues, although relatively high on a quantitative level (i.e., in terms of
the actual number of reports), is lower on a qualitative one (i.e., the share of the respondents who actually come across such reports). The paper also reveals a number of
tendencies from analyzing users’ age groups and their regions of living. In general, we
believe that singling out both specifics of the public’s exposure to information about
ethnicities and the connection between this exposure and the public’s attitudes toward
ethnicities (which is planned as the second stage of the current research project) may
contribute to better understanding of the effects media can have on their audience in
terms of agenda-setting and psychological influence. The current research can also be
of interest when discussing the role mass media play in building harmonious relationships between representatives of different ethnic groups in a multiethnic society such
as the Russian one.
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Introduction
In a multiethnic and multicultural Russian society, the problem of strengthening
relationships between representatives of different ethnic, cultural, and linguistic
groups is becoming extremely important today. As the national census of 2010
showed, there are currently more than 190 ethnic groups speaking over 170 lan-
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guages1 in the territory of the Russian Federation. It is not surprising that the differences in mentality, culture, traditions, norms, and values of these groups may
influence the way people perceive each other and communicate with each other,
sometimes making it difficult for representatives of one ethnic group to understand
those belonging to another one, and to get along well with them. However, it is
quite clear that the differences in mentality, language, and culture are not the only
factors affecting intercultural and interethnic communication in such an ethnically
diverse society. Numerous studies by ethnologists, psychologists, sociologists, and
media and cultural scholars — both domestic and international — have looked into
a multitude of other factors that can affect relationships between different ethnic
groups in a multicultural Russian society.
If we try to classify these studies roughly into several big thematic blocks, we
identify the following clusters:
•

•

•

•

•
•

studies discussing the role of stereotypes in interethnic conflicts and miscommunication across nations (Verevkin, 2009; Minyar-Belorucheva &
Pokrovskaya, 2012; Mishlanova & Sirotkina, 2013; Malkova, 2007; Gladkova, 2013b, 2015; Petrova et al., 2014; Contini, 2013; Elchardus & Spruyt,
2014; Loennqvist et al., 2014; Ivanic, Bates & Somasundaram, 2014, and
others)
studies focusing on issues of in-group and out-group trust and the impact of
trust and other psychological phenomena upon interethnic relations (Alesina & La Ferrara, 2002; Abanes, Scheepers & Sterkens, 2014; Gundelach,
2014; Bahry et al., 2005; Allwood, Traum & Jokinen, 2000, and others)
studies identifying social prerequisites for interethnic confrontation, such
as the degree of diversity in the society (Alesina & La Ferrara, 2002; Gladkova, 2013a; Matsaganis, Katz & Ball-Rokeach, 2011; Vartanova, 2005, 2012)
and the role of social categorization in provoking conflicts and misunderstanding (Ufkes et al., 2012)
studies examining personal characteristics and their role in multicultural
communication, including respondents’ pride in belonging to a certain ethnic group and its influence upon their tolerance toward other ethnic formations (Ward et al., 2006), as well as individuals’ level of education, income,
and gender and age characteristics, etc.;
studies discussing issues of migration and the lack of sense of belonging
among migrants as a potential risk factor in a multiethnic society (Osin &
Konstantinov, 2014; Bazhenova et al., 2015);
studies analyzing the role of language and linguistic means, including hate
speech, in affecting attitudes toward ethnic groups (Shulumba, 2013; Malkova, 2007).

This list is certainly missing other factors that can possibly influence relationships between different ethnic groups too, since listing all of them would be a
lengthy process and require a separate study.
1
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What we consider to be important to discuss, and what is not always mentioned
when it comes to examining interethnic relationships, is the role of mass media in
interethnic communication. An interesting question to discuss in this respect is
whether mass media have any impact upon people’s attitude to ethnic groups different from their own, and if so, how this attitude is created. In our view, this question becomes particularly important in a multiethnic and multicultural society,
such as the Russian one, where peaceful co-existence between people belonging to
different ethnic groups is not always the case.
As statistical data show, the number of conflicts on ethnic grounds in modern
Russia is high: according to the Center for National Conflict Studies, in the period of September, 2013 through March, 2014, there arose 570 conflicts between
representatives of different ethnic groups1, including both open clashes, such as
disturbances in Pugachevo (July 2013) or in Western Birulevo in Moscow (October
,2013), and so-called “distant way” conflicts, which did not necessarily involve actual confrontation in reality but could start in online environments (social media,
forums, online chats, etc.) and later on turn into clashes in offline space too. This
makes the discussion about factors affecting interethnic relations in Russia (mentality, language, the level of in-group and out-group trust, personal characteristics,
social prerequisites, and other aforementioned factors, as well as possibly mass media) particularly up to date.
Previous researchers in this field showed that mass media tend to play a significant role in forming people’s attitude toward other ethnicities, conveying values
and messages that people may absorb unintentionally (Robert & Lichter, 1988).
Situations when ethnic minorities are underrepresented in media or portrayed in
a biased and stereotypical way (Williamson & DeSouza, 2006; Asamen et al., 2008;
Schemer, 2014) may contribute to creating a negative attitude toward other ethnicities too.
These suggestions are supported by fundamental theories, namely agenda-setting and framing ones. According to the agenda-setting theory elaborated in the late
1960s and early 1970s by Maxwell E. McCombs and Donald L. Shaw (McCombs
& Shaw, 1972), there exists a link between what is regularly reported by the media
and what people, as consumers of such information, consider important and worth
paying attention to. As was later discussed, the media are able to set the agenda, not
only in relation to a variety of processes happening at some point (ranking them in
order of importance) but also with regard to a specific event or person (in our case,
ethnic groups). Obviously, while informing the public of certain facts or phenomena, media cannot provide the public with all the information available (because of
limitations in the amount of space in newspapers, or TV and radio time). Instead,
they tend to focus the public’s attention only on specific aspects or attributes of the
material that are most important, in the media’s opinion (Weaver, McCombs &
Shaw. 2004; Kazakov, 2014). As a result, a kind of agenda — but in relation to the
characteristics of a single object — is built.
Another theory in many ways similar to agenda-setting is framing. It is widely
believed now that framing is the process of selecting which aspects of reality jour1
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nalists display, making them more salient in order to formulate certain causal connections, moral interpretations, and recommendations on how to act in relation to
a particular situation (Entman, 1993; Scheufele, 2004). Thus it is believed that by
drawing the public’s attention to specific aspects of the event or the phenomenon,
i.e., creating so-called frames, the media significantly determine how readers, viewers, or listeners treat it.
If we assume that media play a significant role in creating people’s attitudes toward multiple phenomena in real life through setting agendas and creating frames,
an interesting question to discuss would be whether regular exposure to particular phenomena in media would influence the public’s attitude toward these phenomena. According to the contact theory elaborated by Gordon W. Allport (1979),
regular exposure to people of different backgrounds and ethnicities can lead to less
prejudice. Keeping in mind an important role played by the media, we believe that
regular exposure to people with different backgrounds and belonging to different
ethnic and cultural groupings through media channels (TV and radio programs,
publications in newspapers and magazines, as well as the Internet) is likely not only
to create the public’s agenda in general but also to influence this agenda in a positive or negative way (Malkova, 2007; Makeenko, 2007; Dunas, 2011; Obraztsova,
2014; Gureeva, 2015).
It should be noted that the idea of correlation between media exposure and the
public’s attitudes and even patterns of behavior has received extensive coverage in
the academic literature so far, particularly in multiple studies by psychologists analyzing the correlation between media violence and aggressive behavior (Séguin &
Klimek, 2015; Krahé & Busching, 2015, and others). In this research project, which
we started in 2015, we would like to elaborate on this idea, looking into correlation
of the public’s exposure to ethnic groups through media channels and the public’s
attitudes toward these groups (if any). The first thing that we will focus on is an
examination of the level of exposure to reports about ethnic groups in mainstream
Russian media. In this paper we are going to test the hypothesis that the public’s
exposure to reports about ethnic groups in mainstream Russian media is relatively
high today. While doing that, we will focus on the following key research questions:
(a) whether the public’s exposure to such reports is higher on a quantitative or
qualitative level, or whether it remains the same on both levels (quantitative level meaning the number of ethnic media and reports on this topic in
mainstream Russian media1, and qualitative level meaning real exposure of
the public to such reports, according to the respondents’ own estimations);
and
(b) whether the public’s exposure to such reports depends on their age groups
and regions of living.
As mentioned earlier, this paper focuses mainly on the primary stage of the
research we conducted and examines whether Russians are currently exposed to
reports about ethnic groups in mainstream media in general or not. During the
1
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second stage of this research project, which is still underway, we will look into the
nature of these reports more specifically and will try to define in what way media
can influence one’s attitude toward ethnic groups; we will discuss the following:
(a) the particular characteristics of the reports, including their tone (positive,
negative, neutral), themes, genres, choice of words (including hate speech),
style, illustrations (if any), choice of heroes, length, etc.;
(b) the impact reports of different kinds have on the public, as estimated by the
public itself (for example, whether interviews with representatives of ethnic
groups are likely to have bigger effect on the public than a journalistic essay; whether the use of hate speech and words with negative connotations
can create a negative feeling toward the people described, etc.).
When both stages are complete, we expect to find out the following:
(a) whether Russians are generally exposed to reports about ethnic groups in
mainstream media today, and how great this exposure is; and
(b) whether the public’s attitudes (positive, mostly positive, neutral, mostly
negative, negative) toward particular ethnicities depend on the media they
are exposed to, as well as the periodicity and nature of this exposure.
The current paper, as outlined earlier, focuses on research objective (a) mainly,
while (b) will be discussed in further studies. All in all, we believe that the analysis
of the dependency of the public’s attitudes toward phenomena covered by the media on the level of their exposure to media can contribute to further understanding
of the agenda-setting, framing, and contact theories, as well as the analysis of psychological effects media can have on the public.

Method
The key methods we used at this stage of the research was the analysis of the number
of reports about ethnic issues in Russian mainstream media today, and the online
survey1 aimed at revealing the public’s exposure to reports about ethnic groups in
the media, as estimated by the public itself. The chosen methods were expected
to help us measure media exposure using the measurement factors suggested by
Paul Freedman and Ken Goldstein (1999): the frequency with which information
is aired in a particular media market and the quantity of information consuming
by a particular respondent.
To start with, we looked into the number of reports about ethnic issues in various Russian-language mainstream media in the spring and summer of 2015; the
data are freely available in governmental reports (see, for example, Informatsionnoanaliticheskie materialy k sovmestnomu zasedaniu Soveta pri Prezidente Rossiiskoi
Federatsii po mezhnatsionalnym otnosheniyam i Soveta pri Prezidente Rossiiskoi
Federatsii po russkomu yazyku, 2015) or previous quantitative studies conducted by
domestic scholars (see, for example, Malkova, 2007; Gladkova, 2015). We believe
that these data would allow us to first draw very sketchy conclusions about the
1
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accessibility of information about interethnic relations on a broad scale, and consequently the public’s exposure to this information. A simple guess would be the
following: the bigger amount of such media, the higher the public’s exposure to it.
However, we think that the raw number of media outlets, reports outlining ethnic
problems, or circulation of media outlets cannot fully reflect the public’s exposure
to media content, since often people do not consume particular information, even
when they have free access to it (because of a lack of interest in this topic, for instance, or other reasons).
That is why we conducted an online survey aimed at revealing how many people are in fact exposed to reports about ethnic issues in current Russian media, by
their own estimations. The key criteria for analysis were as follows:
(a) the frequency with which readers or viewers come across information about
ethnic groups in mainstream Russian media (very often, often, from time
to time, seldom, never, not sure);
(b) the quantity of information received there (i.e., if persons would prefer to
see much more information, the same amount, less, or much less (or not
sure) on this topic in media);
(c) their basic interest in learning more about ethnic groups through mainstream media (i.e., if persons come across these reports in the media, they
will most be likely, probably likely, probably not likely, or unlikely (or not
sure) to study them);
(d) the specification of the public’s interests (on what topic(s) reports would
most likely attract the public’s attention: ethnic groups’ customs and tra
ditions, history, language, religious faiths, values, and moral codes, or
other);
(e) the primary sources of information about ethnic groups (print media, TV
and radio programs, the Internet, friends, educational institutions (school,
university), etc.), as well as some other factors.
The survey was placed on an open-access platform with daily announcements
on two websites of Mail.ru Group company: News@Mail.ru (a news website) and
Afisha@Mail.ru (an entertainment website) in the spring and summer of 2015. It
should be noted that Mail.ru is one of the biggest portals of Runet (the Russian
Internet). The users of this portal constitute 56.1% of the total number of Runet
users, and the portal itself takes the first place among the top 20 desktop Internet
websites, according to TNS1. It is also the biggest portal (30.1 million persons and
28.5%) by number of average daily visitors.
The total number of respondents we examined was 1040. The sampling is
representative for both key groups under analysis: age groups (under 24: 250 persons, 25–44: 470, 45–64: 280, and over 65: 40) and groups according to their
region of living (Moscow: 100 persons, St. Petersburg: 40, cities with a population over 1 million: 110, those with populations of 500,000–1 million: 80, those
between 250,000 and 500,000: 230, those under 250,000, including villages: 480).
We chose stratified sampling while conducting the research, using data on the so1
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ciodemographic characteristics of Russian Internet users provided by the Public
Opinion Fund1 and TNS2. Let us note that the sample is limited to two criteria
(age and region of living) only due to the availability of data about Internet users’
sociodemographic characteristics and the attempt to find out whether there exists any connection between respondents’ age, their region of living, and media
exposure. When making a statistical analysis of the results, Pearson’s chi-square
test with Yates’s correction was used. Differences were considered significant
when P < 0.05.

Results
To start with, we found that the number of media outlets devoted to the life of Russian ethnic groups is rather large: there are 692 ethnic media outlets officially registered in the territory of the Russian Federation today; they cover various aspects of
the culture, traditions, history, etc. of these groups (Informatsionno-analiticheskie
materialy k sovmestnomu zasedaniu Soveta pri Prezidente Rossiiskoi Federatsii po
mezhnatsionalnym otnosheniyam i Soveta pri Prezidente Rossiiskoi Federatsii po
russkomu yazyku, 2015). The majority of these media are in the languages of the
largest ethnic groups3: Tatar, Bashkir, Chuvash, and others. As previous studies
show, though, many of these media — particularly print and audiovisual — are
produced in several languages, often in the language of the particular ethnic group
and in the Russian language (Gilmanova, 2013), which makes them available to
both ethnic communities and a broad Russian-speaking audience. Many of them
are also distributed on a federal level and/or have online versions, which also contributes to their broad availability to readers (Gladkova, 2015). The number of reports devoted to ethnic issues and interethnic relations in federal Russian-language
media is quite high too. As a content analysis carried out by Malkova (2007) and
other scholars proves, all-Russian newspapers, for example, Moskovsky Komsomolets, Komsomolskaya Pravda, and Rossiiskaya Gazeta, as well as many federal TV
and radio stations (Perviy Kanal, Rossiya 1, Radio Rossii, etc.) aimed at a broad
audience pay a good deal of attention to ethnic issues, coverage of ethnic conflicts,
stereotypes regarding various ethnicities, etc.
It should be added that the Russian government has undertaken a number of
successful steps to make media about ethnic communities and in languages other
than Russian available to a broad audience, as well as developing a sensible attitude toward coverage of ethnicities in the media. In this respect, it should be mentioned that it signed the European Charter for Regional or Minorities Languages in
2001; started a joint program of the Council of Europe, the Ministry for Regional
Development of the Russian Federation, and the European Commission’s “Minorities in Russia: Developing Languages, Culture, Media and Civil Society” in 2009;
and opened various institutions, such as the Moscow House of Nationalities, Guild
of Interethnic Journalism, Presidential Council for Interethnic Relations in Russia,
1
2
3
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and others (Gladkova, 2015). The significant impact mass media can have upon
setting an agenda regarding interethnic relations for media consumers was also
emphasized in the code of ethics for Russian journalists covering ethnic issues1,
promulgated in 2013. The code draws attention to journalists’ responsibility for
transmitting incorrect and stereotypical images of ethnicities, as well as provoking
ethnic conflicts through reports the public is exposed to.
The aforementioned data, although presented very briefly, show that Russian
public generally has a wide access to a variety of reports about ethnic issues in current media. An interesting question to discuss in this respect would be whether
Russian public is indeed exposed to these reports, judging by their own estimations.
Let us try to answer this question using the data collected during the survey.
First, the majority of the respondents stated that they come across information
about ethnic groups in Russian mainstream media from time to time (58.08%),
while the second biggest group is those who declared that they see such reports seldom (23.06%). The answers to this question did not depend at all on respondents’
age (Χ2 = 12.18, degrees of freedom = 6, P = 0.07), but rather on the regions they live
in (Χ2 = 38.52, degrees of freedom = 9, P < 0.01); in general, users living in big cities, including Moscow, St. Petersburg, those with a population over 1 million, and
those between 500,000 and 1 million tended to come across this information more
often than those living in smaller cities.
Second, the analysis showed that the majority of respondents would prefer to
receive more information about ethnic groups through mainstream media than
they currently do. In total, 590 persons (56.35%) chose “more” or “much more” for
this question, while 252 persons (24.07%) would rather receive less information
on this topic than they do now. Having analyzed answers according to the criteria
“region of living” and “age,” we found similarity in all subgroups under discussion.
Basically, regardless the region of living and age group, the number of respondents
who would prefer to receive more information on ethnic groups is, on average, one
or two times higher than the number of those who would rather receive less information on this topic. We failed to find any dependency of respondents’ answers to
this question on their region of living (Χ2 = 13.05, degrees of freedom = 10, P = 0.22)
or age (Χ2 = 11.84, degrees of freedom = 6, P = 0.06).
Third, respondents’ basic interest in learning more about ethnic communities
through media channels does not depend at all on the regions of living (Χ2 = 7.77,
degrees of freedom = 15, P = 0.93). In each region, the number of respondents who
would most likely or likely study this information was six or seven times bigger
than those who would be unlikely do that, and three times bigger than the number
of those who answered “probably.” At the same time, the answers to this question
depended on respondents’ age (Χ2 = 36.53, degrees of freedom = 9, P < 0.01). Thus,
users belonging to the 25–44 and 45–64 age groups showed greater interest in reports about ethnic formations (62% and 71% of respondents, respectively), while
in the under-24 and over-65 groups, the number of those who were interested in
receiving such news was lower: 45% and 57%, respectively.
1
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Fourth, we tried to find out what kind of information about ethnic groups
would most likely attract the public’s attention. We found out that the majority of
survey participants are interested in more than one aspect of other ethnic groups’
lives: the total number of such respondents was 571 persons (54.54%), while the
number of those who chose only one aspect was considerably lower: 341 (32.57%).
Among those who chose only one, the majority showed interest in the history of
ethnic groups (171 persons; 16.33%). The second most popular answer turned out
to be customs and traditions (80 persons; 7.64%), and the third was values and
moral codes (57 persons; 5.44%). The respondents’ interest in the history of Russian
peoples is stably high regardless their region of living and age. Examining all possible answer combinations to this question is hardly possible in a short article like
this one, but the history of Russian peoples was the most popular answer among
those who chose several aspects too.
Lastly, we looked into the sources of information about ethnic groups that
are most often used by survey participants. Suggested answers included print
media, TV and radio programs, the Internet, friends, educational institutions
(school, university), and “other.” One can easily notice that the first three answers reflected the main spectrum of mass media (print, audiovisual, online),
while the others were predominantly based on communication with other people
(friends, colleagues, teachers, etc.). In such a way, the analysis of obtained results
was meant to determine the main sources of information (mass media or external contacts with other people) that the survey participants used when receiving
information about ethnic groups. As we found out, in most cases respondents
preferred to get information about ethnic groups from the Internet (450 persons;
42.98%). TV and radio programs was the second most popular answer (404 persons; 38.59%). We did not find any dependency of the answers to the question on
the respondents’ region of living (Χ2 = 24.70, degrees of freedom = 25, P = 0.48).
At the same time, it should be noted that respondents under 45 years old more
often get this information from the Internet, while respondents over 45 years old
choose audiovisual mass media (TV and radio programs) for this purpose. Print
media are also more often used by respondents of older age: 33 persons (3.15%)
in the 45–64 age group received information about ethnic groups from print media, while in the 25–44 age group this type of media was chosen by 18 persons
(1.72%) only. Therefore, we can conclude that survey participants’ belonging to
a certain age group influenced their answers to this question (Χ2 = 26,18, degrees
of freedom = 15, P = 0.03).

Conclusion
The study revealed that although the number of ethnic media, as well as the number
of reports devoted to ethnic issues in mainstream media in modern Russia, is considerably high1, the public claims that it does not come across such information in
media outlets often. The majority of survey participants showed interest in learning
1

When stating this, we rely on the statistical data retrieved from open online and offline sources,
as well as empirical analyses previously carried out by other domestic and international scholars,
and not the current research.

Examining the public’s exposure to reports about ethnic groups…   173

more about ethnic groups through media channels, often choosing more than one
aspects of their life they would be potentially interested in (with the history of ethnic groups being the most popular answer). If we look at the dependency of respondents’ answers to the questionnaire on their age, region of living, we notice
the following — generally quite predictable — trends: (a) respondents belonging
to the 25–44 and 45–64 age groups showed greater interest in reports about ethnic
issues than those who are considerably younger or older; (b) respondents under
45 years old more often get information on this topic from the Internet, while the
respondents over 45 years old usually choose audiovisual mass media (TV and
radio programs) for this purpose; (c) print media as a source of information about
ethnic groups are more often used by older people. All in all, though, we failed to
find any outstanding dependency trends between the aforementioned criteria and
respondents’ answers.
We may conclude that the public’s exposure to reports about ethnic issues in
mainstream media is currently rather high on a quantitative level (if we mean by
quantitative level the number of ethnic media and reports on this topic in current
mainstream media1), but it is lower on a qualitative one (by qualitative level we
mean actual exposure to such reports, according to the respondents’ own estimations). This fact makes the second stage of our research — revealing and discussing the impact such reports can and probably do have — on Russian public more
interesting and acute.
In general, we believe that singling out both specifics of the public’s exposure
to information about ethnicities and the connection between this exposure and the
public’s attitudes toward ethnicities may be of interest when forming a strategy for
the development and promotion of ethnic media in the Russian media market, as
well as when considering a general strategy for building harmonious relationships
between representatives of different ethnic groups of Russia and discussing the role
mass media can play in these relationships.
Moreover, studies of the public’s exposure to reports on ethnic topics can contribute to further elaboration of the agenda-setting, framing, and contact theories,
revealing the positive and negative effects media can have on people, depending
on the regularity of such exposure and the type of reports people are exposed to;
the possible connection between personal characteristics such as age and region
of living and the degree of the media’s impact; the role of the media in creating
attitudes toward other ethnicities in a multicultural society; and much more. As
previous studies of both psychologists and media scholars (Robert & Lichter, 1988;
Williamson & DeSouza, 2006; Asamen et al., 2008; Schemer, 2014, etc.) showed,
people — especially young people — often consider mass media to be a reliable
source of information and an accurate reflection of real life (Robert & Lichter,
1988). In this case, the responsibility of mass media for transmitting unbiased images of different ethnicities, particularly in a multiethnic society such as the Russian one, grows significantly — both in terms of building harmonious interethnic
1
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relations in the country in general and preventing conflicts happening on ethnic
grounds. This said, the analysis of the public’s access to reports about ethnic groups
in mainstream media can help not only evaluate the general accessibility of such
information for broad audiences using quantitative and qualitative parameters suggested in the current research (which can be of value, for instance, when discussing
the popularity of such media and ways to develop them in the future) but also to
understand the effects (psychological, cultural, moral, etc.) of reports about ethnic
topics on people in a multiethnic society.

Limitations
When considering the results of this study, one should keep in mind that an online
survey, although an easy, fast, and cost-efficient method of collecting data, has certain drawbacks, including, for example, a limited sampling and the remote way of
conducting the survey. It is clear that certain groups of people are less likely to have
Internet access and to respond to online questionnaires, which limits the sampling
to those people who have Internet access and the digital skills to use it. A lack of a
trained interviewer to clarify questions if needed can also possibly lead to less reliable data. Last but not least is that respondents may not feel encouraged to provide
accurate, honest answers, and they may not feel comfortable providing answers
that present themselves in an unfavorable manner either.
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