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1. INTRODUCTION 

Like most countries, Russia is keen to project a positive image to audiences around the world. Its Foreign 

Policy Concept of 2008 included a pledge to “develop effective means of information influence on public 

opinion abroad” and “strengthen the role of the Russian mass media in the international information 

environment”.1 

This paper considers media treatment of Russia in Ukraine, where Moscow has a strong interest in winning 

support for its integrationist policies. Ukraine has an extensive news media sector in which major Russian 

news providers participate actively in various ways. Russian federal TV channels are widely available in 

Ukraine via satellite and cable, while the newsstands carry Ukrainian editions of several Russian newspaper 

titles. They compete for audience share against Russian-language media of purely Ukrainian provenance, as 

well as Ukrainian/mixed-language broadcasters and publications. 

At times, messages transmitted in Ukraine by ‘Russian’ media have prompted the ire of Ukrainian 

commentators, who complain of ‘information warfare’ waged by Moscow against Kiev.2 However, the nature 

of Russian involvement in the Ukrainian media environment has not yet been studied in any depth, nor has 

its impact on news content. To advance our understanding of these matters, two research questions are 

addressed in this paper. First, what kind of coverage does Russia receive from the leading Russian-language 

news providers in Ukraine – both those with strong links to Moscow, and those which are purely Ukrainian? 

Second, why does the scale and tone of news coverage about Russia vary from one Russian-language news 

                                                           

1 Available on the website of the President of Russia at http://archive.kremlin.ru/eng/text/docs/2008/07/204750.shtml, accessed 15 
May 2012 
2 A series of commentaries about “information war” with Russia was published on the Telekritika website in September 2011; see 
www.telekritika.ua/media-suspilstvo/bezpeka/2011-09-13/65688; www.telekritika.ua/media-suspilstvo/bezpeka/2011-09-15/65751; 
www.telekritika.ua/media-suspilstvo/expert/2011-09-20/65807, among others. Accessed 15 May 2012. 
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provider to another? The paper presents results from a study which used content analysis and interviews with 

editorial staff to investigate the hypothesis that having a major shareholder, parent organization or franchisor in Russia 

causes a news provider to generate (a) more extensive and (b) more favourable coverage of Russia than other rivals in the 

Ukrainian market. For reasons of feasibility and control, the scope of the study was limited to Russian-

language traditional media (TV bulletins and the press) with a more-or-less nationwide reach. Thus, local, 

regional and Ukrainian-language media were omitted, as were radio, magazines and the internet. 

The findings of the study partially support the hypothesis. Operational links to Moscow do tend to shape 

news coverage in a way that moderates or limits criticism of Russia, although their impact on scale of 

coverage is less consistent. Moreover, the study demonstrates that each Russian media organization operating 

in Ukraine has its own strategy or modus operandi – not all are propaganda tools of the Russian state. Having a 

Russian shareholder, franchisor or parent organization is just one among a complex nexus of factors which 

affect reporting about Russia. Levels of financing and perceptions of audience demand were found to be 

influential variables, as was ownership, although some of the biggest Ukrainian media proprietors seem to 

take a hands-off approach towards coverage of Russia in stories without a Ukrainian domestic angle. 

Cross-border interconnectedness in post-Soviet news provision is a complex phenomenon that takes diverse 

forms. To date it has been understudied, despite the fact that cross-border flows of information are a regular 

topic of political argument in the region itself. Its significance lies in the power (or at least perceived power) 

of news to affect political sentiments. Identifying the forces which shape news about Russia – including 

transnational forces – can enhance our analysis of regional power dynamics.  

This paper begins with a critical overview of relevant literature from which the hypothesis was derived. It 

then provides details of the research strategy and methods used to test the hypothesis, before presenting 

content analysis and interview results relating to three TV news bulletins and three popular daily tabloids.3 

Finally, questions of Russian ‘soft power’ in Ukraine which arise from the study are considered in the 

conclusion. 

2. LITERATURE 

Many media and communications scholars have written about the factors and forces which shape news 

content. Meanwhile, regional specialists have generated a range of empirical studies relating to journalism in 

the post-Soviet states. The theoretical framework employed in this paper draws from both these fields of 

research, although there is no existing theory which explicitly addresses the mechanics of cross-border 

influence on news. 

The literature which professes to explain the nature of news content is vast and fragmented, spanning several 

disciplines and diverse methodologies. It ranges from classic newsroom observation studies by media 

sociologists like Tuchman (1978), Sigal (1973), Gans (1979) and Schlesinger (1978) to the famous 

‘propaganda model’ developed by Herman and Chomsky (1988); from global news flow studies in the field of 

international communications (most famously, Galtung and Ruge, 1965, Sreberny-Mohammadi, 1984) to 

complex models of slant and bias constructed by economists (for example, Gentzkow and Shapiro, 2010, 

Baron, 2006, Mullainathan and Shleifer, 2005). The explanations for the shape of the news generated by these 

different research traditions do not necessarily contradict each other but it is hard to synthesize them, let 

                                                           

3 The findings presented here belong to a larger study which encompassed 14 news providers altogether. However, only 
six news providers are discussed in detail in this paper due to space restrictions. 
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alone integrate them all into a coherent theory from which testable hypotheses about the causes of patterns in 

content can be derived. A few people have tried – first Pamela Shoemaker and Stephen Reese (1996); more 

recently Cristina Archetti (2010). However, it seems unlikely that a single theory or framework could 

satisfactorily account for all content patterns in all news media around the world given the complexity of the 

processes involved. Moreover, a major weakness in the theoretical work that has been done so far is that 

researchers have often approached the question ‘what shapes the news’ as if news content were a single 

dependent variable. For example, Shoemaker and Reese (1996, p 9) state: “[W]e define the message itself as a 

dependent variable. We argue that the message, or media content, is influenced by a wide variety of factors 

both inside and outside media organizations.” News content is too complex to be one dependent variable; it 

can and should be disaggregated explicitly into a whole series of variables: the scale and tone of coverage 

devoted to particular people, groups, places or events; the balance between factual reporting and comment; 

the balance between hard news and soft news; the sources cited; and so on. An independent variable 

identified as an influence on news may cause variation on some content parameters but not on others. Failure 

to address this problem sufficiently limits the predictive power of existing theory about what shapes the news. 

The aim of the study presented here was to explain variation in coverage of a particular country, Russia, 

across different news providers that broadcast or publish within the same territory. The literature about what 

shapes the news has little specific to say about how and why different news providers operating in the same 

location might differ in the scale and tone of their reporting about a neighbouring state. Overall, it has been 

more common for researchers to generalise about the news coverage produced by different media 

organizations than to explain variation between them. A large number of independent variables are identified 

as potentially influential in a general sense – these include the views and values of individual media workers, 

newsroom routines, features of the media organization such as ownership and pressures from third parties 

such as the government, target audience, sources and advertisers (Shoemaker and Reese, 1996). However, it is 

difficult to proceed from this plethora of explanatory factors to hypotheses about what kind of coverage of 

Russia one should expect from specific news providers in Ukraine. 

The literature on post-Soviet journalism intersects little with the theoretical literature described above. It 

offers valuable insights into how mass media in the region operate, although it does not address cross-border 

interconnectedness or foreign affairs coverage per se. The majority of work in this field has been conducted 

within a single-country framework and Russia has been the main focus of attention (for instance, Belin, 2004, 

Fossato, 2006, Koikkalainen, 2007, Lipman and McFaul, 2003, Pasti, 2005, Mickiewicz, 2008, Oates, 2006, 

Koltsova, 2006, Beumers et al., 2008). A comparative or region-wide perspective is less common (examples 

include Richter, 2007, Downing, 1996, Sparks, 2008, Jakubowicz, 1998, Gunther and Mughan, 2000, Dyczok 

and Gaman-Golutvina, 2009), while the past decade has produced few scholarly works relating specifically to 

the Ukrainian media (the most notable contributions include Dyczok, 2006, Dyczok, 2009, Richter, 2002, 

Krasnoboka and Brants, 2006, Nikolayenko, 2004). 

A generally held view among researchers in this field is that news content throughout the post-Soviet world 

has a strong tendency to reflect the views and interests of whoever controls the news provider’s purse strings. 

For instance, a report about Ukraine, Belarus and Moldova published by press freedom NGO Article 19 

highlighted a sharp divide between state-subsidized and privately-funded media (Prina and Pugsley, 2003): 

“The former tend to cover news in a pro-government light and largely ignore or denigrate 

opposition events; the latter, when they are funded by oligarchs or businessmen, present the 

funders’ views and political alignment.” 
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In Ukraine, channels and publications are said to remain caught between state and business influences, with 

patrons continuing to ensure that ‘their’ media take the required editorial line. At the first round of the 2010 

Ukrainian presidential election, for instance, the international election observation mission declared that most 

private media broadcasters “showed editorial bias reflecting political views of their ownership” (IEOM, 2010). 

The clandestine practice of dzhynsa, whereby journalists produce stories to order in exchange for material 

incentives from third parties, is also mentioned frequently in the Ukrainian context. Viktoria Sumar, executive 

director of the Kiev-based NGO Institute of Mass Information, states: “Mass media give information on 

politicians in exchange for money... Nowadays one can practically buy every media space or broadcasting time 

one would like.”4 The prevalence of such non-transparent media practices in Ukraine has been documented 

by Anastasia Grynko at the Kyiv-Mohyla School of Journalism (Grynko, 2009). 

It should be noted, however, that claims about funder or owner influence almost always relate to biased 

reporting of domestic matters. Certain media tycoons are associated with one political party or another (e.g. 

Ukraine’s richest man Rinat Akhmetov backs the Party of Regions); they are generally expected to generate 

positive news coverage for ‘their’ politicians in exchange for political favours which benefit their businesses. 

It is harder to predict the content patterns likely to result from the influence of media ownership where 

coverage of Russia is concerned. Most of Ukraine’s media tycoons cannot be labelled as unambiguously pro-

Russian or anti-Russian; their views and interests in relation to Russia are ambivalent, unknown or dependent 

on circumstance. Billionaire businessmen like Akhmetov or Viktor Pinchuk may have nothing in particular to 

gain from dictating an editorial policy towards Russia at the channels and publications under their control. 

Another problem that has largely been neglected in the literature is that ownership structures, funding and 

control arrangements at some news providers involve multiple actors whose interests do not always coincide. 

This point is relevant to some of the media in Ukraine which have strong Russian connections. The tabloids 

Komsomolskaya Pravda v Ukraine and Argumenty i Fakty v Ukraine, for example, operate as franchises: they rely 

on content from Russia which they republish or rebroadcast by agreement, yet their owners are not Russian. 

The TV channel Inter is controlled by Ukrainian politician and tycoon Valeriy Khoroshkovskiy but the 

Russian state TV channel Pervyy Kanal is reported to be a minority shareholder. One newspaper – Kommersant-

Ukrayina – is entirely Russian-owned, yet based in Kiev and produced almost entirely by Ukrainian staff. 

Consequently, references to the ‘Russian media’ operating in Ukraine blur important boundaries and fail to 

capture the full picture of Russian media proprietors’ involvement in the market. 

It has already been mentioned that observers within and outside Ukraine describe transnational ‘Russian 

media’ as a weapon, a source of dangerous disinformation which threatens the national interest.5 Hedenskog 

and Larsson, for instance, describe the Russian-speaking (sic) mass media as “a tool to influence the Russian 

minorities in the whole FSU area” (Hedenskog and Larsson, 2007). Without citing examples, they argue that 

Russia conducts media campaigns in nearby countries to manipulate political sentiment among Russian-

speakers and heighten ethnic tensions. Taras Kuzio writes of Russian mass circulation newspapers reprinting 

information that came from a fake German source about presidential candidate, later president Viktor 

Yushchenko’s poisoning in September 2004 (Kuzio, 2005). Stephen Shulman, for his part, describes how 

mass communications in Ukraine became a battleground during the 1990s: while some people warned of the 

threat posed by foreign media and called for countermeasures, others insisted that Russian media must 

                                                           

4 Inter Press Service, 9 July 2008, available at ipsnews.net/news.asp?idnews=43122 
5 For example, see the series of articles about the “information war” with Russia published on the Telekritika website in September 
2011, at telekritika.ua/media-suspilstvo/bezpeka/2011-09-13/65688; telekritika.ua/media-suspilstvo/bezpeka/2011-09-15/65751; 
telekritika.ua/media-suspilstvo/bezpeka/2011-09-18/65826; telekritika.ua/media-suspilstvo/bezpeka/2011-09-19/65835; 
telekritika.ua/media-suspilstvo/expert/2011-09-20/65807 and telekritika.ua/media-suspilstvo/bezpeka/2011-09-22/65926 
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remain available (Shulman, 1998). Nationalist party leaders interviewed by Shulman “consistently argued that 

Russian television, radio and newspapers were ‘anti-Ukrainian’, giving ‘disinformation’ about the new 

Ukrainian state and ridiculing its culture and politics”; they believed that Russia, through informational ties 

with Ukraine, provided ideological and propagandistic assistance to anti-Ukrainian ethnic Russians living in 

Ukraine. 

The hypothesis explored in this paper, that having a major shareholder, parent organization or brand partner in Russia 

causes a news provider to generate (a) more extensive and (b) more favourable coverage of Russia than other rivals in the market, 

is an assumption implicit in these debates about Russian propaganda in the post-Soviet region. It deliberately 

collates the various types of connection to Russia which are typically deemed to render a news provider 

‘Russian’ – even though some media in Ukraine with Russian shareholders or partners would be more 

accurately described as Russian-Ukrainian hybrids. Testing this hypothesis allows us to establish whether all 

these so-called ‘Russian’ media do indeed behave in a similar way when it comes to their reporting of Russia. 

Of course, a great many independent variables besides transnational ties have the potential to influence news 

coverage – not least media owners and funders, as discussed above. A mixed-method approach was therefore 

adopted as the best way to probe the causal processes under study. 

3. METHODS 

This paper presents detailed findings relating to six popular daily news providers, divided into two groups of 

three.6 Group 1 comprises TV news bulletins: Podrobnosti on Inter; Sobytiya on TRK Ukrayina; and Vremya on 

Russia’s Pervyy Kanal. Group 2 comprises tabloid newspapers: Segodnya; Fakty i Kommentarii; and 

Komsomolskaya Pravda v Ukraine. 

The hypothesis was tested once per group using a two-step process. First, content analysis techniques were 

used to identify variation in the coverage of Russia generated by the news providers. Next, the reasons for the 

observed variation were explored through a series of semi-structured interviews with employees from the 

media under study. 

The news content used in the content analysis came from a purpose-built archive of TV news bulletins 

(recorded to DVDs) and newspapers (hard copies). The sampling unit was a week, Monday–Friday.7 A five-

week sample of news content was used, drawn from a sampling population of 17 consecutive weeks between 

31 May and 24 September 2010.8 The interviews with media employees were conducted in Moscow and Kiev 

between February and October 2011. 

The content analysis had three elements: (1) a quantitative assessment of how much attention each news 

provider paid to Russia;9 (2) a tabular comparison of the news stories (events, interviews and commentaries) 

                                                           

6 The data presented in this paper comes from a doctoral project which also considered three daily broadsheets and five weekly 
newspapers. The results for the broadsheets and weeklies are not presented here due to space restrictions, but they are discussed 
briefly in the conclusion. 
7 Sampling blocks of time is preferable to sampling individual issues or broadcasts, since it means the content samples from each news 
provider are based on roughly the same pool of potentially ‘newsworthy’ current events. Current events clearly have a major impact 
on news content, so it is important to hold this factor as constant as possible. 
8 The sample comprises the weeks beginning 31 May, 14 June, 12 July, 26 July and 20 September. 
9 This entailed identifying all stories in the sample which ‘featured Russia’, then calculating the mean proportion of stories per 
issue/bulletin which ‘featured Russia’ for each news provider. A story was deemed to ‘feature Russia’ if it contained at least three 
Russia-related keywords (e.g. Rossiya, Rossiyskiy, Moskva, Kreml) from a list (full list available on request). 
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featuring Russia which each news provider reported and ignored in each week of the sample period;10 and (3) 

detailed qualitative examination of the most widely reported news story featuring Russia during the sample 

period, which was a visit to Ukraine by Kirill, Patriarch of Moscow and All Rus.11 The results of the content 

analysis served as a basis for the interview questions. 

This research strategy has certain inherent weaknesses. It includes qualitative content analysis, which is great 

for identifying the subtle variations in tone which quantitative techniques cannot handle, but is very labour-

intensive. This necessitated a relatively small sample. Some might also say that qualitative content analysis 

carries a risk of subjectivity, while reliance on interview data is risky because editorial staff may not be able to 

talk freely about the pressures they face or their reasons for selecting certain stories over others. However, 

these problems are mitigated here by ‘triangulating’ the evidence from the content analysis and interviews. 

Triangulation reduces the risk of drawing false conclusions because what we fail to learn from one method, 

we can find out by using another. Conclusions about each news provider’s editorial policy are drawn on the 

basis of a limited content sample, but these conclusions are checked by talking to the editors and journalists 

who practice the editorial policy on a daily basis. Conversely, journalists might claim to operate an entirely 

neutral editorial policy when in reality their coverage of certain subjects is tendentious. Their claims can be 

corroborated or challenged on the basis of the content analysis. Triangulation is essentially a verification 

process: provided the evidence generated by each method can be reconciled, the validity of the research 

findings is enhanced. 

4. RESULTS 

TV News Bulletins 

The three TV news bulletins under study were Podrobnosti, Sobytiya and Vremya. Podrobnosti is the flagship 

evening bulletin on Inter, Ukraine’s most-watched channel. Inter is reportedly controlled by Valeriy 

Khoroshkovskiy (currently first deputy prime minister of Ukraine), who owns a 61-per-cent stake via the 

Dilovyy Svit association. Russian state-controlled broadcaster Pervyy Kanal (ORT) was a minority 

shareholder at Inter from the latter’s launch in 1996 and it apparently continues to own a 29 per cent stake, 

while a company called Pegasus (linked to the family of Inter’s previous majority shareholder, Ihor 

Pluzhnikov) is said to own the remaining 10 per cent.12 Sobytiya is broadcast each weeknight on TRK 

Ukrayina, which belongs to Ukraine’s richest tycoon, Party of Regions MP Rinat Akhmetov. It is generally 

among the country’s three or four most popular news bulletins. Vremya is the main nightly news on Russia’s 

Pervyy Kanal; it is widely available in Ukraine via satellite and cable. Viewing figures for Vremya in Ukraine 

are not available, but Pervyy Kanal is the eighth most-watched channel in Ukraine overall, and the top 

Russian channel in Ukraine by audience share. 

                                                           

10 The tables were compiled to list all the stories identified as ‘featuring Russia’ and show which news provider(s) ran/omitted each 
story. Patterns in story selection emerged from this comparison: certain news providers were more likely than others to print or 
broadcast news depicting Russia as an economic partner; or to convey the thoughts of politicians and pundits negatively disposed 
towards the Kremlin. 
11 Patriarch Kirill’s visit to Ukraine took place between 20 and 28 July 2010. Coverage appeared during the week beginning 26 July in 
11 of the 14 news providers under study; the three exceptions were Zerkalo Nedeli (not published during the relevant week due to a 
holiday); 2000 (relevant issue missing from the sample); and Kommentarii (relevant issue was a special edition about Ukrainian mayors). 
Systematic qualitative comparison of the coverage devoted the story by different bulletins and newspapers revealed how some editors 
had a rather selective eye for facts, details and opinions. 
12 Ukrayinska Pravda, 23 September 2005; Kommersant-Ukraina, 29 June 2006; the question ‘Who really owns Inter’ has been a subject 
of speculation, however – the name of Dmytro Firtash, Gazprom’s partner in the RosUkrEnergo gas venture, has frequently been 
linked to the channel; see Ukrayinska Pravda, 23 September 2005; Ukrayinska Pravda, 29–30 July 2008; Ukrayinska Pravda, 27 January 
2009 
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According to the hypothesis, one would expect Vremya (in Russian state ownership) to carry the most 

extensive and favourable coverage of Russia, followed by Podrobnosti (a news provider with a minority Russian 

shareholder). One would expect Sobytiya (with no Russian shareholder or partner) to run the least extensive, 

least flattering and most critical coverage. 

The results of the quantitative content analysis, presented in Table 1, are in line with these expectations. 

Among the three TV news providers, Russia figured most prominently by far on Pervyy Kanal’s Vremya. On 

average, 85 per cent of Vremya stories ‘featured Russia’, compared to around 10 per cent of stories on 

Podrobnosti and less than 5 per cent of stories on Sobytiya. 

Table 1: Proportion of stories ‘featuring Russia’ in TV bulletins 

TV bulletin Mean number of stories ‘featuring 

Russia’ in each bulletin 

Mean % of stories ‘featuring Russia’ in each 

bulletin 

Podrobnosti 

on Inter 

1.7 

(ranging from 0 to 4) 

10.8 

(min. 0; max. 26.7; 25 observations) 

Sobytiya 

on TRK Ukrayina 

0.5 

(ranging from 0 to 3) 

4.7 

(min. 0; max. 30; 25 observations) 

Vremya 

on Pervyy Kanal 

10.1 

(ranging from 4 to 14) 

84.6 

(min. 50; max. 100; 24 observations) 

A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) and the Bonferroni follow-up test showed statistically significant 

differences in mean between both Vremya and Podrobnosti, and Vremya and Sobytiya (p < 0.001 in both cases). 

The difference in mean between Podrobnosti and Sobytiya was statistically significant at the 10 per cent 

confidence level (p = 0.08). 

There is further support for the hypothesis in the tabular comparison of story selection. The comparison 

tables are not reproduced in full here due to lack of space; Tables 2 and 3 represent only the first week of the 

sample. 

Table 2: Stories ‘featuring Russia’ reported by Podrobnosti and Sobytiya (events in Russia, Russian 

politics or Russia’s relations with the world) 13 

Week Story Podrobnosti Sobytiya Vremya 

31 

May – 

4 Jun 

Russian opposition stages ‘Strategy 31’ 

protest calling for freedom of assembly 

Correspondent 

report 

Presenter-read, 

over video 

No report 

One man dies in blast at ferroalloys plant in 

Novokuznetsk, Russia 

Presenter-read, 

over video 

No report No report  

Russian poet Andrey Voznesenskiy dies Multiple reports No report Multiple reports 

A simulated journey to Mars starts in Russia Correspondent 

report 

Correspondent 

report 

Correspondent 

report 

Russia changes tax rules for labour migrants Correspondent 

report 

No report No report 

Russia-EU summit takes place in Rostov-na-

Donu 

Presenter-read, 

over video 

No report Multiple reports 

Data from Polish presidential plane crash 

published 

Presenter-read, 

over video 

No report Multiple reports 

                                                           

13 Table 2 does not include all the Vremya stories from the sample that were based on events in Russia, because there are too many of 
them to list. However, Vremya’s story selection was very much in line expectations: bulletins were almost always dominated by entirely 
uncritical reporting of the daily activity of President Medvedev and Prime Minister Putin. 
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Table 3: Stories ‘featuring Russia’ reported by Podrobnosti, Sobytiya and Vremya (events in Ukraine, 

Ukrainian politics or Russian-Ukrainian interaction) 

Week Story Podrobnosti Sobytiya Vremya 

31 

May – 

4 Jun 

Ukraine passes draft law on principles of 

foreign, domestic policy at first reading 

Correspondent 

report 

Reported but no 

Russia reference 

Correspondent 

report 

Ukraine, Russia to set up joint venture in 

aircraft manufacturing 

Correspondent 

report 

No report No report 

Russian theatre puts on show in Kiev Correspondent 

report 

No report No report 

Ukraine mulls Russian-style tax on luxuries Correspondent 

report 

No report No report 

On average, Vremya ran three reports each day about the meetings and activities of Russian President Dmitriy 

Medvedev and Russian Prime Minister Vladimir Putin, while reporting of the non-systemic Russian 

opposition was entirely absent. Moreover, there were very few reports about Ukraine. On the three or four 

occasions when news relating to Ukraine was reported during the sample period, it was linked to a high-

profile figure – either President Yanukovych or Patriarch Kirill. The most distinctive feature of Podrobnosti’s 

Russia coverage was a relatively large dose of what you might call nostalgia (such stories included the death of 

Soviet-era poet Andrey Voznesenskiy; the anniversary of the Tu-104 passenger jet’s first flight; a feature on 

the Moscow museum of Soviet statues; and old icons being discovered in the Kremlin). Podrobnosti also paid 

the most attention to economic ties between Russia and Ukraine (such stories included the lifting of a Russian 

ban on dairy produce; the sale of a Ukrainian train manufacturer to Russian investors; the announcement of 

joint venture in aircraft production; and a change in migration laws in Russia). Sobytiya, which had the least 

coverage of Russia, was basically only interested in big hard news stories involving Russia (for instance, the 

forest fires which struck Russia in summer 2010 and Kirill’s visit) alongside a few quirky soft news stories (a 

Canadian model appearing on Chechen TV, a simulated trip to Mars, the invention of an anti-aging pill by a 

Russian scientist). Interestingly, however, both Podrobnosti and Sobytiya treated the Strategy-31 opposition 

protest in Moscow as a big news story. Podrobnosti ran a lengthy report from Moscow showing opposition 

leader Boris Nemtsov and others being manhandled; Sobytiya ran a report about a ‘support’ protest outside 

the Russian embassy in Kiev. Strategy-31 was one of the very few stories about Russian domestic politics on 

either of the Ukrainian channels. 

In terms of their story selection, neither Podrobnosti nor Sobytiya showed Russia in an exclusively favourable or 

exclusively unfavourable light: Sobytiya can best be described as disinterested in Russia, while Podrobnosti ran 

stories where Russia came across as undemocratic (in talks with the EU and Strategy-31) and a difficult 

partner (the ‘dairy war’), as well as more positive stories about partnership and the shared past.  
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In the case of Podrobnosti, however, a much more slanted picture emerged at the third stage of the content 

analysis when reporting of Patriarch Kirill’s visit was examined in detail.14 In coverage of this story, the 

difference between Podrobnosti and Sobytiya was marked. During Kirill’s visit to Kiev there were some major 

protests against him, which Sobytiya showed but Podrobnosti ignored completely. Podrobnosti only gave a voice to 

the Moscow Patriarchate of the Orthodox Church in Ukraine and pro-Kirill believers, whereas Sobytiya 

broadcast the views of both the Moscow and Kiev patriarchates and believers from both sides of the fence. 

Vremya, predictably, made no mention of controversy – its report was brief and dominated by Kirill speaking. 

As a final point it should be noted that journalists rarely, if ever expressed their own views explicitly during 

any of the TV bulletins. Tendentiousness came across primarily through story selection and presentation (a 

selective eye for detail and sound-bites). 

Interviews were conducted with four TV employees to corroborate and shed light on these content analysis 

findings: a Moscow correspondent from Podrobnosti; a news producer at TRK Ukrayina; and two managers 

(incidentally, both Muscovites) in charge of news broadcasting at TRK Ukrayina. No-one at Pervyy Kanal 

was willing to give an interview. 

The interviewees were asked to explain why Podrobnosti and Sobytiya differed in the scale of coverage they 

devoted to Russia. The general consensus was to attribute this difference to the different levels of resources 

available at Inter and TRK Ukrayina. The Podrobnosti Moscow correspondent said:  

“TRK Ukrayina does not have its own correspondent here [in Russia], no news bureau.... In one 

month I produce around 15 reports, so basically once every two days a story from Russia goes 

out. [Ukrayina] cannot afford that because they don’t have their own correspondent here.”15 

Meanwhile, a manager at TRK Ukrayina said: 

“They [Inter] have huge resources. In Kiev alone they have 40 correspondents. That’s more 

than Vremya has... We have 12 people here. They have a news bureau in Moscow, so it’s easy for 

them to send culture over from Moscow. If there is some Russian-Ukrainian exhibition there, 

they will surely run a story on it. But we cannot.”16 

The other TRK Ukrayina manager pointed out that Sobytiya had 10 minutes fewer to play with compared to 

Podrobnosti, and this was partly the reason why Sobytiya said relatively little about Russia.  

“The problem is the length of our bulletin – the fact that it is very short – 20 minutes, that’s 

rather bad. Inter has 30 minutes.”17 

He also indicated that his arrival from Moscow had led to more attention being paid to Russia. 

“We have been here since 1 January this year [2011]. I should say that the situation has changed 

since then: we mention Russia much more often.”18 

                                                           

14 The qualitative analysis of news coverage of Kirill’s visit was based on answering three questions in relation to each news provider: 
(1) What facts and details relating to the story were reported? (2) What opinions relating to the story were reported, and to whom did 
they belong? (3) How did the newspaper or TV reporter(s) most frequently refer to Kirill? 
15 Research interview conducted in Moscow, 14 September 2011 
16 Research interview conducted in Kiev, 28 September 2011 
17 Research interview conducted in Kiev, 28 September 2011 
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To probe the differences in story selection between Podrobnosti and Sobytiya, the interviewees were asked to 

talk about the kind of news topics which generally attracted their attention. Their answers corresponded 

neatly to the patterns observed in the content analysis. The Podrobnosti correspondent mentioned nostalgia 

without any prompting: 

“The first thing that interests us is everything connected to Ukraine... The second point is 

anything which may simply be interesting to Ukrainian viewers... For example, there was a 

festival of Soviet advertising in Moscow... Ukraine was part of the Soviet Union, it’s only been 

independent for 20 years, so many people there still remember those times and the Soviet Union, 

it will be interesting for them to get nostalgic [ponostalgirovat] and remember.”19 

Meanwhile, the news producer at Sobytiya talked more about ‘infotainment’-type qualities: 

“There are six ‘S’s and one ‘D’... They are the hooks which hold a viewer and rivet attention to 

the news... Fear [strakh], death [smert], sex [seks], scandal [skandal]... Laughter [smekh] and 

something else... I would also add nostalgia... ‘D’ is for money [dengi]. Anything that doesn’t fall 

into those categories isn’t news... it misses the cash till. It’s propaganda.”20 

She suggested that some content differences between Inter and TRK Ukrayina could be explained by the 

channels’ different target audiences: 

“[At Inter] it’s about old ladies over 50. They are deliberately working for grannies... We [at 

Ukrayina] are working for a commercial audience – 18 to 45 year olds.”21 

It is often suggested that media owners are the decisive factor shaping news content in Ukraine. This point 

was raised in the interviews. One of the TRK Ukrayina managers described Akhmetov’s influence on Sobytiya 

news as follows: 

“Everything depends on how you phrase it. You might say, ‘presses through his interests’, or 

you might say ‘supports certain forces’. You might say ‘lobbies... The channel reflects the 

interests of its owner in the majority of cases. I stress, in the majority of cases, since it is a media 

outlet and a media outlet has to be interesting to a much wider circle of people than just the 

owner... Topics arise which might be uninteresting or sometimes unpleasant to the owner, but 

they have to be reflected otherwise it will be uninteresting to the viewer... He doesn’t just want 

to show moving pictures and make money from it. He understands social responsibility and 

wants his channel to be a driver which pulls along the audience... Of course, we are not going to 

produce material which threatens the owner’s interests.”22 

Both managers were asked specifically about Akhmetov’s influence on news about Russia. The response was 

as follows: 

First manager: “The only limit on editorial policy is not to harm the company’s interests.” 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

18 Research interview conducted in Kiev, 28 September 2011 
19 Research interview conducted in Moscow, 14 September 2011 
20 Research interview conducted in Kiev, 28 September 2011 
21 Research interview conducted in Kiev, 28 September 2011 
22 Research interview conducted in Kiev, 28 September 2011 
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Interviewer: “Since his [Akhmetov’s] interests are concentrated in Ukraine... can you talk about 

other countries without worrying?” 

First manager: “We can even make a bit of a nuisance of ourselves [nemnozhko pokhuliganit].” 

Second manager: “And that’s what we do.” 

Interviewer: “Last year you reported about Strategy 31. Is that interesting for Ukrainians?” 

First manager: “If there is a commotion, if lots of people come out and someone gets punched 

in the face, then it’s interesting...”23 

Thus, it would appear Akhmetov does not impose any particular restrictions on coverage of Russia and that 

his influence is felt more on matters of domestic politics. 

The Podrobnosti correspondent also indicated during the interview that he was free to report more or less 

objectively about events within Russia. He contrasted this with the situation at Russian TV channels: 

“We show the full range of opinion. The full range is missing from the Russian federal channels, 

but we maintain a balance of opinion. Of course, [we report on] United Russia, those who are 

currently in parliament... But at the same time we talk about the political parties which are small... 

Let’s say [opposition leader Boris] Nemtsov... People who protest against the current regime and 

believe that these [December 2011 parliamentary] elections are simply a farce, in principle...”24 

He completely rejected the notion that Pervyy Kanal’s shareholding in Inter had any effect on content. He 

pointed out that there was no day-to-day cooperation with between Vremya and Podrobnosti. He also made it 

quite clear that Podrobnosti enjoyed no special relationship with the Russian authorities by virtue of its links to 

Pervyy Kanal. When asked about his interaction with the Russian authorities, he said: 

“If you are invited by an official state structure... they’ll paint the fence, change the doorknobs, 

wash the children in school, make the teacher look nice – not how it is in reality. What reason 

do we have for filming that sugar-coated reality? We can easily go ourselves and film on another 

day.”25 

So what might explain Podrobnosti’s very slanted coverage of Patriarch Kirill’s visit on Inter? Podrobnosti’s rivals 

at Ukrayina linked it to Inter’s cozy relationship with the Ukrainian authorities. The news producer said: 

“Inter is the mouthpiece of the authorities. Everyone understands this... It is a particular 

structure, which fulfils the functions of propaganda, not broadcasting. It has its own particular 

role. It doesn’t chase ratings – they have [good ratings] as it is, because Inter is the country’s 

‘first button’.”26 

One of the TRK Ukrayina managers expressed much the same view: 

                                                           

23 Research interview conducted in Kiev, 28 September 2011 
24 Research interview conducted in Moscow, 14 September 2011 
25 Research interview conducted in Moscow, 14 September 2011 
26 Research interview conducted in Kiev, 28 September 2011 
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“With all respect to colleagues at Inter, Inter has practically turned into a state channel... There 

[in the Ukrainian authorities] they really don’t like additional agitation of the situation.”27 

Thus, Inter is perceived in some quarters as loyal to the Ukrainian authorities since Viktor Yanukovych 

became president. At the same time, it has been described as “an outpost of the Kremlin's information 

presence in Ukraine”.28 In many news stories about bilateral relations from 2010 (for example, the Kharkiv 

accords) it is difficult to distinguish between ‘pro-Russian’ reporting and ‘pro-Yanukovych’ reporting because 

the Ukrainian president was promoting rapprochement with Russia. The picture is blurred further by the fact 

that a key figure linking Inter to the Ukrainian Presidential Administration – political strategist Igor 

Shuvalov – is a Muscovite. Shuvalov describes himself as an advisor to Inter.29 Head of the Ukrainian 

Presidential Administration Serhiy Lyovochkin has acknowledged that he too pays for Shuvalov’s advice. The 

website Ukrayinska Pravda claims that Shuvalov in fact became Lyovochkin’s “informal curator” at Inter in 

2009 before acquiring influence over the new Ukrainian authorities’ information policy from 2010. According 

to Ukrayinska Pravda, Shuvalov’s tasks include “simulating reality” for President Yanukovych in a way that 

reflects well on Lyovochkin as a manager. For his part, Shuvalov says the notion of him being the Presidential 

Administration’s chief political strategist is “nonsense” and he completely denies overseeing Inter’s editorial 

policy for Yanukovych.30 To the suggestion that Khoroshkovskiy had handed operational control of Inter to 

the Presidential Administration, Shuvalov said: 

“Why respond to blatant stupidity? There is no censorship in Ukraine. Some journalists fear and 

expect the possibility of censorship. That’s understandable and natural. Everything else is the 

position of the owner.”31 

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of these claims and counter-claims, however, is that the media primarily 

portray Shuvalov as an instrument of the Ukrainian authorities rather than the Kremlin, despite his Russian 

citizenship. This fact, together with certain patterns which emerged from the content analysis (i.e. Podrobnosti’s 

willingness to show protests against the Kremlin), indicate that the ‘pro-Russian’ slant of which Inter has 

been accused is more likely due to domestic Ukrainian political forces than direct Russian shareholder 

influence on the channel. 

Daily tabloid newspapers 

The daily tabloids included in this study are three of the most-read news publications in Ukraine; each would 

claim to have a readership of more than a million. There is Segodnya, which belongs to Akhmetov; Fakty i 

Kommenarii, which belongs to another Ukrainian billionaire, Viktor Pinchuk; and Komsomolskaya Pravda v 

Ukraine, which is the Ukrainian edition of the Russian Komsomolskaya Pravda. KP v Ukraine is run as a franchise; 

officially it belongs to the Ukrainian Media Holding (UMH) and the Russians don’t appear to own any stake 

in it.32 Like much of the Ukrainian media, however, its ownership structure is not transparent; one report said 

that Pryvat tycoon Gennadiy Boholyubov also holds a stake.33 

                                                           

27 Research interview conducted in Kiev, 28 September 2011 
28 Otar Dovzhenko writing in Zerkalo Nedeli, 10 April 2010 
29 Interview with Shuvalov, Fokus, 1 Apr il2011, at focus.ua/politics/184912 
30 Interview with Shuvalov, Fokus, 1 April 2011, at focus.ua/politics/184912 
31 Interview with Shuvalov, Fokus, 1 April 2011, at focus.ua/politics/184912 
32 UMH belongs to its president and founder, Ukrainian businessman Boris Lozhkin. 
33 Ukrayinska Pravda, 28 Mar 2008 and 6 Dec 2006 (BBCM) 
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According to the thesis hypothesis, one would expect Komsomolskaya Pravda v Ukraine to carry the most 

extensive and most favourable coverage of Russia among the three tabloids, since it is the only one with a 

Russian franchisor; none of the tabloids have a Russian shareholder according to the information available. 

The results of the quantitative content analysis of daily tabloids do not support the hypothesis. Table 4 shows 

that the mean proportion of stories per issue coded as ‘featuring Russia’ was actually a little lower for 

Komsomolskaya Pravda v Ukraine (14.2 per cent) than Segodnya (15.5 per cent) and Fakty (16 per cent). A one-way 

analysis of variance (ANOVA) showed that the differences in mean between the tabloids were not statistically 

significant. 

Table 4: Proportion of stories 'featuring Russia' in daily tabloids 

Tabular comparison revealed that the types of story ‘featuring Russia’ were also quite similar across the three 

publications. Once again, the comparison tables are not reproduced in full here due to lack of space; Tables 5 

and 6 represent only the first week of the sample. 

Table 5: Stories ‘featuring Russia’ reported by Segodnya, Fakty i Kommentarii or Komsomolskaya 
Pravda v Ukraine (events in Russia, Russian politics or Russia’s interaction with third countries) 

Week Story Segodnya Fakty KP v 

Ukr 

31 

May – 

5 Jun 

Data from Polish presidential plane crash published � � � 

Russian poet Andrey Voznesenskiy dies � � � 

A simulated journey to Mars starts in Russia �   

Forbes magazine publishes list of billionaires who are in prison �   

Musician challenges Putin; Russian opposition stages protest �   

Russian octogenarian becomes a father �   

Russia declares day to mark the adoption of Christianity in Rus  �  

International Space Station crew lands in Kazakhstan  �  

Expensive jeep stolen in Moscow  �  

Tyre of Putin’s official car bursts  �  

US couple want compensation for ‘poor quality’ adopted Russian child   � 

Lion mauls child at zoo in Russia’s Tambov   � 

Football manager wants to sue Russia   � 

A member of the former Russian imperial household dies   � 

 

Daily tabloid Mean number of stories ‘featuring 

Russia’ in each issue 

Mean % of stories ‘featuring Russia’ in each 

issue 

Segodnya 4 

(ranging from 1 to 7) 

15.5 

(30 observations; min. 3.3; max. 31.2) 

Fakty i Kommentarii 5 

(ranging from 2 to 10) 

16.0 

(25 observations; min. 6.1; max. 37.0) 

Komsomolskaya 

Pravda v Ukraine 

5 

(ranging from 2 to 11) 

14.2 

(22 observations; min. 5.4; max. 45.8) 
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Table 6: Stories ‘featuring Russia’ reported by Segodnya, Fakty i Kommentarii or Komsomolskaya 
Pravda v Ukraine (events in Ukraine, Ukrainian politics or Russia-Ukraine interaction) 

Week Story Segodnya Fakty KP v Ukr 

31 

May – 

5 Jun 

Gazprom and Ukraine’s Naftohaz consider joint venture �   

Various interests seek ownership of Ukrainian industrial plants � �  

Orthodox Church leader fails to back Kiev Patriarchate �   

Yanukovych reaches his 100th day as Ukrainian president �  � 

Ukraine passes draft law on principles of foreign, domestic policy at 

first reading 

�   

Russia and Ukraine to celebrate Navy Day together �   

Dispute erupts over veteran’s Hero of Ukraine award �   

Moscow mayor allowed into Ukraine again �   

Columnist mulls idea of splitting eastern and western Ukraine �   

Russia places order with Ukrainian shipbuilder  �  

Russian film flops at Ukrainian film festival  �  

Facilities improving at Kiev station  �  

Russian theatre puts on show in Kiev  �  

Murder trial starts in Kiev  �  

Experts comment on the results of Ukrainian foreign policy  �  

Experts comment on the approach of the Ukrainian authorities   � 

Con artists deceive Ukrainian pensioners   � 

There was a lot of interest in accidents (the Polish presidential plane crash, the tyre of Putin’s car bursting, an 

illegal racing car hitting pedestrians, a lion attack, for example); criminal activity (a stolen jeep, the theft of a 

safe box, con artists targeting pensioners, and so on); ordinary people doing unusual things (two separate 

octogenarians becoming fathers; parents giving their children strange names, a pensioner defeating a 

burglar) – and a taste for spy stories. Russian domestic politics attracted very little attention. Segodnya had the 

most such coverage; it ran reports on the Strategy 31 protest, the dismissal of Moscow mayor Yuriy Luzhkov 

and the sharp exchange between Putin and rock musician Yuriy Shevchuk. Fakty had even less than Segodnya, 

but Komsomolka v Ukraine ran no stories at all about Russian domestic politics during the sampling period.  

It should be stressed, however, that none of the tabloids are entirely apolitical. They all ran reports about 

Russian-Ukrainian bilateral ties. Segodnya and Komsomolka v Ukraine quite regularly picked up economic stories 

(for instance, talks between Gazprom and Naftohaz, the sale of a Luhansk train manufacturer to Russians, 

statistics about Ukrainian migrant workers in Moscow, and a meeting between businessmen from Moscow 

and Kiev). In almost all these economic stories, across all three papers, Russia took the role of a partner 

rather than a rival or predator. Overall, none of the papers took an overt, pronounced editorial position on 

matters relating to Russia, although Segodnya did run regular political commentaries by outspoken columnist 

Oles Buzina. Buzina supports the ‘tri-unity of the Russian people’ (i.e. the idea that Russians, Ukrainians and 

Belarusians are one nation) and is very critical of the ‘Orange’ kind of Ukrainian nationalism. His columns 

during the sampling period were primarily about issues of Ukrainian identity, history and relations between 

eastern and western Ukraine. The other two daily tabloids had no regular opinion columns. 
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In their coverage of Patriarch Kirill’s visit, Segodnya was the most balanced among the daily tabloids. It was the 

only one to quote people who opposed Kirill. Fakty gave the visit least coverage; its reporting was brief and 

almost entirely factual. Meanwhile, the reporting in Komsomolka v Ukraine was clearly slanted in favour of the 

patriarch. It liberally quoted Kirill’s words about the Russian world, was very dismissive of those protesting 

against the visit, and it failed to mention a rival church procession led by the Kiev Patriarchate of the 

Orthodox Church in Ukraine which the other two papers reported. 

To corroborate and shed light on the content analysis findings, five media employees were interviewed: a 

special correspondent at Komsomolskaya Pravda v Ukraine; the head of the project to publish Komsomolskaya 

Pravda abroad; a columnist in the International News section of Fakty i Kommentarii; an editor in the Politics 

section of Fakty i Kommentarii; and an editor of the World section of Segodnya.  

First, the interviewees were asked to explain why their interest in Russian domestic news was relatively low. 

The special correspondent from KP v Ukraine linked it to the level of reader interest: 

“News concerning one’s own country comes first. I cannot say that the situation in Russia 

interests [readers] like [i.e. to an equal degree as] the situation in France, Germany and Greece, 

but there is a trend in that direction... The situation of our neighbours – even the closest ones, 

which were with us in the Soviet Union – is becoming secondary.”34 

The columnist at Fakty also indicated that Russia was not given any special treatment, saying: 

“We do not make any kind of special zone or place for Russia. Perhaps we used to do that, 

when the paper was just forming and ties between Russia and Ukraine were very dense and 

close, but now, for six years already at least, that has not been done.”35 

In terms of story selection, all the journalists said their interest in Russian politics was limited to the top 

leaders (the so-called verkhushka). Thus, the Fakty columnist explained: 

“We mention only people who are so famous that we don’t have to explain who they are. If it’s 

necessary to explain who they are, then something really outstanding has to happen to them... 

The main thing is that they are famous in this country [Ukraine]; their political colours are not 

important.”36 

While the editor at Segodnya said: 

“First of all, [we are interested by news] concerning the very top of the Russian government – 

everything concerning Medvedev, Putin and their relationship... We aren’t interested in Russia’s 

domestic decisions which do not have consequences for Ukraine... Domestic events happening 

in Russia don’t interest us much either, but if it is some kind of catastrophe or large-scale 

accident, then of course we write about it.”37 

                                                           

34 Research interview conducted 27 September 2011 in Kiev 
35 Research interview conducted 3 October 2011 in Kiev 
36 Research interview conducted 3 October 2011 in Kiev 
37 Research interview conducted 30 September 2011 in Kiev 
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The interviewees were then asked why there was so little editorializing on matters concerning Russia. At 

Segodnya and Fakty the journalists pointed to their need to appeal to as wide an audience as possible. The 

columnist at Fakty said:  

“We consider ourselves a mass [circulation] newspaper. Therefore, we understand that we are 

read by people with different political and religious views. Why should we impose our opinion 

on them? We don’t have that right!”38 

He gave the following example as an illustration: 

“A recent case: Russian President Medvedev said that Ukraine is like a poor relative because we 

go around begging and asking for a discount. We print this, because it really does offend 

national feelings. We give his [Medvedev’s] phrase. We give the reaction of our officials... We 

give the reaction of people who are famous in the country. And the reader has the opportunity 

to determine his own position. But the journalist does not give his assessment.”39 

At Segodnya, the editor made a similar point: 

“Our reader... believes we shouldn’t complete the thought at the end of the article. We should 

give him the opportunity to draw a conclusion himself... Then he feels: I’m so great! I’m so 

clever! I guessed! ... I consider it a great skill: to be able to lay out all the facts so that the 

conclusion is clear, but you haven’t prescribed it.”40 

At Komsomolka v Ukraine, the influence of the Russian partner was also apparent besides that of the reader. 

The special correspondent said: 

“When you write about [Russia-Ukraine relations], you have to take into account that 

Komsomolskaya Pravda v Ukraine represents the point of view of the majority of people living in 

Ukraine, after all. The federal Russian paper exactly represents the point of view of the majority 

of Russians. When this is on the same page, certain inconsistencies arise... 

“Staying on the line and balancing is the hardest thing... sometimes one has to step on the throat 

of one’s own political impressions of what’s correct and what’s incorrect... In my view, Ukraine 

is being violated here, but I have to find certain arguments so that the other side’s point of view 

is also represented.”41 

However, she played down the idea that there might be discord between KP staff in Moscow and Kiev, saying: 

“When there are two opinions on one page, the compromise solution... is [to include] comments 

by pundits, who say this is all normal... There are two points of view and there is no solution 

other than to look for some points of common ground, so thankfully, they are found. There is 

no internal conflict between journalists of the Ukrainian and Moscow editorial offices.”42 

                                                           

38 Research interview conducted 3 October 2011 in Kiev 
39 Research interview conducted 3 October 2011 in Kiev 
40 Research interview conducted 30 September 2011 in Kiev 
41 Research interview conducted 27 September 2011 in Kiev 
42 Research interview conducted 27 September 2011 in Kiev 
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According to the head of the project to publish Komsomolskaya Pravda abroad, the paper’s local partners are 

not obliged to get prior approval from Moscow for the articles they publish. They are, however, contractually 

required to abide by the newspaper’s editorial policy. This includes a requirement that they do not write “filth” 

(“gadosti”) about Russia. For the most part, Komsomolskaya Pravda prefers its foreign partners to publish all 

articles from Moscow in their original form, without editing. However, the mood of certain stories may 

occasionally be adjusted in line with local political or popular sensitivities.43 

Finally, none of the tabloid journalists would acknowledge any influence from owners on their coverage of 

Russia. The editor at Segodnya said “the editorial board decides everything”, while the columnist at Fakty said: 

“Pinchuk does not get involved... I don’t know how Pinchuk feels about Russia. And it seems I 

won’t find out, because I don’t contact him and we do not drink coffee together on Fridays.”44 

5. DISCUSSION 

This paper addressed two research questions. In relation to the first (what kind of coverage does Russia 

receive from the leading Russian-language news providers in Ukraine – both those with strong links to 

Moscow, and those which are purely Ukrainian?), content analysis revealed a mixed picture. However, a 

number of general observations can be made about the news bulletins and daily tabloids under study: 

• Reporting of Russian domestic affairs was limited but generally objective in Podrobnosti and Sobytiya 

news bulletins and the tabloids Segodnya and Fakty; it was entirely absent from Komsomolskaya Pravda v 

Ukraine, while reporting on Vremya was heavily skewed towards Russia’s ruling tandem 

• Overt editorializing on Russian-Ukrainian affairs was rare, but slants could be seen in the selection of 

facts and comments (for example, in the way Podrobnosti and Komsomolskaya Pravda v Ukraine reported 

Patriarch Kirill’s visit) 

• In relations with Ukraine, Russia was commonly portrayed as a partner, sometimes a problematic one, 

but rarely as a threat (nostalgia and “soft news” stories reinforced a benign image) 

As for the second question (why does the scale and tone of news coverage about Russia vary from one 

Russian-language news provider to another?), the interviews highlighted the significance of the following 

factors: 

• perceived audience preferences 

• budgets 

• cross-border ties 

• managers 

• owners 

The importance of audience preferences was observed at Podrobnosti, Sobytiya and all the daily tabloids. 

Podrobnosti catered to a perceived demand for nostalgia; Sobytiya sought to capture viewers’ attention with an 

infotainment-style approach; Fakty and Segodnya generally avoided editorializing to keep a wide range of 

readers on board. The availability of resources influenced coverage of Russia at Podrobnosti and Sobytiya; the 

scale of Podrobnosti’s coverage of Russia was boosted by the fact that it could afford to maintain a 

                                                           

43 Research interview conducted 15 February 2011in Moscow 
44 Research interview conducted 3 October 2011 in Kiev 
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correspondent in Moscow. Cross-border ties played a role in shaping the content of Komsomolskaya Pravda v 

Ukraine, but this was not so true at Inter’s Podrobnosti. Vremya, which was the only news provider studied to be 

aimed primarily at a Russian audience, behaved entirely as expected given its close links to the Kremlin. The 

arrival of Russian managers may have boosted coverage of Russia at Sobytiya, although the content sample did 

not cover the time period necessary to establish this conclusively. Finally, owners (particularly Akhmetov and 

Pinchuk) do not seem to shape coverage of Russia actively, but their interests do set limits on what can and 

cannot be said. 

Overall, the hypothesis was partially upheld. The TV bulletins all behaved as the hypothesis predicted in 

terms of both the scale and tone of their coverage of Russia – although Podrobnosti’s behaviour would appear 

to be driven more by Inter’s ties to the Ukrainian Presidential Administration than the channel’s Russian 

minority shareholder. The daily tabloids did not behave as the hypothesis predicted in terms of the scale of 

their reporting about Russia, as Komsomolskaya Pravda v Ukraine ran no more stories ‘featuring Russia’ than its 

two rivals of purely Ukrainian provenance. However, the tone of its reporting was rather more favourable 

and less critical of Russia than that of its rivals during Patriarch Kirill’s visit. 

As mentioned earlier, the findings presented here belong to a larger study which tested the same hypothesis in 

two other groups of media: daily broadsheets (Den, Kommersant-Ukrayina, Izvestiya v Ukraine) and weekly 

newspapers (Kommentarii, Stolichnyye Novosti, Zerkalo Nedeli, 2000 and Argumenty i Fakty v Ukraine). Izvestiya v 

Ukraine, which has a Russian franchise partner but Ukrainian owner, was found to behave firmly in line with 

the hypothesis. Kommersant-Ukrayina, which is fully Russian-owned, actually ran significantly fewer stories 

‘featuring Russia’ than the two other papers in its group, and could not be described as presenting Russia in a 

favourable light. Argumenty i Fakty v Ukraine, which is a franchise within the same holding as Komsomolskaya 

Pravda v Ukraine, was not the most overtly ‘pro-Russian’ publication in the group of weeklies (that honour was 

taken by 2000).45 However, interview data did indicate that editorial staff at AiF v Ukraine consciously sought 

to maintain a balance between the interests of their readers and the Russian franchisor. 

Above all, the study as a whole demonstrates the inadvisability of taking a broad-brush approach to the so-

called ‘Russian’ media in Ukraine. The major Russian TV channels which broadcast transnationally have close 

links to the Kremlin and the content of their news bulletins reflects this. However, the ‘Russian’ newspapers 

available in Ukraine would be better described as Russian-Ukrainian hybrids; they are staffed and sometimes 

even owned by Ukrainians. Only part of their content is written in Moscow; meanwhile, the editorial stance 

they take towards Russia varies greatly, from clear Russian patriotism (Izvestiya v Ukraine) to avoidance of 

controversy (Argumenty i Fakty v Ukraine) and scrupulous maintenance of balance (Kommersant-Ukrayina). 

The study also demonstrates the extent and limitations of influence from Moscow at some of the most 

popular news providers in Ukraine. The news bulletins on Russia’s major federal TV channels (such as 

Vremya) are known to be subject to tight Kremlin control. However, this is much less true of the ‘Russian’ 

newspapers in Ukraine. Even a publication like Komsomolskaya Pravda v Ukraine, whose Russian franchise 

partner is generally considered loyal to the Kremlin, is obliged to negotiate constraints imposed by Moscow 

alongside other constraints, particularly the commercial prerogative of keeping Ukrainian readers happy. 

                                                           

45 2000’s proprietor and editor-in-chief Sergey Kichigin is on record as saying: “In every way we [at 2000] have advocated and are 
advocating friendship with Russia”; a remark he made in summer 2010 during a parliamentary hearing in the Russian State Duma, 
where he was advising Russian MPs on how best to support Russian-language press abroad. See 2000.net.ua, 8 July 2010, available at 
2000.net.ua/2000/forum/sosedi/67869, accessed 15 May 2012. 
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An interesting question arises here. News media are often considered instruments of power due to their 

perceived ability to persuade people and influence public opinion. Joseph Nye (1990, 2004, 2011) and others 

would describe this kind of power as ‘soft power’, or the power of attraction. In Ukraine there are some news 

providers which the Kremlin can easily wield to convey a desired message (Vremya and similar news bulletins 

on other Russian federal channels). However, this TV message is directed primarily at Russian viewers rather 

than Ukrainians. There are other news providers (the Ukrainian editions of Russian newspapers) which the 

Kremlin does not wield so directly, if at all. Yet they generate news products which are designed to appeal to 

a Ukrainian audience and sell copy under a Russian brand, using content that is partially Russian-made. Which 

type of media constitutes a greater ‘soft power’ asset for the Russian authorities in Ukraine, in the sense of 

winning them more friends? This question cannot be answered without substantial further research into how 

the Ukrainian public internalizes the messages contained in different types of ‘Russian media’. It is 

noteworthy, however, that the tabloids Komsomolskaya Pravda v Ukraine and Argumenty i Fakty v Ukraine are 

dominant in their sector of the market, whereas Russian TV news bulletins attract far fewer viewers in 

Ukraine than their main Ukrainian rivals. 

Russia has not featured much in scholarly discussions of ‘soft power’ to date; the USA and China have 

attracted most of the attention in this field. Hopefully this paper will encourage further study of cross-border 

interconnectedness in the post-Soviet media. Such research could shed valuable light on how soft power 

functions. 
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