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Media Representation of  Young 
People’s Identity in Bulgaria

Abstract
The aim of this study was to describe print media representations 

of young people’s identity in Bulgaria. A content analysis of September 
2010 issues of two print Bulgarian daily newspapers [1,2] was carried 
out. The content analysis matrix was prepared by an international 
group of researchers during the summer school “Social cognition” 
organized by EFPSA and held in Blagoevgrad, Bulgaria in July 2010. This 
content analysis matrix was created to study media representations of 
the age group from 13 to 25. A total number of 159 articles dedicated 
to young people (36 in “Sega” and 123 in “Telegraph”) were coded. 
The topic of young people’s identity was studied in the form of ethnic 
and national identity versus minorities and immigrants’ identity, religious 
identity, identity related to gender, and territorial identity. The most 
salient young people’s identity represented by the chosen media was 
related to gender (in 65 news items), next one was territorial identity (in 
51 news items), third one was ethnic identity (in 38 news items), then 
national identity (in 25 news items), then minorities and immigrants’ 
identity (in 2 news items), and religious identity was presented in 1 
media publication for the indicated time period. 

Introduction
What is identity?

Identity means the image of oneself as possessing some durable 
and stable traits [3]. Identity is consistent and continuous [4]. The 
term identity refers also to social roles [5,6]. As an individual learns 
the rules of behavior of a group, s/he identifies himself/herself as a 
member of the social group [7].

The essential criterion for group membership is the criterion of 
identity – the individuals concerned themselves and are defined by 
others as members of a group [8]. The social identity is a part of the 
individual self-concept, which arises as a result from self-knowledge 
of belonging to a social group, and from the emotional and evaluative 
meaning of this membership [9]. Group members differentiate in-
group members from out-group members and demonstrate in-group 
favoritism [10,11].

How identity is formed

Identification is a process of identity development resulting in 
similarity between self and other. With identification, characteristics 
and desires of another person are adopted as one’s own [12]. Identity 
is created by means of the sense of belonging to a group. The individual 
compares oneself to the other people and establishes the similarities 
with the in-group and the differences with the out-groups [13]. 

Differentiation as a process of identity development operates via 
comparison of self and others. Differentiation involves developing 
or accentuating qualities and desires that are different from the 
perceived qualities of another person, and suppressing qualities that 
are perceived as similar [12].

E. Erikson’s theory defines the age from 12-13 to 20 years old as 
Identity vs. Diffusion of Identity [14]. Successful resolution of this 
stage results in a young person with a strong and stable sense of who 
s/he is. Failure produces an unclear sense of identity.

J. Marcia has written about four different statuses of identity 
- achievement, moratorium, foreclosure, and diffusion. Identity 
achieved occurs after the teen has explored options and has 
committed to a set of values or goals. A teen or young adult who is 
still experimenting without any commitments is in a moratorium. 
One who commits to a set of values without exploration has reached 
foreclosure. Diffused individuals are neither exploring nor committed 
to any identity [15-17]. 

Different kinds of identities

The literature review described different kinds of identity - 
personal identity [4,11,18], social identity [18], collective identity 
[4,6,18], global (planetary) identity [4], religious identity [19,20], etc. 

Social identity refers to self-descriptions that emerge from social 
group memberships. Personal identity relates to the individual 
qualities that make a person unique and different from other in-
group members [21]. 

Ethnic identity includes self-categorization as a representative 
of an ethnic group, sense of belonging to the ethnic group, pride of 
belonging to the ethnic group, attitudes towards the ethnic in-group 
and the ethnic out-groups, the interest in the culture, history and 
the traditions of the ethnic in-group, the wish for having friends and 
conjugal partner from the ethnic in-group, and inclusion, participation 
in the ethnic customs and activities [18,22-25]. Collective identity 
puts the emphasis on the shared group activities [6,18]. 

Cultural identity is broader than ethnic identity. Cultural identity 
with a specific group can include people from many different ethnic 
backgrounds. Whereas youth living within the same nation may have 
different cultures, youth of different ethnicities may actually share 
similar cultural values [26].

National identity is a sense of belonging and affiliation to a nation 
or state, the personal importance of this state/nation compared to the 
other states/nations, satisfaction to be a member of this nation [18]. 

Territorial (local) identity is related to the city/town/village 
of residence [18]. Gender identity is the sense of masculinity or 
femininity [18]. 

People belong to multiple social groups. Multiple identities coexist 
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within any individual [4]. Identities vary in importance (salience or 
centrality) to a person. Having many versus few identities leads to 
greater psychological well-being if the identities are highly important 
and in harmony with each other, because they provide resources. 
Having many versus few identities leads to lower psychological well-
being if the identities are highly important and in conflict with each 
other, because they provoke incompatible behaviors. When identities 
are less important, neither the number of identities nor identity 
harmony should affect well-being [5]. 

Social representations of identity and media influence

Individuals possess different identity standards that represent 
what it means to be a member of a group, an occupant of a role. 
Society gives form to each identity giving it a name and proscribing 
the appropriate behaviour for it [7].

Social representations are communicated bodies of knowledge 
that are shared among members of society [27]. Media create, change 
and distribute some social representations [28]. Media are a powerful 
influence in the development of cultural identity in youth [26]. Media 
send a lot of messages of what it means to be a man or a woman, 
and they disseminate traditional gender roles [29,30]. Youth look to 
media for information about their own sexual identity and sexual 
behaviors [29]. 

Adolescents’ use of media as sources of information regarding 
ethnicity may be particularly significant for those who have limited 
real-life exposure to peers of different ethnicities [29]. The frequent 
portrayal of minorities as victims or in violent roles on television may 
encourage intolerance and fear [29]. 

Social representations have some central components, a core 
that is very stable (shared by a lot of individuals) and peripheral 
components that could be more easily changed [31,32]. 

One criterion for the core elements of a social representation is 
that central elements are more frequently present in the discourse 
concerning the object than the peripheral elements are – either the 
extreme periphery or not extreme periphery [32,33]. The central 
elements are associated with a larger number of elements than the 
periphery ones [33]. More central parts of social representations are 
more connected.

Hypothesis
As group members typically use the salient features of their social 

identities to categorize one another, and because racioethnicity and 
gender are highly salient and accessible [11], the hypothesis was that 
media representations’ of young people identity would reflect their 
multiple identities, especially gender identity and ethnic identity.

Method 

The method of extraction/measurement of media representations 
of young people’s identity was the central nucleus research using 
content analysis [33]. 

A content analysis matrix was prepared on the basis of the content 
analysis matrices and results from previous studies [34-37] by a group 
of 7 psychologists during the European Summer School “Social 
Cognition” held in Blagoevgrad, Bulgaria in July 2010, organized 

by the European Federation of Psychology Students’ Associations, 
and the Association of Young Psychologists In Bulgaria “4th April” 
in the campus of South-West University “Neofit Rilski” [38]. One 
of them was an Associate Professor and PhD holder. The others had 
Bachelor (N=4) or Master (N=2) degrees in psychology. During the 
initial coding training, all seven of them carried out the same codings. 
Intercoder agreement about chosing the news items to be coded was 
81%. The average percent of intercoder agreement for the wholce 
coding matrix (how the content to be coded) was 85%. This content 
analysis matrix was created to study media representations of the age 
group from 13 to 25 years old. After the initial training, each coder 
conducted part of the data only. 

A content analysis of September 2010 issues of two print Bulgarian 
daily newspapers [1,2] was carried out. A total of 159 articles 
dedicated to young people (36 in “Sega” and 123 in “Telegraph”) 
were coded according to key topics like the focus of the article (22 foci 
were enumerated and among them were family issues, medical issues, 
politics, culture, religion, etc.), the source of the material cited, and the 
labels used by media when referring to young people (ethnic belonging, 
religious belonging, citizenship, gender belonging, residents, etc). The 
author examined whether any particular topics concerning different 
kinds of identity were frequently mentioned that indicated salience of 
media representation. 

Results 
The young people were depicted by the newspapers as members 

of gender groups in 65 news items. Territorial identity of young 
people - as residents was pointed out in 51 news items. Ethnic identity 
of young people was pointed out in 38 news items. The young people 
were depicted by the newspapers as nationals of a country (in 25 
news items), i.e. Bulgarian citizens (in 17 news items or 10.7%) and 
foreigners (in 8 news items or 5%); as minorities (in 1 news item); as 
immigrants (in 1 news item); as European citizens (in 1 news item); as 
members of a religious group (in 1 news item) (Figure 1).

When the quoted sources were young people (in 31 news items), 
they expressed mainly their ethnic belonging, their gender and 
territorial identity, then their nationality, then being immigrants, 
never their religious belonging, never their minority belonging, never 
their European identity (Figure 2).  

gender 
identity, 41

territorial 
identity, 32

ethnic 
identity, 24

national 
identity, 16

minorities' 
identity, 1

immigrants' 
identity, 1

European identity, 1 religious identity, 1

Figure 1: Percentage of media representations of different kinds of young 
people’s identity in Bulgaria.
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Ethnic, gender and territorial identities were in the core of media 
representations of young people’s identity not only as frequently 
depicted by different sources in society, but also as revealed by youth 
opinions presented in media.  

Ethnic identity was connected with the biggest number of the 
other kinds of identities – 6 (Figure 3). The media articles dealing 
with young people’s ethnic belonging (N=38) mentioned also their 
territorial identity, gender belonging, national identity, minority 
membership, immigrants’ group, and European identity. There 
was not any news item presenting ethnic identity that related it to 
religious identity (Figure 4). Ethnic identity was in the core of social 
representations of young people’s identity reflected by the chosen 
media, because ethnic identity met the both criteria of connectivity 
and frequency.   

Territorial identity also was connected with a lot of the other 
kinds of identities – 5 (Figure 3). The news items dealing with young 
people’s territorial identity (as residents - N=51) presented also their 
gender belonging, ethnic belonging, national identity, minority 
membership, and European identity. There was not any news item 
presenting territorial identity that related it to religious identity and 
to immigrants (Figure 5). 

Territorial identity also was in the core of social representations 
of young people’s identity reflected by the chosen media, because 
territorial identity met the both criteria of connectivity and frequency.

Frequency of presenting young people’s ethnic identity and 
territorial identity by the chosen media did not differ significantly 
(χ2McNemar Test=2.361; p=0.124) and they both formed the core 
of media representations of young people’s identity. Frequency of 
presenting young people’s ethnic identity and gender identity by 
the chosen media differed significantly (χ2McNemar Test=8.779; 
p=0.003), but frequency of presenting young people’s gender identity 
and territorial identity by the chosen media did not differ significantly 
(χ2McNemar Test=3.841; p=0.05), so gender identity was also a stable 
element in the core of media representations of young people’s 
identity. 

Gender identity and national identity were both connected 
with the same number of the other kinds of identities – 4 (Figure 
3). The news items dealing with young people’s gender identity 
(N=65) presented also their territorial belonging, ethnic belonging, 
national identity, and European identity. There was not any news 
item presenting gender identity that related it to religious identity, to 
immigrants, and to minority groups (Figure 6).
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Figure 2: Number of news items expressing young people’s identity when the 
quoted sources were young people.

Figure 3: Connectivity between the different kinds of identities.

Young people’s ethnic 
belonging (38 news items) 

Territorial 
identity (14 
news items)

Gender 
belonging (13 
news items)

National 
identity (13 
news items)

Minority 
membership (1 

news item)

Immigrants’  
group (1 news 

item)

European 
identity (1 
news item)

Figure 4: Number of news items related to young people’s ethnic identity.

Territorial 
identity (51 
news items) 

Gender 
belonging (36 
news items)

Ethnic belonging 
(14 news items)

National identity 
(4 news items)

Minority 
membership (1 

news item)

European 
identity (1 news 

item)

Figure 5: Number of news items related to young people’s territorial identity.

Gender identity 
(65 news items) 

Territorial 
belonging (36 
news items)

Ethnic belonging 
(13 news items)

National identity 
(3 news items)

European 
identity (1 news 

item)

Figure 6: Number of news items related to young people’s gender identity.

The news items dealing with young people’s national identity 
(N=17) presented also their ethnic identity, territorial identity, 
gender identity, and immigrants’ group. There was not any news item 
presenting national identity that related it to religious identity, to 
minority groups, and to European identity (Figure 7).

However, only gender identity was in the core of social 
representations of young people’s identity reflected by the chosen 
media, because gender identity met the both criteria of connectivity 
and frequency, while national identity met only the criterion of 
connectivity and national identity was in not extreme periphery of 
media representations of young people’s identity. This structure of 
media representation of young people’s identity was confirmed by the 
finding that frequency of presenting young people’s national identity 
and gender identity by the chosen media differed significantly 
(χ2McNemar Test=25.962; p<0.001).

Frequency of presenting young people’s national identity 
and European identity by the chosen media differed significantly 
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(p<0.001), so national identity was not in the extreme periphery of 
media representations of young people’s identity, while European 
identity was in the extreme periphery of media representations of 
young people’s identity.

Frequency of presenting young people’s European identity and 
immigrants’ identity, immigrants’ identity and minorities’ identity, 
minorities’ identity and religious identity by the chosen media did not 
differ significantly (p=1) and they all formed the extreme periphery of 
media representations of young people’s identity.

The extreme periphery of social representations of young people’s 
identity reflected by the chosen media included European identity 
(connected with 3 out of the other kinds of identities) (Figure 8), 
immigrants’ identity (connected with 2 out of the other kinds of 
identities) (Figure 9), minorities’ identity (connected with 2 out of 
the other kinds of identities) (Figure 10), and religious identity (not 
connected with any other kind of identities). European, immigrants’, 
minorities’ and religious identities did not meet the both criteria of 
connectivity and frequency in order to be central elements of social 
representations. 

The different kinds of young people’s identities were related to a 
lot of spheres of social life. The young people’s identitites in the core 
of the media representations were related to more life spheres than 
the peripheral young people’s identities (Table 1). 

Social perception and social representations consider high 
presence of aggression and violence in media [39]. The literature 
review showed controversial findings about immigrants and 
criminality. Immigrants tend to settle in neighborhoods that are 
poor, culturally heterogeneous, and with high crime rates. Recent 
immigrants are typically found to be less involved in violence than are 
natives [40]. Such a tendency was also revealed by the data in Table 1. 

Discussion
Ethnic identity, territorial identity and gender identity were in 

the core of media representations of young people’s identity reflected 
by the chosen media, their stable elements. The periphery of media 
representations of young people’s identity included national identity 
(not extreme periphery), European identity, immigrants’ identity, 
minorities’ identity, and religious identity (the extreme periphery). 
Some findings from several other studies on Bulgarian identity 
support to some extent this structure of media representations of 
young people’s identity. 

In 2009, a study of identities of the Bulgarians living in Bulgaria 
at the age group 26-30 years old used the rank method and the 
results indicated that national identity dominated, gender identity 
was defined as second of importance, then territorial identity, then 
European identity, then ethnic identity, and at last place - religious 

identity. The Bulgarians living abroad at the age group 26-30 years 
old ranked at first place national identity, then gender identity, then 
European identity, then religious identity, then ethnic identity and at 
last place – territorial identity [18]. In 2006, Bulgarian ethnic identity 
of the age group from 20 to 33 years old was strongly expressed [41]. 
European identity was not yet any part of the Bulgarian respondents’ 
identity in December 2006. European identity unified the friends to 
find more common things between them when they had different 
ethnic identities [13]. Territorial identity was related to ethnic 
identity, but the connection between them was weak [13]. According 
to Moser and Lidvan, a person feels comfortable if the quarter he/
she is living in is a bigger one, if he/she likes the population of this 
quarter, if he/she frequently meets the other people living in this 
quarter, if he/she has some friends living in this quarter and if he/she 
has a strongly expressed territorial identity [42]. 

In 2005, another study among Bulgarian children from 6 to 15 
years old indicated that their gender identity was of first importance 
for them, then – their national and ethnic identity, then their age 
group identity, then territorial identity, and at last place of importance 
- European identity [43]. In 2000, the national identity was more 
important for the studied Bulgarians than religious identity was [44].  

So, gender identity has been very stable element of Bulgarian’s 
youth identity for a long time period, while territorial and ethnic 
identities were not such stable elements. The specificity of media 
representations of young people’s identity in Bulgaria concerned less 
importance given to national identity compared to the use of some 
self-report questionnaires measuring identities.  

National identity 
(17 news items) 

Ethnic 
identity(13 news 

items)

Territorial 
identity(4 news 

items)

Gender identity 
(3 news items)

Immigrants’ 
group (1 news 

item)

Figure 7: Number of news items related to young people’s national identity.

European 
identity (1 news 

item) 

Territorial 
identity (1 news 

item)

Ethnic identity (1 
news item)

Gender identity 
(1 news item)

Figure 8: Number of news items related to young people’s European identity.

Immigrants’ identity (1 news item) 

Ethnic identity (1 news item) National identity (1 news item)

Figure 9: Number of news items related to young people’s immigrants’ 
identity.

Minorities’ identity (1 news item) 

Ethnic identity (1 news item) Territorial identity (1 news 
item)

Figure 10: Number of news items related to young people’s minority’ identity.
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These findings concerning media representations of young 
people’s identity are important, because they indicate what image of 
youth is imposed in the society by the media. This image not only 
reflects youth identity, but it influences reciprocically on the young 
people’s identity formation for the next generations pointing out 
different identities and relating them to some spheres of social life. 
A more detailed image of young people’s identities that connects the 
identity to a lot of life spheres is probably more exact. The one-sided 
representation of youth identities in few spheres of social life might 
be more incorrect. 

These findings also reveal which kinds of young people’s identity 
are more difficult to be changed – this is the central part of the 
media representation of youth identity. It is useful such studies to be 
conducted systematically to reveal the trends in social representations 
of young people’s identity. The future studies should strive to avoid 
the limitations of this study that are the chosen only two Bulgarian 
media and only newspapers, and only for a month. A long-term study 
of TV and radio media could reveal further information on this topic. 
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