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Abstract 
This report investigates the 2009–2019 migration coverage of 57 newspapers in seven media systems: Dutch- 
and French-language Belgium, Italy, Germany, Spain, Sweden, and Hungary. We analysed all news articles 
from the reference period that mentioned the words ‘migration’ or ‘migrants’, looking at co-occurrences 
of the word ‘migration’ with ten migration-related news themes that consistently made the news in the 
decade: integration, racism, discrimination, labour market, populism, security, terrorism, criminality, 
refugees, and Islam. We tested whether relative attention to these themes could be predicted based on 
the newspapers’ political profiles, and data garnered through a public opinion survey fielded in the above 
six countries (N = 9,079) let us assess the opinion of their readers towards out-groups such as immigrants, 
refugees, and Muslims with a view to comparing editorial content with reader opinions. 
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Project description 

Attention to migration as a social, political, and public matter has skyrocketed over the past decade 
in many countries, a matter that is increasingly being viewed as a high-priority policy issue. In addition 
to migration projections and scenarios that are essential for effective policymaking, a deeper under-
standing of the root causes and drivers of migration is needed. Enhancing migration data is a crucial 
step to advance migration governance since more knowledge is needed to achieve sustainable social 
and economic development, and national migrant data collection strategies are required to improve 
policies. The HumMingBird project’s overall objective is to better understand the changing nature of 
migration flows and drivers by analysing patterns, motivations, and new geographies. It also aims to 
provide population estimates and to determine emerging and future trends to identify the potential 
implications of today’s policy decisions. Accordingly, migration scenarios will be developed in a more 
forward-looking manner, taking into account the quantitative and qualitative factors that may inform 
people’s decisions to migrate as well as the resulting impact on our societies. Global scenarios will be 
based not only on a realistic understanding of the drivers and dynamics of migration, but also on the 
impact and effectiveness of past migration policies. We also aim to identify a number of uncertainties 
and reappraise the reasons why migration predictions may not hold, and to demonstrate the validity 
of non-traditional data sources for migration research purposes. 
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1. Introduction 

The HumMingBird project looks at the migration challenges that European member states are cur-
rently facing. To support future migration and integration policy, a wide range of data sources are 
being explored. One such data source relates to media content and consumption. This report presents 
data collected as part of a broad investigation of print news media in the HumMingBird project’s six 
target countries: Belgium, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Spain, and Sweden. Key questions are: What 
themes are highlighted in leading newspapers regarding migration? How different or similar are these 
newspapers across those six European countries?  

We focus on the occurrence of sub-topics in conjunction with the topic of migration in the news 
coverage. We then juxtapose these findings with the results of a survey study conducted in the six 
countries, considering whether and how public opinion differs depending on exposition to different 
news outlets. Thus, the figures we present in this report are indicative of the ways in which the media 
report on issues related to migration as well as the opinions people hold based on their news media 
exposure.  

Let us first look at our theoretical sources of inspiration in communication sciences and the meth-
odology we used, before drawing country and inter-country comparisons of the results of both the 
content research and the survey research and reflecting on what these data can teach us. 
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2. Theoretical inspiration: frame analysis and 
cultivation theory 

Immigration-related attitudes have been much studied in the social sciences. While in the 1990s and 
early 2000s research mostly focused on the impact of individual characteristics, such as educational 
attainment (Hagendoorn & Nekuee, 1999; Hainmueller & Hiscox, 2007) or religiosity (Billiet, 1995), 
the later 2000s and early 2010s saw a growing number of studies that investigated the role of contex-
tual characteristics at the regional or country level - economic situation (Ceobanu & Escandell, 2010; 
Meuleman et al., 2009; Schlueter et al., 2013), migration-integration policies (Callens & Meuleman, 
2017; Van Hootegem et al., 2020), etc. Many of these studies have improved our understanding of 
the ways in which attitudes towards immigrants and migration are shaped.  

During and following the 2015 European migration crisis, the number of migration studies 
increased sharply (Eberl et al., 2018; Pisarevskaya et al., 2020). Unsurprisingly, between 2015 and 2018 
many studies focused on this crisis. While more studies concentrated on specific groups of immi-
grants than prior to the crisis, the number of studies looking at support for immigration in general 
strongly declined (Eberl et al., 2018). With this increased scholarly interest in migration, several strands 
of migration-related research have gained more prominence. Given the large-scale media coverage of 
the migration crisis (Lucassen, 2018), the rise of digital media, and the recent success of right-wing 
political parties, the years following the 2015 crisis saw growing interest in the role of the media in 
the formation of attitudes towards immigrants.  

Given the general lack of face-to-face contact with immigrants in the host countries, the media 
have a responsibility to provide accurate representations (Ogan et al., 2018). For several decades now 
the theoretical approach has often been based on the framing theory. Frames can generally be 
described as schemes of interpretation that enable the efficient contextualisation, classification, and 
understanding of information (Entman, 1993; Goffman, 1974). Framing stresses specific aspects of 
reality while pushing others into the background (Lecheler & de Vreese, 2011). Selecting and empha-
sising specific aspects of reality increases the chances that recipients will adopt the interpretations, 
judgments and decisions that are being put forward (Entman, 1993; Joris, 2016; Scheufele & Tewks-
bury, 2007). 

Two main mechanisms can be discerned in the framing process: frame building and frame setting 
(Scheufele, 1999). Frame building refers to the process in which news frames are shaped by certain 
actors, for example journalists. Typically, journalists tend to focus on news events or subjects their 
audience is familiar with (Boesman et al., 2015). Beyond this, they look for explanations, attempting 
to single out the people responsible for the issue under consideration. This indicates that each news 
message is the result of a process of selection, emphasis, or exclusion of specific elements. Based on 
the use of certain definitions, explanations and solutions, and the emphasis on each of these, it follows 
then that media frames can be discerned in news messages (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989). Frame 
setting refers to the effects that media frames have on individual attitudes (Joris, 2016; Scheufele, 
1999). Being exposed to a given frame may affect the recipient’s own frames of reference, especially 
if he or she has already internalised schemes pertaining to the frame’s proposed elements. In short, 
the more a recipient knows about an event or matter touched upon by the media, the more effective 
the frames will be (Lecheler & de Vreese, 2011). 
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However, not all media tend to frame migration in the same way. Jacobs et al. (2016) found that 
Flemish news media differ in their representational preferences: public service media are more likely 
to emphasise the positive consequences of migration, while commercial media use more sensational-
istic elements that refer to negative emotions and conflict. This is also true for newspaper coverage: 
quality newspapers adopt more left-leaning, liberal viewpoints towards migration, while popular 
newspapers apply more sensationalised frames (Blinder, 2015; Cheregi, 2015; Eberl et al., 2018; 
Gabrielatos & Baker, 2008; Strömbäck, 2008). However, other studies indicate that there are no clear 
differences in the framing of migration between quality and popular newspapers (Carvalho et al., 2015; 
Greussing & Boomgaarden, 2017; Strömbäck et al., 2017). 

Aside from framing theory, the ‘cultivation theory’ posits another theoretical perspective on media 
effects. Developed by Gerbner and Gross (1976), this theory suggests that people who watch a lot 
of television are more likely to perceive society or their social reality in ways that reflect the ‘television 
world’ as compared with those who devote less time to TV watching.  

The term ‘cultivation’ ‘thus refers to the independent contribution television viewing makes to 
audience members’ conceptions of social reality. Television viewing cultivates ways of seeing the 
world - those who spend more time ‘living’ in the world of television are more likely to see the ‘real 
world’ in terms of the images, values, portrayals, and ideologies that emerge through the lens of 
television’ (Morgan et al., 2008, p.  35).  

The cultivation differential is the observed difference in conceptions of reality (e.g., out-group 
attitudes) between lighter and heavier viewers in the same demographic subgroups or populations. 
Previous meta-analytic research has confirmed the stability of the cultivation differential across 
different variables and populations, showing strong consistency in the direction predicted by the 
theory (Gerbner, 1998; Shanahan & Morgan, 1999). Based on this theory one may expect that expo-
sure to stereotypes or negative framing about migration or migrants on television will have a greater 
impact on heavy viewers (Browne Graves, 1999; Shanahan & Morgan, 1999). Two complementary 
mechanisms are at work that cause negative images of immigrants (Iguarta, Barrios & Ortega, 2012; 
Iguarta, Barrios, Ortega & Frutos, 2014): minorities get less coverage, and if they are covered the 
coverage is distorted and loaded with stereotypes. Hence one can speak of a combination of a quan-
titative mechanism (less coverage) and a qualitative mechanism (distorted coverage). 

A few years after presenting this theory Gerbner et al. (1980; 1998) expanded it after receiving some 
criticism regarding the proper application of statistical controls in initial cultivation studies. They 
introduced two new concepts: ‘mainstreaming’ and ‘resonance’ (Shrum, 2017). ‘Mainstreaming’ refers 
to shared or converging world views among heavy viewers in otherwise disparate groups (gender, 
education, income, etc.). Members of each such group tend to have very specific views that do not 
jibe with those of the other groups. According to Gerbner et al. heavy television viewing should cause 
the outlooks of disparate groups (high vs. low income, higher educated vs. lower educated) to move 
closer to one another (hence the term ‘mainstreaming’) (Gerbner, 1980). ‘Resonance’ suggests that 
those audience members with life experiences that are congruent with television portrayals will be 
most affected by their consumption, essentially providing a ‘double dose’ of the television message 
and thus boosting cultivation (Gerbner, 1980). For example, viewing portrayals of refugees should 
resonate particularly strongly with audience members who have had direct experiences with refugees 
(Shrum, 2017; Shrum & Bischak, 2001).  

While the original cultivation hypothesis was based on television research, it has since been 
expanded to newspapers (Vergeer et al., 2000; Arendt, 2010; Ferrucci & Petersen, 2018). People who 
assiduously read a particular newspaper are more likely to adopt its worldviews. The cultivation per-
spective (Nellis & Savage, 2012) stresses the importance of frequency of media consumption. Baker 
(2010: 313-314) - not a cultivation theorist but a linguist - argues that one way in which newspapers 
influence attitudes is via a steady ‘drip-drip effect’, terming this ‘the incremental effect of discourse’ 
(Baker, 2010: 314). This ‘double whammy’ - ’choosing’ the content one consumes based on various 
influences and being influenced by it in return - has always been strong among newspaper readers: 
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with television one can always change channels, while paying for a newspaper is much more of a 
commitment. The rise of online media and free access to news may weaken this ‘choice by payment’ 
mechanism.  

Both the television and the newspaper environment tend to become more fragmented with more 
individual media consumption. Morgan and Shanahan have wondered at different times during the 
last decade (Morgan & Shanahan, 2010; Morgan, Shanahan & Signorielli, 2015; Hermann, Morgan & 
Shannahan, 2021) whether the cultivation hypothesis stands the test of time. Indeed, changes in the 
media environment have occurred, but these do not exclude that the media continue to carry shared 
stories that flow across the fragmented media environment. Stories about migration and minorities 
are part and parcel of this longstanding macro environment of the media. 

Evidence from psychological studies is worth mentioning in this context. Audiences tend to prefer 
to have a consistent worldview and are motivated to reduce inconsistency. This is called the ‘selective 
exposure hypothesis’ (Stroud, 2010). This inherent mechanism of cognition might reinforce the 
incremental effect of discourse. The need for psychological consistency comes on top of media 
habits. 
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3. Differentiation in the news 

3.1 The comparative turn in communication sciences 
In the last decade a new sub-discipline emerged in communication studies—one that may be termed ‘com-
parative journalism studies’ (Hanitzsch, 2013). The Worlds of Journalism project’s worldwide survey of 
journalists is an example of this, as it focuses on both journalistic cultures and similarities/differences 
among journalists throughout the world. International comparative research on the representations of 
migration as a journalistic choice remains scarce, however (Eberl et al., 2018). 

Nevertheless, cross-country studies in the wider field of media studies were already available before the 
‘comparative turn’ of the 2010s. In particular, Hallin and Mancini’s book ‘Comparing Media Systems’ (2004) 
has become a classic reference work. The authors divide the Western media into three media systems: a 
free-market system in the Anglo-Saxon countries, a democratic-corporatist system in continental European 
countries, and a polarised, pluralist system in the Mediterranean countries.  

An important way in which the various national media systems are distinguished lies in how they reflect 
differing opinions. A crucial distinction is made between media systems in whose culture a plurality of 
opinions, voices, analyses are to be sought within the media content (internal pluralism) and media systems 
in which a plurality of media outlets profile themselves separately (external pluralism). Political parallelism 
refers to a pattern where the structure of political parties is somewhat reflected in the media (De Albuquer-
que, 2018). External pluralism is assumed to lead to more trust in the media (Fawzi et al., 2021), although 
by ‘taking sides’, they may decrease such trust owing to political polarisation (Newman et al.,2020). 

External pluralism is assumed to be especially high in Mediterranean countries, so that we can expect this 
to impact the results of our comparative study of migration coverage. We looked at news media in Spain 
and Italy, characterised by medium to high political parallelism (Hallin & Mancini, 2004), and in Hungary, 
a country with high political parallelism in the media according to Castro Herrero et al. (2017). In addition, 
we looked at three continental countries: Belgium, Germany, and Sweden. In these latter three countries 
political parallelism is lower according to Hallin and Mancini (2004).  

3.2 Internal differentiation within media systems: media types 
When conducting cross-country media research, we must also keep in mind that media systems do not only 
differ from one another, but also have different components within themselves. One important distinction 
we can make pertains to the various media types. First, we have the oldest media, the print media. Then 
came the audiovisual media, namely radio and television. Finally, the end of the twentieth century saw the 
rise of Internet-based, ‘online’ media, a hybrid of text and audiovisual elements. International comparative 
research on news tends to focus more on print than audiovisual media, for theoretical and practical reasons. 
Theoretically, there is the phenomenon of intermedia agenda setting (i.e., how media content influences 
and relates to other media content). Determining which topics make the news appears to be more strongly 
based on the historically dominant print media than on audiovisual media (Vliegenthart & Walgrave, 2008). 
Furthermore, newspapers are valued as the backbone of the democratic body politic because they enable 
comprehensive public discourse (Eilders, 2016). In addition to these theoretical arguments, however, there 
is also a practical one. Audiovisual archives tend to be less accessible to researchers: preparing the material 
for analysis entails a very labour-intensive transcription process. Owing to such theoretical and practical 
considerations, research within Project HumMingBird’s media work package focuses primarily on news-
papers. 
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In practice, these newspapers are examined based on data collected in major online news databases such 
as Lexis Nexis and Factiva. The question whether there are differences (minor or otherwise) between actual 
print news and their online versions warrants separate research, but for both print and audiovisual media 
there are two other problems: access to archives and the highly labour-intensive nature of the processing 
of the material. 

In addition to the online, archived versions of the newspapers, there are various websites that disseminate 
news information. Exploratory research for this project also investigated whether there were any leading 
online media within the various countries being mapped. It turned out that for both newspapers and 
radio & television, inventories of the leading media can always be found based on circulation as well as 
viewing and listening figures. For online media, page visits may be a criterion, but even then, the question 
arises as to what is news, and what is entertainment content (Ofcom, 2018). 

3.3 Differentiation in the newspaper landscape 
Two dimensions of internal differences are found in any Western media system as far as newspapers are 
concerned. On the one hand, a distinction is made between broadsheets (the so-called quality press) and 
tabloids (the so-called popular press). Although the term ‘broadsheet’ refers to the larger format of these 
newspapers, today it is not necessarily the larger format of these newspapers that is their distinguishing 
feature, but rather their focus on so-called ‘hard news’ - mostly (international) politics and economics. On 
the other hand, ‘soft news’ tends to focus on lifestyle, health and wellbeing, and sports news. These themes 
are more central to the popular press. Migration as such is a hard news theme, so when looking at the 
coverage of migration in newspapers, we can expect this theme to be covered more frequently in broad-
sheets. A second distinction found within media systems is the distinction between progressive and con-
servative newspapers.  

3.4 The new face of the left-right opposition 
The traditional opposition between left-wing and right-wing newspapers was primarily found in the socio-
economic fault line between conservative and social-democratic economic policies. Raeijmaekers (2018) 
examined this in Flanders (the northern part of Belgium), for example, and found that news coverage of 
economic policy was increasingly converging toward a consensus. 

Another noteworthy study in this regard, by Buyens, Beckers and Van Aelst (2019) - albeit in the realm 
of opinion research rather than content research - focuses on a two-week period (April 23 to May 5, 2018), 
notable for both a socio-economic event (a strike at a department store) and an event involving clashes 
between the police and young people with an immigration background. Here the reactions of the public to 
each event are interesting: there was a clear left-wing/right-wing divide in the reactions to the latter, while 
the strike elicited no such response. 

This study acknowledges the increasing importance of the immigration topic as a political agenda item. 
This ‘new right’ phenomenon is an international one. Taking into account Belgium as a country with two 
media systems (Flanders and French-speaking Belgium), the HumMingBird project studies seven media sys-
tems (Flanders, French-speaking Belgium, Germany, Italy, Hungary, Spain and Sweden). In six of the seven 
regions under study there is a political party that embodies this new right theme, namely Vlaams Belang 
(Flanders), Alternative für Deutschland (Germany), Vox (Spain), Lega Nord (Italy) and Sverigedemokra-
terna (Sweden). Only in French-speaking Belgium does the new right keep a relatively low-profile. The 
‘immigration’ theme is linked to other themes, such as refugees and terrorism (De Coninck, 2020). Those 
who oppose immigration and related phenomena are on the right side of the political spectrum, while those 
who recognise the positive dimension of the migration issue are more left-oriented. 

This is certainly not to say that the traditional left-right dimension is completely extinguished, for in 
addition to the new right, there is also a ‘new left’ movement which promotes economic equality and 
opposes the power of big business and the wealthy, calling for greater equality. In contrast to a migration 
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discourse held by right-wingers who view themselves as anti-establishment, the new left discourse criticises 
what the left views as the establishment, with each side having different notions of what constitutes ‘the 
establishment’.  

An essential distinction of the new left/right difference is the differing interpretations of the place of 
racism in society. Liz Feteke (2017) speaks of ‘racism and the rise of the right.’ She argues that at the end 
of the twentieth century anti-racism was still strong enough, as made clear by international events such as 
the fall of the Apartheid regime. However, after the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks in the USA, the 
new right would have disengaged from anti-racism and new right thinking would be on the rise, for example 
through the success of Samuel Huntington’s 1996 ‘clash of civilisations’ thesis.  

In addition to this ‘leftist’ interpretation pointing to growing racism, a right-wing interpretation is also 
possible. Research in the US (Goldberg, 2020) points to the changing attitudes of those who in the North 
American context are called ‘white liberals’ - ’liberal’ meaning ‘progressive’ here. These are people who 
increasingly consider racism to be a problem and have a heightened sense of guilt about it. According to 
Goldberg, rather than the result of mounting racism in society, this is a well-meaning but misguided 
response to such guilt. Goldberg calls a ‘great racial awakening’ born of ‘wokeness’ and ‘political correct-
ness.’ 

Left-wing and right-wing news media thus tweak their coverage according to such viewpoints. This can 
also be linked to the two ‘frames’ that dominate Western news coverage of immigration: the economic 
frame and the security frame (Kovář, 2020). According to Entman (1993: 53), frames work as rhetorical 
devices that ‘select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating 
text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, 
and/or treatment recommendation for the item described.’ Immigration is associated with the security 
frame and right-wing discourse, while economic inequality and the economic frame can be linked (among 
other things) to racism as a possible source of this inequality. 

3.5 The new political dimensions in relation to the differentiation in the newspaper 
landscape 

Thus, the left/right distinction in economic matters has not completely disappeared, but for the purposes 
of the HumMingBird project a new dimension of this distinction is relevant - namely polarised attitudes 
about migration. We seek to determine whether different media tend to report differently or similarly on 
this topic in our seven regions, and whether there are differences between various types of media outlets, 
such as broadsheet papers (quality or highbrow papers) versus tabloids (popular/lowbrow papers) and pro-
gressive versus conservative papers. Although tabloids tend to be conservative and broadsheets typically 
are progressive in outlook, progressive tabloids and conservative broadsheets do exist. Previous research 
has shown that tabloids typically hold more right-wing positions towards immigration (Baker et al., 2008). 
It is also logical to assume that progressive newspapers have a more left-wing orientation than conservative 
media, although it should be noted that conservative media in Europe are more aligned with traditional 
conservative parties than with ‘new right’ parties with an anti-immigration agenda.  

3.6 Newspaper differentiation and differences in public opinion 
In the context of the HumMingBird project a survey was also conducted on public opinion towards immi-
grants, refugees, and Muslims within the seven regions. These data allow for cross-country comparison 
between the regions, but since we also asked about participants’ newspaper consumption, it will be possible 
subsequently to study the ways the readers of specific newspapers feel about immigration. However, 
causality between exposure to media content and attitudes can only be demonstrated if a certain methodo-
logical path is followed, such as in an experimental study in which two completely similar groups are pre-
sented with different media content. The data in this study merely juxtapose media content and the opinions 
of audience groups. Hence, the present study is a correlational study that cannot justify claims of causality. 
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In other words, if our media measurement and our survey findings correspond, this does not demonstrate 
a causal relationship. The resemblances are not facts, but they are good hypotheses for causal studies, such 
as the experiments by Iguarta and colleagues in which two frames, namely crimes committed by migrants 
versus the economic contribution of migrants were tested and proven to give valid differences (Igartua & 
Cheng, 2009; Igartua, Moral, & Fernández, 2011; Igartua, 2013; Fernández, Igartua, Moral, Palacios, 
Acosta & Muñoz, 2013; Cheng, Igartua, Palacios, Acosta & Palito, 2014).   
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4. Method 

4.1 Method of newspaper research 
Quantitative analyses of media content can be carried out in a variety of ways and respond to a variety 
of questions (Neuendorf, 2017). As part of this research, we intend to undertake a large-scale com-
parison of the entire newspaper landscape within seven media systems. Such a broad scope explains 
our choice of quantitative content analysis.  

Goldberg (2020) showed that in The New York Times and The Washington Post the use of the word 
‘racism’ and the related words ‘racist’ and ‘racists’ increased dramatically from 2011 to 2019. The New 
York Times and The Washington Post are known as left-leaning US newspapers. The more right-leaning 
The Wall Street Journal also increased somewhat its use of such words during that period - but this was 
rather insignificant as compared with the huge increase in the NYT and WP. According to Goldberg 
this indicates that the media are heavily involved in the so-called ‘great racial awakening’ - especially 
on the left. Technically speaking, Goldberg measured the proportion of ‘racism news’ (in the numer-
ator of the fraction) against the total word count of the publications studied (in the denominator of 
the fraction). 

Other researchers who rely a lot on word frequencies in newspapers to infer trends are British 
researchers Baker, Gabrielatos, and McEnery (2013: 72). Their systematic study of the coverage of 
Islam in the British press from 1998 to 2009 looked at the use of a number of words by British 
broadsheets and tabloids, including the word ‘terror’- which as it turns out occurred 22,118 times in 
the tabloids and 22,032 times in the broadsheets under study. So it would seem that the tabloids and 
the broadsheets had been devoting the same amount of attention to terrorism - until one realises that 
the total broadsheet corpus was about 103 million words, compared with only 40 million words in 
the tabloid corpus. In other words, terrorism was somewhat more frequently covered in absolute 
terms by the broadsheets, while in relative terms it was covered significantly more (i.e., more than 
twice as much) in the tabloids. 

In this study we take the total coverage of migration by our seven media systems’ newspapers as 
the basis for a comparison of absolute counts, and also as the denominator of a fraction. We obtain 
this total coverage by examining which articles mentioned the words ‘migrant’, ‘migrants’, ‘migration’, 
‘immigration’ or ‘emigration’ at least once in the period from 2009-2019, and this within the seven 
media systems under scrutiny. 

We present the findings on the occurrence of the term migration and its derivatives in the context 
of ten keywords using fractions with one specific phenomenon that can be linked to migration in the 
numerator. Each keyword represents a major sub-debate that is also related to migration. We divided 
these ten keywords into two groups of five. We hypothesised that the first five keywords (‘integra-
tion’, ‘racism’, ‘discrimination’, ‘labour market’ and ‘populism’) were linked to the migrant integration 
issue, as we explain more in detail below, and were thus more likely to appear frequently in left-wing 
and broadsheet newspapers (cf. Jensen et al., 2017 for the interconnection of debates on this theme), 
while the other five (‘security’, ‘terrorism’, ‘crime’, ‘refugees’ and ‘Islam’) were more likely to be linked 
to the security issue and might appear more frequently in right-wing and tabloid newspapers (see 
Andersen & Mayerl, 2018 & De Coninck, 2020 for a discussion of the interconnectedness of these 
themes).  

We entered our keywords in the search engines of major news databases. An article was assumed 
to deal with a given topic if there was at least a one-time presence of the relevant keyword. There is 
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some noise to this method, however, because articles can include a keyword whose underlying theme 
is only marginally discussed. The problematic nature of this noise phenomenon must be mitigated 
for two reasons. On the one hand, the noise phenomenon probably affects all words, and it may 
cancel itself out when present in both the numerator and denominator. On the other hand, we are 
working with a very large database, which is a good thing here since noise in a small sample would 
be a much greater issue. 

As denominator of the fractions to be calculated we choose words related to migration, such as 
immigration, migration, emigration, migrant and migrants. The number of times these words appear 
between 2009 and 2019 in a surveyed newspaper is the basis on which we put specific words repre-
senting specific sub-themes in the numerators of the fractions. Obviously, these words were trans-
lated into the language of each media system under study. The number of search terms may vary 
from one country to the next if a given word has multiple spellings or inflections. 

The first word that is assumed to be more present in left-wing and/or broadsheet papers is ‘racism’ 
and its grammatical variants owing to the left’s increased concern with race relations (‘the great racial 
awakening’, Goldberg, 2020). The terms ‘integration’ and ‘discrimination’ are also more often found 
in left-wing and broadsheet newspapers. The ‘labour market’ - a major trigger of ‘racism’ and ‘dis-
crimination’ - is more likely to be mentioned in left-wing and broadsheet publications, as is ‘popu-
lism’. The use of the latter varies quite a bit in practice (Bale et al., 2011), but it can nevertheless be 
viewed as a mostly academic term much more likely to appear in the quality press than in sensation-
alistic papers. Furthermore, the left often uses it in a derogatory manner to condemn right-wing 
positions, usually related to migration. Therefore, the use of the term populism can also be assumed 
to be more prominent in the progressive press (see Bale et al., 2011 for a manual content analysis of 
the use of the term ‘populism’ in the English press). 

For the allegedly right-wing keywords we chose words likely to appear in both a negative and 
security-oriented discourse. This includes ‘security’ itself as well as the ‘terrorism’ and ‘crime’ with, in 
each case, their semantic variants in the languages of the newspapers under study. Less obvious 
choices of words that lie in the security sphere are those surrounding ‘Islam’ and ‘refugees’ and their 
semantic variants. We examined how often these words occurred as keywords in the selected news-
papers. This is indicative of the attention paid to these two essential topics, without letting us know 
whether the attention paid to these topics is negatively, neutrally or positively loaded. Yet these topics 
seem more prevalent in the conservative and sensationalistic press according to previous studies that 
very often showed that the coverage of these topics tends towards negativity (Mertens & de Smaele, 
2016; Chouliaraki & Zaborowski, 2017; De Cock et al., 2018), as well as the prominent place that 
these topics occupy on the (new) right-wing agenda.  

Since we have numerators and denominators with frequencies, we can also cross-tabulate with two 
fractions. It is then possible to set up Chi-squared tests showing whether in a given newspaper, arti-
cles that refer to both racism and migration are more prevalent relative to the larger set of all articles 
that mention the theme of migration and/or one of its semantic relatives. We calculate an average 
frequency for each word (and per country). Based on this average we determine whether a specific 
newspaper deviates from this average and whether it scores significantly higher or lower than the 
average. This lets us profile the newspaper on specific themes, with the values showing in green when 
it scores higher than average on a theme, and in red when it scores lower than average. In orange we 
show figures that do not differ significantly from the average, neither positively nor negatively. 

This logic of keyword identification does not allow judgements on the valence of certain topics. 
Manual content studies typically include judgements about how topics are reported on positively, 
negatively or in a neutral way. Nevertheless, experience with manual coding also proves that valence 
is within the eye of the beholder (Lacy et al., 2015: 7). Manual coders often disagree on what is neutral, 
positive or negative.  
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4.2 Method of public opinion research  
Public opinion research may also be conducted in a number of ways, but one of the most common 
methods is survey research. The idea is simply to ask participants a set of questions, either online or 
face-to-face. Although the (often closed-question) format has some drawbacks, the main advantage 
is that it is a relatively simple- and in the case of online surveys, cost-effective - way to gather data 
among a large sample of the population. This methodology is widely used to assess attitudes of popu-
lations, as evidenced by large-scale, high-quality European studies such as the European Social Survey 
or the Eurobarometer, both based on survey research. 

The current data was fielded to investigate the dynamic interplay between media representations of 
different migrant groups and the governmental and societal (re)actions on the other. This let us 
obtain more insight into these societal reactions by investigating attitude formation. Through an 
online survey we collected quantitative data on attitudes towards immigrants, refugees, Muslims, news 
media consumption, trust in news media and societal institutions, frequency and valence of inter-
group contact, realistic and symbolic intergroup threat, and socio-demographic characteristics for the 
adult population aged 25 to 65 of six European countries: Belgium, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Spain, 
and Sweden. We collected the data in cooperation with Bilendi, a Belgian polling agency, and selected 
the methodology for its cost-effectiveness in cross-country research. The age category includes 
people from 25 (who are active professionals and no longer students) to 65 (an age after which most 
people retire). Respondents received an e-mail asking them to participate in a survey without speci-
fying the subject matter, which was essential to avoid priming. Three weeks of fieldwork in May and 
June of 2021 resulted in a dataset of 9,079 respondents (a little over 1,500 per country). Sample 
weights were included in the dataset and could be applied to ensure that the sample was representative 
for gender and age in each country. The cooperation rate ranged between 12% and 31%, in line with 
similar online data collections (see De Coninck et al., 2019).  

To assess sentiments towards out-groups in each country we presented feeling thermometer ques-
tions, asking respondents to indicate how they felt towards immigrants, refugees, and Muslims. A 
score of 0 represents very cold or negative feelings while a score of 10 indicates very warm or positive 
feelings. To ensure that all respondents had a uniform understanding of the individuals that we con-
sidered to be immigrants or refugees, we showed them the UN definition of these groups: 

‘An immigrant should be understood as covering all cases where the decision to migrate is taken freely by the individual 
concerned, for reasons of ‘personal convenience’ and without intervention of an external compelling reason (e.g., war, 
natural disaster, ...)’ (UNESCO, 2017). 

‘A refugee is someone who has been forced to flee his or her country because of persecution, war, or violence. A refugee 
has a well-founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion, nationality, political opinion or membership in a 
particular social group’ (United Nations, 1951). 

We clearly highlighted these two definitions so that respondents would be able to distinguish between 
immigrants and refugees and provide a reliable measurement of attitudes for each group.  

Respondents were asked about their newspaper consumption patterns in the past month, with 
answer categories ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (every day). The most commonly read newspapers per 
region or country were included separately. Respondents had to indicate the extent to which they 
read each of the newspapers presented. To measure trust in newspapers we asked them to indicate 
their degree of trust in both quality newspapers and popular newspapers (with some examples of 
each type between brackets). Answer categories ranged from 1 (no trust at all) to 5 (a lot of trust). 
Trust in other societal institutions (parliament, police, politicians, political parties, EU, UN) was 
measured on the same scale. 

We also measured the perceived threat from refugees through six items: (1) ‘Would you say that 
refugees who come to live here generally take jobs away from workers in [country], or generally help 
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to create new jobs?’; (2) ‘Would you say it is generally bad or good for [country]’s economy that 
refugees from other countries come to live here?’; (3) ‘Most refugees who come to live here work 
and pay taxes. They also use health and welfare services. On balance, do you think refugees who 
come here take out more than they put in or put in more than they take out?’; (4) ‘Have the country’s 
crime problems increased or decreased owing to the presence of refugees?; (5) ‘Would you say that 
[country]’s cultural life is generally undermined or enriched by refugees?’; and (6) ‘Generally speaking, 
the values and beliefs of refugees are not compatible with those of the country’. All items were 
answered on an 11-point scale, with the high end of the scale indicating high threat perceptions. 



 
 

 

19 

5. Research questions and hypotheses  

Three research questions are central in this report: 
- RQ1: Are there internal differences between newspapers in the seven media systems (Flanders, 

French-speaking Belgium, Germany, Italy, Hungary, Spain, and Sweden) regarding the coverage of 
immigration as related to ten major news themes (integration, racism, discrimination, labour 
market, populism, security, terrorism, crime, refugees, and Islam)? 

- RQ2: Do readers of the various newspapers hold opinions that reflect the paper’s migration cov-
erage? 

- RQ3: What are the differences between the seven media landscapes regarding coverage of news 
themes and public opinion? 

In light of the foregoing discussion, we propose the following hypotheses: 
- Hypothesis 1: In absolute and relative numbers the broadsheets will pay more attention than the 

tabloids to migration theme in general and to all keywords (integration, racism, discrimination, 
labour market, populism, security, terrorism, crime, refugees, Islam) whose occurrence is examined 
within all news stories on migration. 

- Hypothesis 2: Relatively speaking, as a hypothetical exercise, the keywords perceived as more left-
wing (integration, racism, discrimination, labour market, and populism) will be more numerous in 
the broadsheets and the progressive press, while those perceived as more right-wing (security, 
terrorism, crime, refugees, and Islam) will be more prevalent in the popular and conservative press. 

- Hypothesis 3: The ideological characteristics of the newspapers in the media survey will be related 
to the characteristics of their readers in the public opinion survey.   
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6. Results 

6.1 Case study 1: Flanders  

6.1.1 Description of the newspaper landscape in Flanders 
The Flemish newspaper landscape is currently made up of eight newspapers. Three are broadsheets: 
De Standaard, De Morgen and De Tijd. De Standaard (DS) is historically a Catholic paper, while De Morgen 
(DM) has socialist roots. De Tijd (DT), on the other hand, is an independent, primarily business-
oriented newspaper. 

At the other end of the spectrum are four popular newspapers. Het Laatste Nieuws (HLN) has free-
market roots and is the only one with a non-Catholic history. The other three are Het Nieuwsblad 
(NB), Het Belang van Limburg (HBL) and the Gazet van Antwerpen (GVA). Het Nieuwsblad is distributed 
throughout the country, while, as the titles of the newspapers suggest, Het Belang van Limburg focuses 
on the province of Limburg and the Gazet van Antwerpen on the province of Antwerp. 

Finally, the Metro daily deserves a separate mention. It is a freesheet with short news items that is 
mainly distributed in bus, streetcar, and train stations. 

Table 1. Mediascape in Flanders 

 Market 

Broadsheet Middle Market Tabloid 

Id
eo

lo
gy

 

Left De Morgen   

Centre De Standaard (DS) 
De Tijd 

 Nieuwsblad 
Belang van Limburg 

Metro 

Right   Gazet van Antwerpen 
Het Laatste Nieuws 
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6.1.2 Results of the media investigation in Flanders 
Table 2. Occurrences of keywords in counts and percentages in the Flemish press (2009-2019) 

 Newspapers 

Keywords  De Standaard De Morgen De Tijd Het Laatste 
Nieuws 

Belang van 
Limburg 

Gazet van 
Antwerpen 

Nieuwsblad Metro 

Integration Count 680 578 316 258 175 161 344 40 

% 8.65 8.89 7.79 5.34 6.55 6.12 6.81 3.63 

Racism Count 551 485 166 151 85 116 141 31 

%  7.00 7.64 4.09 3.12 3.18 4.41 2.79 2.82 

Discrimination Count 325 288 112 63 54 52 70 17 

% 4.13 4.43 2.76 1.30 2.02 1.98 1.38 1.54 

Labour market Count 448 365 379 110 84 105 103 32 

% 5.70 5.62 9.34 2.28 3.14 3.99 2.04 2.91 

Populism Count 248 240 146 32 24 29 24 4 

% 3.15 3.69 3.60 0.66 0.90 1.10 0.47 0.36 

Security Count 642 592 394 348 151 195 245 43 

% 8.17 9.11 9.71 7.20 5.66 7.41 4.85 3.91 

Terrorism Count 553 500 303 172 95 114 116 24 

% 7.03 7.69 7.47 3.56 3.56 4.33 2.29 2.18 

Crime Count 539 510 276 329 152 225 281 45 

% 6.86 7.85 6.81 6.80 5.70 8.55 5.56 4.09 

Refugees Count 1761 1,633 1,069 1,055 467 524 1012 205 

% 22.50 25.12 26.36 21.82 17.50 19.90 20.00 18.62 

Islam Count 1,018 884 361 269 193 245 205 40 

% 12.95 13.60 8.90 5.56 7.23 9.30 4.06 3.63 

Migration Count 7,861 6,500 4,055 4,835 4,669 2,632 5,055 1,101 

% 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
Note: Values in green indicate significantly higher coverage than average. Values in orange indicate average coverage, and values in red indicate significantly lower coverage than average. 
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Table 2 shows how often a given word is mentioned in an article that also contains one or more of 
the following terms: migration, immigration, emigration, migrant, or migrants. Both absolute num-
bers and relative percentages are shown. In green are values that score significantly higher than the 
mean, using a chi-square test. In red are values that score significantly lower than the mean.  

The results reveal a robust trend in the data. On the left of the table, the three broadsheets (De 
Standaard, De Morgen and De Tijd) score almost only green entries. The presence of several concepts 
related to migration in the same article is overwhelmingly more common in the broadsheets, both in 
absolute and relative terms. Hypothesis 1 is therefore strongly confirmed for the Flemish newspaper 
landscape. 

Hypothesis 2 states that keywords that could be more right-wing focused occur more frequently in 
tabloids than in broadsheets, and also in right-wing more than in left-wing papers. The reverse would 
be true for more left-focused topics. Let us start with the part of the hypothesis that argues that 
broadsheets pay more attention to left-wing themes.  

Indeed, that part of the hypothesis is largely confirmed. For the ‘labour market’, ‘populism’, and 
‘integration’ themes the three broadsheet newspapers score above average, while all popular news-
papers score below average or average.  

Regarding the ‘racism’ and ‘discrimination’ themes, business newspaper De Tijd is somewhat less 
sensitive, with only De Morgen and De Standaard scoring significantly above average. In this respect 
the results of this part of the study resemble the US results of the Zach Goldberg (2020) study, which 
show a reduced focus on ‘racism’ in the more business-oriented Wall Street Journal as compared to 
leading broadsheets The New York Times and The Washington Post.  

A further part of the hypothesis is that tabloids would pay more attention to right-wing themes - 
here ‘security’, ‘terrorism’, ‘crime’, ‘refugees’, and ‘Islam’. Are these themes overexposed in popular 
newspapers? The answer here is less straightforward. 

First, let us look at the results on the ‘terrorism’ keyword, which are diametrically opposed to the 
hypothesis: all quality newspapers score above average in combination with migration, and all popular 
newspapers score below average. 

Regarding the ‘security’, ‘terrorism’, ‘refugees’, and ‘Islam’ themes the results are somewhat dif-
ferent. The theme with the largest deviation is ‘crime’. The three broadsheets score average, and so 
do two popular newspapers (Het Laatste Nieuws and Het Belang van Limburg). Het Nieuwsblad and Metro 
score below average, and regional newspaper Gazet Van Antwerpen is the only popular newspaper to 
score above average on the ‘crime’ theme in association with migration. Most of the abstract key-
words examined are overrepresented in the quality newspapers, except for ‘crime’. The ‘security’ 
theme is also more frequently discussed in the quality newspapers, but among the popular papers at 
least three also score average on that keyword, while three score average on the ‘refugees’ keyword 
as well. Finally, references to ‘Islam’ are also most frequent in the quality newspapers (except for 
business newspaper De Tijd, which scores average). The Gazet van Antwerpen also scores average in 
terms of references to ‘Islam’ in the context of migration-related articles. 

Thus, as to the hypothesis, the right-wing themes are generally not more prevalent as assumed, but 
neither are they much less prevalent. The popular newspapers underplay the left-wing themes, 
favouring the right-wing themes.  

The ‘integration’ theme is an exception: while its occurrences are above average in the three quality 
newspapers, they also score average in three of the five popular newspapers (Het Belang van Limburg, 
Gazet van Antwerpen and Het Nieuwsblad). Finally, we can mention that the Gazet van Antwerpen achieves 
an average score when it comes to references to the ‘labour market’. The method used in this study 
does not allow us to discern whether such references are part of discussions of the positive or negative 
effects of immigration on the labour market, but articles that mention the labour market do not focus 
only on the supposedly more negative sense of the keywords related to security.  

The distinction between the quality and popular/sensationalist press is dominant in the Flemish 
media system. Therefore, testing the diversity of opinions against the papers’ historical leanings (De 
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Morgen is left-wing, the Catholic newspapers are more centrist to right-wing, and Het Laatste Nieuws is 
liberal and presumably the most right-wing (cf. Raeijmaekers, 2018 for this concept)) does not make 
much sense because the quality vs. popular distinction overshadows these oppositions. What is use-
ful, however, is the inter-comparison of the quality newspapers and that of the popular newspapers 
among themselves. 

If we compare De Standaard, De Morgen and De Tijd we see that De Standaard has the most articles 
on migration and without exception has the most mentions of the investigated themes within the 
group of articles on migration. De Morgen always comes second in the absolute number of mentions, 
but consistently has the most mentions in relative terms. De Tijd usually comes in third both in abso-
lute and relative terms, with two exceptions. Relative to the number of articles on migration, De Tijd 
mentions the ‘labour market’, ‘refugees’, and ‘security’ themes the most. A logical explanation can be 
provided here in the case of the labour market as it is an economic theme and De Tijd is a business 
newspaper. Why De Tijd pays the most attention to refugees and security is more difficult to explain, 
but it could possibly be interpreted as a slightly more right-wing emphasis, which goes hand in hand 
with the more conservative ideology of business newspapers that usually defend that cornerstone of 
classical liberalism: the free-market economy. 

Looking at the popular newspapers, we see that in both absolute and relative terms Metro carries 
the least migration news (Metro is a freesheet for commuters, not a traditional daily). Regional news-
paper Gazet van Antwerpen scores the most highly on the allegedly right-wing themes, especially with 
respect to ‘migration’. Among popular newspapers it devotes the most space to ‘security’, ‘terrorism’, 
‘crime’ and ‘Islam’. Otherwise the popular newspapers do not differ much.  

That the Gazet van Antwerpen scores high on right-wing themes may have to do with its regional 
embedding. As reported by de Jonge (2019: 198) after an interview with the paper’s editor-in-chief, 
the Gazet van Antwerpen operates in a region (Antwerp) where the ‘new-right’ (far-right) Vlaams Belang 
is very strong, which makes it very difficult to avoid this party’s agenda and themes. 
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6.1.3 Comparing the opinions of the readers of various newspapers in Flanders 

Table 3. Pearson correlations between attitudes towards immigrants/refugees/Muslims and 
Flemish newspaper consumption 

  Attitudes towards 
immigrants 

Attitudes towards 
refugees 

Attitudes towards 
Muslims 

Attitudes towards immigrants -   

Attitudes towards refugees .76** -  

Attitudes towards Muslims .66** .66** - 

De Standaard .19** .23** .15** 

De Morgen .22** .25** .20** 

De Tijd .03 .05 .02 

Het Laatste Nieuws -.06 -.11** -.10** 

Belang van Limburg .08* .07* .09* 

Gazet Van Antwerpen .03 .01 .02 

Het Nieuwsblad .09* .07* .03 

Metro .08* .08* .11** 

Trust: quality newspapers .30** .33** .29** 

Trust: popular newspapers .12** .12** .12** 

Trust: parliament .38** .45** .38** 

Trust: police .06 .11** .06 

Trust: politicians .32** .38** .34** 

Trust: political parties .29** .33** .30** 

Trust: EU .37** .42** .38** 

Trust: UN .32** .35** .31** 

Perceived threat: more crime -.53** .52** .50** 

Perceived threat: jobs -.48** -.54** -.47** 

Perceived threat: employee benefits -.58** -.63** -.57** 

Perceived threat: economy -.64** -.70** -.62** 

Perceived threat: cultural life -.70** -.74** -.71** 

Perceived threat: values -.68** -.71** -.70** 

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01. N = 880. Attitudes towards each outgroup were measured on an 11-point scale, with 
scores ranging from 0 (very negative) to 10 (very positive). 
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Figure 1.  Correlation between exposure to newspapers and attitudes towards immigrants, 
refugees, and Muslims in Flanders (Belgium) 

 

The results in the above table and figure indicate that the consumption of various Flemish news-
papers is significantly associated with attitudes towards different population out-groups. Most 
notably, high consumption of both De Standaard and De Morgen is positively (and most strongly) 
associated with attitudes towards all three out-groups under study. Consumption of Het Laatste Nieuws 
is negatively associated with attitudes towards ‘refugees’ and Muslims, but not significantly with anti-
immigrant sentiments. Consumption of Het Belang van Limburg, Metro, and Het Nieuwsblad is positively 
associated with attitudes towards immigrants, refugees, and Muslims, but these associations are 
markedly weaker than those with De Standaard and De Morgen. Finally, consumption of De Tijd and 
Gazet van Antwerpen is not significantly associated with any of the attitude indicators. Hence, there is 
no clear correlation between the Gazet van Antwerpen’s more security-oriented framing and the 
opinions of the readership, although based on a cultivation hypothesis this would have expected.  

Trust in institutions- either news media or politicians - is in all cases associated with more positive 
attitudes. Only trust in the police is not strongly associated with such attitudes. However, trust in 
quality newspapers, the country’s parliament, politicians, and the EU are most strongly associated 
with positive attitudes. Regarding the statements surrounding perceived threats from refugees, cor-
relations indicate that individuals whose threat perception is higher, tend to hold negative attitudes. 
This relationship is notable for all themes and strongest with the latter two - regarding values and 
cultural life. This seems to indicate that perceived, value-oriented threats outweigh economic or wel-
fare-oriented threats. 

6.1.4 Summary of the Flemish case 
The most positive attitudes are to be found among readers of the De Morgen and De Standaard, two 
broadsheets that happen to offer the most extensive coverage on migration, both in absolute numbers 
and relatively with respect to all investigated news themes. Regarding the third broadsheet, the more 
right-wing De Tijd, there are no correlation with the opinions surveyed. Popular newspapers Het 
Nieuwsblad and Het Belang van Limburg do not stand out in terms of left-leaning content, while showing 
a slight positive correlation with opinions among readers. Het Laatste Nieuws has readers with more 
negative attitudes, but does not appear any more negative in the content analysis. Gazet van Antwerpen, 
however, is slightly more negative according to the content analysis, while there is no correlation, 
neither positive nor negative, with the readers’ attitudes.  
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6.2 Case study 2: French-speaking Belgium 

6.2.1 Description of the newspaper landscape in French-speaking Belgium 
The French-language newspaper landscape has a history of political parallelism, in line with the three 
currents in Belgian politics: first, the progressive and socialist current, second, the conservative and 
Catholic current, and third, the classical liberal current. Among the broadsheets, Le Soir represents 
the progressive current, La Libre Belgique the conservative and Catholic current, and L’Écho, as a busi-
ness newspaper, the liberal current. Among the popular newspapers, the liberal and conservative 
currents are represented with L’Avenir (a Catholic and conservative newspaper) and La Dernière Heure 
(a liberal newspaper). There are also five regional newspapers which are all published by the Sudpresse 
group and have different names depending on the region they are covering. These newspapers are 
also historically liberal. They are La Meuse, La Nouvelle Gazette, La Province, Nord Eclair and La Capitale. 
Finally, there is the Métro daily freesheet, which contains mostly short articles and is distributed mainly 
at bus, train, and streetcar stations.  

Table 4. Mediascape in French-speaking Belgium 

 Market 

Broadsheet Middle Market Tabloid 

Id
eo

lo
gy

 

Left Le Soir   

Centre L’Écho  Métro 
Sudpresse 
L’Avenir 

La Dernière Heure 

Right La Libre Belgique   

6.2.2 Results of the media investigation in French-speaking Belgium 
The first hypothesis states that broadsheet newspapers report the most articles in absolute numbers 
as well as relatively on migration and the keywords examined in that light, as compared to popular 
newspapers. However, this hypothesis does not quite hold for the French-language newspapers in 
Belgium, when considering the absolute numbers. While La Libre Belgique has the largest number of 
mentions in absolute terms for all themes (except ‘refugees’), the other two broadsheets do not follow 
La Libre Belgique in that regard on most themes. For six themes the paper scoring second best in 
absolute attention for the investigated keyword is a popular newspaper. Regarding the ‘societal’ key-
words, ‘integration’ scores second highest in L’Avenir, ‘racism’ scores second highest in the Sudpresse 
newspapers, and ‘discrimination’ scores highest in L’Avenir. For the words supposed to be leaning 
towards the security frame, L’Avenir scores highest on ‘refugees’ and second on ‘crime’. Furthermore, 
both L’Avenir and Sudpresse score higher than broadsheets L’Écho and Le Soir on the absolute 
number of migration-related articles. When looking at percentages/relative numbers, things are dif-
ferent. All the themes get relatively more attention in the broadsheets  

It is then assumed, in hypothesis 2, that the ‘societal’ focus is more dominant in the broadsheets, 
while the security focus is more prevalent in the popular newspapers. Indeed, the ‘integration’, 
‘racism, ‘discrimination’, ‘labour market’, and ‘populism’ themes appear to be more prevalent in the 
broadsheets, as evidenced by the green values scored by the three broadsheets (La Libre Belgique, Le 
Soir, and L’Écho). On Table 5, not a single value regarding the popular newspapers is in green. So far, 
hypothesis 2 is confirmed. But hypothesis 2 also states that on security topics, popular newspapers 
will outperform broadsheets. However, this is not the case. The popular newspapers never score a 
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green value even on the topics that are assumed to be more in the security direction. Thus, all themes 
are overrepresented in articles on migration in the broadsheets.  

Another part of hypothesis 2 argues that social debate would be prominent in the historically pro-
gressive press, while the conservative/liberal press would have a higher profile on security issues. 
Because the broadsheets and the popular press differ so greatly, we look at the differences among 
the quality newspapers and at those among the popular newspapers. 

When looking at the themes that receive the most attention in the quality newspapers, we would 
assume that in the conservative press (La Libre Belgique) there is less attention to the ‘societal’ themes 
than in the progressive press (Le Soir). However, this is not the case, as the ‘terrorism’, ‘security’, 
‘refugees’ and ‘Islam’ themes receive the most attention in Le Soir, which also uses the term ‘racism’ 
the most, while the most prevalent theme in La Libre Belgique is ‘crime’. However, it is business news-
paper L’Écho that uses the most the ‘societal’ keywords ‘labour market’, ‘integration’, ‘discrimination’ 
and ‘populism’. There is thus a clear profiling of at least two newspapers (Le Soir and L’Écho) on the 
groups of themes that we delineated, though not one that matches what could have been expected 
based on historical ideological differences.   
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Table 5. Frequencies (absolute numbers and percentages) of the occurrence of keywords in the various newspapers in French-speaking Belgium 
(2009-2019) 

 Newspapers 

Keywords  La Libre Belgique Le Soir L’Écho L’Avenir Sudpresse La Dernière Heure Métro 

Integration Count 1,051 459 404 888 542 348 65 

% 8.49 7.84 9.26 7.30 7.60 5.96 3.48 

Racism Count 839 448 233 536 400 269 63 

%  6.77 7.65 5.34 4.41 5.61 4.60 3.37 

Discrimination Count 273 129 100 122 94 81 24 

% 2.20 2.20 2.29 1.00 1.32 1.39 1.29 

Labour market Count 215 126 187 45 37 36 28 

% 1.74 2.15 4.28 0.37 0.52 0.62 1.50 

Populism Count 631 581 448 255 94 85 50 

% 5.09 9.93 10.26 2.10 1.32 1.45 2.68 

Security Count 1,764 1,048 781 1003 658 546 173 

% 14.24 17.91 17.89 8.28 9.23 9.35 9.27 

Terrorism Count 992 602 389 388 255 252 67 

% 8.01 10.29 8.91 3.19 3.58 4.31 3.59 

Crime Count 580 250 153 200 255 184 54 

% 4.68 4.27 3.51 1.65 3.58 3.15 2.89 

Refugees Count 2,076 1,263 790 2105 1204 803 305 

% 16.76 21.58 18.10 17.73 16.89 13.75 16.34 

Islam Count 1,250 598 426 498 360 330 105 

% 10.09 10.22 9.76 4.00 5.05 5.56 5.62 

Migration Count 12,386 5,853 4,365 12,149 7,128 5,842 1,867 

% 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
Note: Values in green indicate significantly higher coverage than average. Values in orange indicate average coverage, and values in red indicate significantly lower coverage than average. 
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None of the popular newspapers in French-speaking Belgium has a truly progressive background: 
theirs is a classical liberal bent (La Dernière Heure and the SudPresse newspapers) or a more Catholic 
and conservative one (L’Avenir). In the SudPresse newspapers the most prevalent keywords are 
‘crime’ and ‘integration’. La Dernière Heure has the most articles with the keywords ‘Islam’, ‘labour 
market’, ‘terrorism’, and ‘security’. In L’Avenir the most prevalent themes are ‘refugees’, ‘populism’, 
‘discrimination’ and ‘racism’. Thus, the Catholic-leaning L’Avenir seems to pay the most attention to 
social issues, while newspapers with liberal backgrounds focus more on issues deemed more right-
wing. Métro (a daily freesheet that publishes short articles intended for commuters) never scores 
highest on any of the investigated keywords. 

6.2.3 Comparing the opinions of the readers of various newspapers in French-
speaking Belgium 

The results in Table 6 and Figure 2 indicate that the consumption of French-speaking newspapers is 
mostly associated with positive attitudes towards refugees among Belgium’s French-language popu-
lation. High consumption of L’Écho, La Dernière Heure, the Sudpresse newspapers, and Métro is rela-
tively equally associated with positive attitudes towards refugees. Further, reading the Sudpresse 
papers is also associated with positive attitudes towards immigrants. There is no significant link 
between consumption and attitudes towards Muslims in this region. 

However, the link between trust in institutions and attitudes towards Muslims is notably stronger. 
Surprisingly, trust in either news media or political institutions is in nearly all cases associated with 
more negative attitudes. Regarding the statements surrounding perceived threat from refugees, cor-
relations indicate that individuals with stronger threat perception tend to hold positive attitudes, 
although the correlation is weaker than in other regions. 

Figure 2.  Correlation between exposure to newspapers and attitudes towards immigrants, 
refugees, and Muslims in French-speaking Belgium 
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Table 6. Pearson correlations between attitudes towards immigrants/refugees/Muslims and 
French-language newspaper consumption 

 Attitudes towards 
immigrants 

Attitudes towards 
refugees 

Attitudes towards 
Muslims 

Attitudes towards immigrants -   

Attitudes towards refugees .65** -  

Attitudes towards Muslims .53** .51** - 

P: La Libre Belgique -.01 .07 -.07 

Q: Le Soir -.05 .03 -.06 

Q: L’Écho .02 .11** -.04 

P: La Dernière Heure .05 .14** -.01 

P: Sudpresse .09** .16** -.02 

M: Métro .02 .12** -.03 

Trust: quality newspapers -.10* -.15** -.11** 

Trust: popular newspapers -.02 -.02 -.10* 

Trust: parliament -.06 -.04 -.12** 

Trust: police -.01 -.05 -.07 

Trust: politicians -.02 .01 -.12** 

Trust: political parties -.01 .04 -.10* 

Trust: EU -.05 -.03 -.08* 

Trust: UN -.03 -.06 -.08* 

Perceived threat: more crime .27** .31** .25** 

Perceived threat: jobs .17** .18** .18** 

Perceived threat: employee benefits .19** .17** .19** 

Perceived threat: economy .21** .23** .26** 

Perceived threat: cultural life .25** .23** .26** 

Perceived threat: values .24** .21** .28** 
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01. N = 625. Attitudes towards each outgroup were measured on an 11-point scale, with 

scores ranging from 0 (very negative) to 10 (very positive). 

6.2.4 Summary of the French-speaking Belgium case 
Unlike in Flanders, in French-speaking Belgium it is not the broadsheets that consistently generate 
the most volume of articles in our study. Yet the three broadsheets (La Libre Belgique, Le Soir, and 
L’Écho) are the most consistent users of our ten themes, both right- and left-leaning. Although 
popular newspapers L’Avenir, Sudpresse, La Dernière Heure, and Métro score lower on all themes, when 
it comes to attitudes, there are often more positive correlations between reading consumption and 
reader attitudes, which is at odds with the results in the other regions under study. French-language 
Belgian journalists do seem more determined to promote tolerance and cultural diversity than their 
Flemish counterparts (Mertens et al., 2019). 
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6.3 Case study 3: Italy  

6.3.1 Description of the newspaper landscape in Italy  
The Italian newspapers we selected can be divided into three groups. A first group includes the major 
national and centrist newspapers. Among them are La Repubblica, La Stampa and the Corriere della Sera. 
The business-oriented Il Sole 24 Ore can also be mentioned here. 

A second group consists of the newspapers with a more explicit ideological profile, which is not 
only historical, but also persists to this day. For example, there is the left-wing, populist Il Fatto 
Quotidiano, the right-wing, populist Il Giornale, and the Catholic/Christian Democrat Avvenire. 

Finally, in addition to these national newspapers, a third group is made up of a few of the country’s 
numerous regional newspapers, which tend to be more popular or mid-market oriented: Il Messagero 
(Rome), Il Gazzettino (north-eastern Italy), and the Bologna-based Il Resto del Carlino. 

Our sources were rather meagre owing to the limited digital data available: Factiva data do not go 
back very far in time, starting in 29 January 2015 for Il Gazettino, in 3 February 2015 for Il Messagero, 
in 20 July 2015 for Il Fatto Quotidiano, and in 19 August 2016 for Avvenire. As a result, the relative 
numbers for these newspapers are more important than the absolute numbers, and a bias might 
originate from the fact that only a later period of time is covered. 

Table 7. The Italian mediascape 

 Market 

Broadsheet Middle Market Tabloid 

Id
eo

lo
gy

 

Left Il Fatto Quotidiano   

Centre La Repubblica 
La Stampa 

Il Sole 24 Ore 

Corriere della Sera 
Avvenire 

Il Messagero 

Il Gazzettino 
Il Resto del Carlino 

Right   Il Giornale 
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6.3.2 Results of the media investigation in Italy  
Table 8. Frequencies (absolute numbers and percentages) of the occurrence of keywords in the various newspapers in Italy (2009-2019) 

 Newspapers 

Keywords  Repubblica Stampa Corriere della 
Sera 

Sole 24 Ore Avvenire Fatto 
Quotidiano 

Giornale Messaggero Gazzettino Resto del 
Carlino 

Integration Count 2,952 2,001 3,878 1,968 2,507 444 1,928 1,415 1,588 5,933 

% 8.92 8.64 9.30 13.45 13.25 6.02 7.89 9.99 9.16 9.86 

Racism Count 2,642 1,285 2,494 369 807 677 1,711 668 734 2,499 

%  7.98 5.55 5.98 2.52 4.27 9.18 7.00 4.71 4.24 4.15 

Discrimination Count 827 470 922 327 510 163 458 165 227 781 

% 2.50 2.03 2.21 2.23 2.70 2.21 1.87 1.16 1.31 1.30 

Labour market Count 490 233 427 628 204 70 169 124 96 235 

% 1.48 1.01 1.02 4.29 1.08 0.95 0.69 0.88 0.55 0.39 

Populism Count 2,000 1,192 1,764 924 581 536 779 828 452 601 

% 6.04 5.15 4.23 6.31 3.07 7.27 3.19 5.84 2.61 1 

Security Count 4,922 3,477 6,192 3,261 2,834 1,391 4,739 3,159 3,236 7,946 

% 14.87 15.02 14.85 22.29 14.98 18.86 19.39 22.29 18.67 13.21 

Terrorism Count 2,796 2,158 3,302 1,578 1,192 811 2,511 1,485 1,006 2,046 

% 8.45 9.32 7.92 10.78 6.30 11 10.27 10.48 5.80 3.40 

Crime Count 2,015 1,283 2,336 796 628 549 1,897 956 673 2,475 

% 6.09 5.54 5.60 5.44 3.32 7.45 7.76 6.75 3.88 4.11 

Refugees Count 2,638 2,268 3,265 1,612 2,808 820 1,800 1,719 1,615 3,026 

% 7.97 9.79 7.83 11.02 14.84 11.12 7.36 12.13 9.32 5.03 

Islam Count 2,713 1,949 3,425 1,153 1,349 684 3,201 891 821 2,265 

% 8.19 8.42 8.22 7.88 7.13 9.28 13.10 6.29 4.74 3.77 

Migration Count 33,108 23,155 41,684 14,632 18,916 7,334 24,443 14,171 17,330 60,419 

% 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
Note: Values in green indicate significantly higher coverage than average. Values in orange indicate average coverage, and values in red indicate significantly lower coverage than average. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/La_Repubblica
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Il_Sole_24_Ore
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Avvenire
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Il_Fatto_Quotidiano
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Il_Fatto_Quotidiano
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Il_Giornale
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The three groups that we delineated in the description of the media landscape are to some extent also 
reflected in the results of the media survey. 

Regarding the first group of broadly oriented centrist national newspapers, these newspapers tend 
to focus extensively on our themes, both left- and right-leaning. Business newspaper Il Sole 24 Ore 
obtains a ‘green’, significantly above average score for eight themes: four left-leaning themes (‘inte-
gration’, ‘discrimination’, ‘labour market’, and ‘populism’) and four right-leaning ones (‘security’, 
‘terrorism’, ‘refugees’, and ‘Islam’). La Repubblica scores almost as high, with four of the left-wing 
themes (‘racism’, ‘discrimination’, ‘labour market’, and ‘populism’) and three right-wing themes 
(‘terrorism’, ‘crime’, and ‘Islam’) ranking higher than average. Il Corriere della Sera scores above average 
on three left-wing themes (‘racism’, ‘discrimination’, and ‘populism’) and three right-wing themes 
(‘security’, ‘terrorism’, and ‘Islam’). La Stampa scores above average on three right-wing themes 
(‘terrorism’, ‘refugees’, and ‘Islam’), but only on one left-wing theme (‘populism’). This paper thus 
deviates somewhat from the other three major centrist newspapers, giving some nuance to Berry et 
al., 2015 study, which found that La Stampa, Il Corriere della Sera and La Repubblica were very much 
alike in their coverage of migration, and especially in their portrayal of the 2014-2015 migration crisis. 

Second, looking at the more ideologically oriented newspapers, the left-wing angle of Il Fatto 
Quotidiano is somewhat apparent as it scores the highest of all newspapers on the left-wing themes 
‘racism’ and ‘populism’. However, it also scores above average on all right-wing themes (‘security’, 
‘terrorism’, ‘crime’, ‘refugees’, ‘Islam’). The right-wing Il Giornale comes close to Il Fatto Quotidiano as 
it ranks second highest on ‘racism’, and significantly higher than average on four right-wing themes 
(‘security’, ‘terrorism’, ‘crime’, ‘Islam’). As expected, Catholic newspaper Avvenire, scores lower on the 
right-wing themes, except for ‘refugees’ - but the nature of the coverage could be different. As we 
are only looking at quantity here, and suggesting that coverage of refugees implies panic about it, this 
is not necessarily the case in all newspapers. Looking at specific events that trigger peaks in news 
coverage, Yeslibas et al. (2021) found through a large-scale, computational, international and cross-
linguistic analysis that while the tone of refugee news is always negative, this negativity can just as 
well reflect empathy and sorrow for refugees as anti-migrant sentiment. Avvenire also scores higher 
than average on two left-wing themes: ‘integration’ and ‘discrimination’. 

The third and final group of Italian newspapers are the popular, regional dailies. Rome’s Il Messagero 
is the closest to the major national newspapers, as it scores above average on five of the ten themes. 
It only scores above-average on one left-leaning theme (‘populism’), with four other above-average 
themes standing on the right-wing list (‘security’, ‘terrorism’, ‘crime’, ‘refugees’). In the other two 
regional newspapers surveyed articles include fewer cross-references to other themes—Il Gazzettino 
scores above average only on the ‘security’ and ‘refugees’ themes, while only ‘security’ stands out in 
Il Resto del Carlino. 

6.3.3 Comparing the opinions of the readers of various newspapers in Italy 
In Italy a strong link can be noted between newspaper exposure and attitudes towards out-groups. 
Table 9 and Figure 3 indicate that a high consumption of most of Italy’s main newspapers is asso-
ciated with positive attitudes, especially towards Muslims. For attitudes towards refugees this positive 
link is the weakest, although it still exists. Furthermore, trusting quality and popular newspapers is 
also strongly associated with more positive attitudes towards all three out-groups. This is also the 
case for trust in other societal institutions, with the exception of trust in the police. When considering 
individual threat perceptions, we note that the greater the perceived threat, the stronger the negative 
attitudes. This is especially the case with perceived threats from refugees on the country’s economy 
and cultural life. 
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Table 9. Pearson correlations between attitudes towards immigrants/refugees/Muslims and 
Italian newspaper consumption 

 Attitudes towards 
immigrants 

Attitudes towards 
refugees 

Attitudes towards 
Muslims 

Attitudes towards immigrants -   

Attitudes towards refugees .75** -  

Attitudes towards Muslims .66** .60** - 

Q: La Repubblica .19** .18** .19** 

Q: Il Sole 24 Ore .09** .08** .14** 

Q: La Stampa .09** .05 .15** 

Q: Il Fatto Quotidiano .14** .12** .19** 

M: Avvenire .12** .07** .20** 

M: Corriere della Sera .13** .14** .17** 

M: Il Messagero .11** .08** .18** 

P: Il Gazzettino .10** .04 .18** 

P: Il Giornale .04 .01 .12** 

P: Il Resto del Carlino .06* .03 .13** 

Trust: quality newspapers .17** .19** .16*** 

Trust: popular newspapers .14** .13** .15** 

Trust: parliament .26** .24** .28** 

Trust: police .04 .09** .05 

Trust: politicians .18** .15** .25** 

Trust: political parties .17** .15** .24** 

Trust: EU .33** .32** .32** 

Trust: UN .29** .28** .27** 

Perceived threat: more crime -.35** .37** -.35** 

Perceived threat: jobs -.46** -.48** .49** 

Perceived threat: employee benefits .57** -.62** -.59** 

Perceived threat: economy -.65** -.68** -.64** 

Perceived threat: cultural life -.65** -.69** -.65** 

Perceived threat: values -.62** -.63** -.66** 
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01. N = 1,510. Attitudes towards each outgroup were measured on an 11-point scale, with 

scores ranging from 0 (very negative) to 10 (very positive). 
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Figure 3.  Correlation between exposure to newspapers and attitudes towards immigrants, 
refugees and Muslims in Italy 

 

6.3.4 Summary of the Italian case 
Compared to Belgium, the Italian case shows a less explicit divide in the attention paid to themes 
between popular and broadsheet newspapers, even though there are differences in absolute numbers 
with the national dailies (broadsheets) covering migration-related themes. We divided the newspaper 
landscape in three groups: large centrist dailies paying the most attention to migration-related themes, 
ideologically oriented newspapers, and regional newspapers. Differences between amounts of relative 
coverage are larger between the national and the regional newspapers, but less clear between the 
centrist dailies and the ideologically oriented newspapers. Having defined the latter based on their 
ideology, we would expect ideologically based differences in their content and attitudes. Yet content-
wise, the left-wing Il Fatto Quotidiano and the right-wing Il Giornale seem quite similar, while we did 
find socially concerned accents in the Catholic Avvenire. Among the national centrist and regional 
dailies, regional daily Il Messagero seems more right-wing oriented content-wise. The right-wing Il 
Giornale does confirm its right-wing reputation in the opinion survey, as it is the only newspaper 
where exposure to it is not correlated with higher scores in attitude towards out-groups (as is the case 
for all other newspapers).  

6.4 Case study 4: Germany 

6.4.1 Description of the newspaper landscape in Germany  
Our overview of German print media includes seven quality newspaper and three popular papers 
representing a wide range of historical/ideological affiliations. Let us first consider the seven quality 
newspapers. These are the left-leaning/liberal broadsheet Süddeutsche Zeitung and conservative broad-
sheets Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung and Die Welt. Die Tageszeitung is also a broadsheet, with a pro-
nounced left-wing bent. The Handelsblatt is a business newspaper with liberal leanings. Finally, among 
the quality media we examined two left-leaning/liberal weeklies which cannot be left out of a study 
of German print media owing to their great influence on the public debate: Die Zeit and Der Spiegel. 
In addition to the broadsheets, we investigated three popular newspapers: regional newspaper Frank-
furter Rundschau (left-leaning/liberal) and outspoken tabloids Express and Bild Zeitung, the latter 
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exhibiting a strong right-wing and sensationalist bias. Finally, we collected data regarding the left-
wing newspaper Neues Deutschland through our public opinion research (there was no archival data 
regarding this publication in the databases we had access to).   

Owing to our limited access to the online database our Bild sample only starts on August 19, 2011, 
with our Express sample starting on April 15, 2011. 

Table 10. The German mediascape 

 Market 

Broadsheet Middle Market Tabloid 

Id
eo

lo
gy

 

Left Süddeutsche Zeitung 
Die Tageszeitung 

Neues Deutschland 
Die Zeit 

Der Spiegel 

 Frankfurter Rundschau 

Centre   Express 

Right Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung 
Die Welt 

 Bild 

6.4.2 Results of media investigation in Germany 
Hypothesis 1 states that there is more coverage of all our keywords in the broadsheets than in the 
popular newspapers. According to hypothesis 2 the allegedly left-wing keywords are more prevalent 
in the broadsheets and progressive newspapers, while the right-wing keywords are more prevalent in 
the conservative and popular newspapers. As the German findings illustrate some support in specific 
newspapers for both hypotheses, we discuss the results together. 

First, the left-leaning/liberal weeklies Die Zeit and Der Spiegel score high on almost all our themes 
(Table 11). They connect a wide range of keywords to migration. This is especially true for Die Zeit. 
Only the ‘refugee’ topic scores average. Der Spiegel also scores above average on six keywords: ‘racism’, 
‘populism’, ‘security’, ‘crime’, ‘refugees’, and ‘Islam’. These weeklies offer the most in-depth coverage 
in Germany and mainly confirm our hypothesis on quality media as providers of the greatest thematic 
diversity. 

A second group are the left-leaning/liberal dailies Süddeutsche Zeitung and Frankfurter Rundschau. 
While the former is a broadsheet, the latter is a popular paper. We would expect more high-scoring 
keywords in the broadsheet, but contrary to hypothesis 1, both newspapers score lower than the 
other on most keywords, except for ‘integration’ in the Frankfurter Rundschau, illustrating a slight 
inclination towards the left-wing themes. 

These left-leaning/liberal news media stand out from right-wing conservative newspapers Frank-
furter Alllgemeine Zeitung and Die Welt, which also pay above average attention to ‘integration,’ but also 
score above average on ‘security’, ‘terrorism’, ‘crime’, ‘refugees’, and ‘Islam’ (the latter theme is espe-
cially prominent in Die Welt). In other words, the right-wing/conservative papers tend to favour our 
right-wing themes, as suggested by the hypothesis. 

The left-wing Tageszeitung scores average on ‘integration’, but stands out regarding the left-wing 
themes ‘discrimination’ and ‘racism’. Its values for these themes are the highest for any newspaper in 
the study of our seven media systems. As such it is the only daily newspaper to get close to weeklies 
Die Zeit and Der Spiegel. ‘Crime’ (a more right-wing theme) also has an above average presence in this 
newspaper. 

Business newspaper Handelsblatt emphasises the ‘labour market’ theme and is also the only daily 
newspaper to approach weeklies Die Zeit and Der Spiegel in their focus on ‘populism’. 
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Finally, the Express and Bild. Express tabloids scores especially low on all keywords, which is in line 
with hypothesis. Bild scores high on ‘terrorism’, ‘crime’, and ‘refugees’ in accordance with hypothe-
sis 2, thus confirming its right-wing reputation. Bild’s high percentage of attention to ‘refugees’ is in 
fact the highest for all the newspapers covered by the study of our seven media systems. 

Comparing these results with Berry et al.’s German results (2015) confirms that Die Welt and Bild 
score higher on right-wing themes than Süddeutsche Zeitung. Bild, Die Welt, and Süddeutsche Zeitung are 
the three German newspapers selected by Berry et al. (2015) as part of their content analysis of the 
2014-2015 migrant crisis. 
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Table 11. Frequencies (absolute numbers and percentages) of keyword occurrences in the German newspapers (2009-2019) 

 Newspapers 

Keywords  Süddeutsche 
Zeitung 

Frankfurter 
Allgemeine 

Zeitung 

Die Welt Frankfurter 
Rundschau 

Handelsblatt Tageszeitung Die Zeit Der Spiegel Bild Express 

Integration Count 4,219 6,072 2,033 3,051 638 2,234 752 487 125 162 

% 11.92 16.23 17.31 18.63 15.54 14.07 16.86 15.70 7,45 6.66 

Racism Count 1,996 2,099 810 1,130 113 2,069 516 343 60 92 

%  5.64 5.61 6.89 6.90 2.75 13.03 11.57 11.06 3.58 3.78 

Discrimination Count 750 1,056 304 526 73 794 193 108  19 18 

% 2.12 2.82 2.59 3.21 1.78 5.00 4.33 3.48 1.13 0.74 

Labour market Count 1,558 3,240 1,063 896 615 667 340 196 43 60 

% 4.40 8.66 9.05 5.47 14.99 4.20 7,63 6.32 2,56 2.47 

Populism Count 1,517 2,129 753 662 385 628 429 315 28 40 

% 4.29 5.69 6.41 4.04 9.38 3.95 9,62 10.16 1,67 1.64 

Security Count 2,563 6,166 1,364 1,003 442 1,065 565 503 159 105 

% 7.24 16.50 11.62 6.13 10.76 6.71 12.67 16.22 9,48 4.32 

Terrorism Count 2,167 2,826 1,017 841 286 1,007 569 140 213 133 

% 6.13 7.56 8.66 5.14 6.97 6.34 12.76 4.51 12,69 5.47 

Crime Count 1,622 1,017 276 791 206 957 425 104  153 111 

% 4.58 7.93 6.81 4.83 5.02 6,03 9.53 3,35 9,12 4.56 

Refugees Count 10,461 12,540 3,912 4,546 1,157 4,910 1,313 1 101 721 805 

% 29.57 33.53 33.31 27.76 28.19 30.91 29.45 35.50 42,97 33.09 

Islam Count 3,544 4,711 1,827 1,786 288 1,986 954 650 142 145 

% 10.02 12.60 15.56 10.91 7.02 12.50 21.39 20.96 8,46 5.96 

Migration Count 35,377 37,401 11,742 16,375 4,104 15,883 4,459 3,101 1,678 2,433 

% 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
Note: Values in green indicate significantly higher coverage than average. Values in orange indicate average coverage, and values in red indicate significantly lower coverage than average. 
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6.4.3 Comparing the opinions of the readers of various newspapers in Germany 
In Germany there is a strong link between newspaper exposure and attitudes towards out-groups. 
Table 12 and Figure 4 indicate that a high consumption of most of Germany’s main newspapers is 
associated with positive attitudes - especially towards immigrants. The clear exception here is Bild, 
for which the link with attitudes is virtually non-existent. It is also notable that trust in quality news-
papers is strongly associated with more positive attitudes, unlike trust in popular newspapers. Trust 
in other societal institutions (the police, parliament, the EU, the UN, etc.) was associated with positive 
sentiments. When considering threat perceptions, we note that the greater the perceived threat, the 
strong the negative attitudes. The exception here is the item regarding the value orientations, although 
the correlation is moderate to weak. 

Table 12. Pearson correlations between attitudes towards immigrants/refugees/Muslims and 
German newspaper consumption 

 Attitudes towards 
immigrants 

Attitudes towards 
refugees 

Attitudes towards 
Muslims 

Attitudes towards immigrants -   

Attitudes towards refugees .78** -  

Attitudes towards Muslims .65** .73** - 

Q: Süddeutsche Zeitung .18** .15** .17** 

Q: Die Tageszeitung .10** .10** .10** 

Q: Neues Deutschland .13** .11** .16** 

Q: Die Zeit .18** .16** .15** 

Q: Der Spiegel .17** .14** .15** 

Q: Handelsblatt .16** .11** .10** 

Q: Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung .14** .12** .14** 

Q: Die Welt .13** .10** .13** 

P: Frankfurter Rundschau .13** .10** .14** 

P: Bild .03 .00 .01 

P: Express .12** .09** .14** 

Trust: quality newspapers .29** .32** .25** 

Trust: popular newspapers .04 .04 .05 

Trust: parliament .33** .35** .31** 

Trust: police .19** .19** .15** 

Trust: politicians .27** .30** .29** 

Trust: political parties .29** .30** .29** 

Trust: EU .34** .36** .33** 

Trust: UN .31** .35** .29** 

Perceived threat: more crime -.43** -.52** -.47** 

Perceived threat: jobs -.48** -.53** -.44** 

Perceived threat: employee benefits -.57** -.66** -.60** 

Perceived threat: economy -.55** -.65** -.54** 

Perceived threat: cultural life -.62** -.70** -.66** 

Perceived threat: values .24** .24** .22** 
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01. N = 1,521. Attitudes towards each outgroup were measured on an 11-point scale, with 

scores ranging from 0 (very negative) to 10 (very positive). 
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Figure 4.  Correlation between exposure to newspapers and attitudes towards immigrants, 
refugees and Muslims in Germany 

 

6.4.4 Summary of the German case 
In absolute terms broadsheets Süddeutsche Zeitung and Frankfurter Alllgemeine Zeitung stand out with a 
high amount of migration-related coverage. Yet there are interesting differences between the relative 
numbers, which enabled us to classify the German publications into six types: (1) the influential, left-
leaning/liberal weeklies Die Zeit and Der Spiegel (with the most coverage for all themes); (2) the left-
leaning/liberal dailies Frankfurter Rundschau (popular) and Süddeutsche Zeitung (broadsheet) with a slight 
left-wing bent; (3) the more explicitly left-wing broadsheet Tageszeitung, characterised by high cover-
age of ‘discrimination’ and ‘racism’; (4) the more right-wing, quality dailies Die Welt and Frankfurter 
Alllgemeine Zeitung, which score high on the ‘security’, ‘terrorism’, ‘crime’, ‘refugees’ and ‘Islam’ themes 
(the latter being especially prevalent in Die Welt); (5) the business-oriented Handelsblatt, with a strong 
focus on the ‘labour market’ as well as ‘populism’; and (6) the Express and Bild tabloids, the latter 
being decidedly right-wing. Notwithstanding these ideological differences, newspaper reading is con-
sistently associated with more positive views on out-groups in Germany. The one exception is Bild, 
with no significant correlation.  

6.5 Case study 5: Spain 

6.5.1 Description of the newspaper landscape in Spain 
For the Spanish newspaper landscape survey, we selected four national newspapers: the progressive 
El País and conservative papers ABC, El Mundo, and La Razón. However, we had no database records 
for the latter. 
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In addition, we selected nine regional newspapers, and we had database records for eight of them. 
These regional newspapers are the two Catalan newspapers El Periódico (progressive) and La Van-
guardia (conservative), the two Basque newspapers El Correo (conservative) and El Diario Vasco 
(neutral), conservative newspapers Faro de Vigo and La voz de Galicia, as well as the Heraldo de Aragon 
(Saragossa) and Nueva España (Asturias). Regarding the Levante newspaper (Valencia) there was no 
data available. Owing to our limited access to the online database, data pertaining to the Heraldo de 
Aragon’s coverage starts as late as 24 September 2017, while for La Nueva España it starts on 
4 April 2010. 

Table 13. The Spanish mediascape 

 Market 

Broadsheet Middle Market Tabloid 

Id
eo

lo
gy

 

Left El País 
El Periódico 

  

Centre   El Diario 
Vasco 

Right El Mundo 
ABC 

La Razón 
La Vanguardia 

 El Correo 
El Heraldo de Aragon 

Nueva España 
Faro de Vigo 

Voz de Galicia 
Levante 
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6.5.2 Results of the media investigation in Spain 
Table 14. Keyword occurrences in counts and percentages in the Spanish press (2009-2019) 

  Newspapers 

Keywords  País Mundo Periódico Correo ABC Voz de 
Galicia 

Vanguardia Diario Vasco Nueva 
España 

Heraldo Faro de Vigo 

Integration Count 2,621 903 893 1,474 1,978 1,548 1,152 616 881 165 793 

% 6.82 6.47 7.04 7.90 7.00 4.85 7.45 7.91 5.02 5.49 4.21 

Racism Count 2,230 966 721 1,231 1,004 607 1,048 606 607 119 443 

%  5.80 6.93 5.68 6.59 3.56 1.90 6.77 7.78 3.46 3.96 2.35 

Discriminatio
n 

Count 1,055 454 373 509 568 472 422 219 335 77 369 

% 2.75 3.26 2.94 2.73 2.01 1.48 2.73 2.81 1.91 2.56 1.96 

Labour market Count 645 361 219 446 631 605 292 173 374 61 484 

% 1.68 2.59 1.73 2.39 2.23 1.90 1.89 2.22 2.13 2.03 2.57 

Populism Count 2,502 935 531 469 1,271 486 1,275 193 459 141 129 

% 6.51 6.70 4.18 2.51 4.50 1.52 8.24 2.48 2.62 4.69 0.68 

Security Count 6,716 2,895 1,830 2,843 5,369 2,938 2,482 882 2,393 562 2,373 

% 17.48 20.76 14.42 15.23 19.01 9.21 16.04 11.32 13.64 18.69 12.60 

Terrorism Count 3,166 1,426 927 1,185 2,258 1,032 1,333 353 1,010 201 876 

% 8.24 10.23 7.30 6.35 8.00 3.24 8.62 4.53 5.76 6.68 4.65 

Crime Count 1,431 569 352 344 990 439 529 128 340 172 333 

% 3.72 4.08 2.77 1.84 3.51 1.38 3.42 1.64 1.94 5.72 1.77 

Refugees Count 5,852 1,595 1,649 1,882 3121 1,939 2310 743 1,787 504 1,763 

% 15.23 11.44 12.99 10.08 11.05 6.08 14.93 9.54 10.19 16.76 9.36 

Islam Count 3,319 1,356 1153 1105 2,052 846 1,777 355 881 124 741 

% 8.64 9.72 9.09 5.92 7.27 2,.65 11.48 4.56 5.02 4.12 3.93 

Migration Count 38,429 13,946 12,690 18,867 28,239 31,900 15,473 7,792 17,542 3,007 18,840 

% 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Note: Values in green indicate significantly higher coverage than average. Values in orange indicate average coverage, and values in red indicate significantly lower coverage than average..
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To interpret the results of the content study it is best to classify the Spanish newspapers by target 
region. National newspapers El País, ABC and El Mundo are the ‘greenest’ (Table 14) with the most 
attention paid to both left-wing and right-wing keywords, but do not differ much from each other as 
regards said attention. ABC pays less attention to the ‘racism’, ‘discrimination’, and ‘refugees’ themes, 
while in El Mundo the less prevalent themes are ‘integration’ and ‘refugees’. As for El País, it pays less 
attention to the ‘labour market’. Thus, ABC turns out to be slightly more right-wing, while El Mundo 
and El País are quite similar, as found by Berry et al. as part of their study of ABC, El Mundo and El 
País. El País scores significantly higher than average for nine out of ten themes (‘integration’, ‘racism’, 
‘discrimination’, ‘populism’, ‘security’, ‘terrorism’, ‘crime’, ‘refugees’, and ‘Islam’), and El Mundo for 
eight themes (‘racism’, ‘discrimination’, ‘labour market’, ‘populism’, ‘security’, ‘terrorism’, ‘crime’, and 
‘Islam’), while ABC scores above average for six themes (‘integration’, ‘populism’, ‘security’, 
‘terrorism’, ‘crime’, and ‘Islam’). In addition to these relative figures, however, we note that in absolute 
terms El País pays by far the most attention to all themes, and is thus the reference newspaper in 
Spain for a varied mix of migration-related themes. 

Next, we look at Catalan newspapers La Vanguardia and El Periódico. These also score above average 
on most of the themes examined. The ‘labour market’, ‘populism’, ‘security’, and ‘crime’ themes are 
the less prevalent keywords in El Periódico. ‘Labour market’ and ‘security’ are also less common themes 
in Vanguardia, as is ‘discrimination’. Vanguardia thus scores higher on four right-wing themes, com-
pared to three in El Periódico. Thus, in this respect there is no major difference between the two 
Catalan newspapers.  

Regarding the Basque newspapers’ coverage, we have much more red and orange, which means 
they devote less space to most themes. They both score higher than average on the same three ‘left-
wing’ themes: ‘integration’, ‘racism’, and ‘discrimination’. This makes the Basque newspapers dif-
ferent from the Heraldo de Aragon, which scores above the Spanish average only on the ‘security’, 
‘crime’, and ‘refugees’ themes. 

Finally, we turn to Nueva España (Asturias) as well as Voz de Galicia and Faro de Vigo (Galicia). These 
newspapers clearly have a lower thematic diversity, as they score lower than the national, Catalan and 
Basque newspapers on almost all themes. The only exception is Faro De Vigo’s coverage of the ‘labour 
market’. 

6.5.3 Comparing the opinions of the readers of various Spanish newspapers 
In Spain the link between newspaper exposure and attitudes towards out-groups is not as strong as 
noted for Germany and Italy. Table 15 and Figure 5 indicate that a high consumption of most of 
Spain’s main newspapers is associated with positive attitudes, especially towards Muslims. A clear 
exception is exposure to El Pais, which is associated with positive attitudes towards all out-groups. 
Trust in quality and popular news media is associated with positive attitudes for most groups, 
although the strength of the association is limited. Trust in other societal institutions is more strongly 
associated with positive attitudes, however. As for individual threat perceptions, we found that the 
greater the perceived threat, the stronger the associations with negative attitudes in most cases. 
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Table 15. Pearson correlations between attitudes towards immigrants/refugees/Muslims and 
Spanish newspaper consumption 

 Attitudes towards 
immigrants 

Attitudes towards 
refugees 

Attitudes towards 
Muslims 

Attitudes towards immigrants -   

Attitudes towards refugees .74** -  

Attitudes towards Muslims .64** .59** - 

Q: El Mundo .00 .01 .01 

Q: ABC -.02 -.06* -.02 

Q: La Razon -.04 -.06* -.03 

Q: La Vanguardia .07** .06* .09** 

Q: El Periodico .05* .03 .06* 

P: La Voz de Galicia .06* .02 .09** 

P: El Correo .05* .00 .10** 

P: El Diario Vasco .04 -.02 .11** 

P: La Nueva España .05 -.02 .11** 

P: Heraldo de Aragon .02 -.03 .04 

P: Faro de Vigo .08** .03 .12** 

P: Levante .05 -.03 .08** 

Q: El Pais .16** .17** .18** 

Trust: quality newspapers .09** .08** .07** 

Trust: popular newspapers .08** .03 .10** 

Trust: parliament .20** .18** .22** 

Trust: police -.01 .02 -.04 

Trust: politicians .18** .13** .26** 

Trust: political parties .19** .15** .25** 

Trust: EU .22** .21** .17** 

Trust: UN .17** .16** .15** 

Perceived threat: more crime -.42** -.46** .44** 

Perceived threat: jobs .46** .44** .41** 

Perceived threat: employee benefits .54** .54** .57** 

Perceived threat: economy -.61** -.64** -.60** 

Perceived threat: cultural life -.60** -.64** -.62** 

Perceived threat: values -.60** -.63** -.68** 
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01. N = 1,512. Attitudes towards each outgroup were measured on an 11-point scale, with 

scores ranging from 0 (very negative) to 10 (very positive). 
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Figure 5.  Correlation between exposure to newspapers and attitudes towards immigrants, 
refugees, and Muslims in Spain 

 

6.5.4 Summary of the Spanish case 
Classifying the newspapers by scope and target region we found that the national dailies (El País, El 
Mundo, ABC) offer the largest coverage of migration-related issues, both in absolute and relative 
terms. Right-wing paper ABC had the most right-wing content, while the right-wing El Mundo’s con-
tent was more neutral. Furthermore, Catalan newspapers El Periódico and La Vanguardia showed a lot 
of similarities. The Basque and Aragonese newspapers provided an average amount of migration 
coverage, superior only to that of the Galician and Asturian ones. Content-wise we found more 
allegedly right-wing themes in Aragon and more left-wing ones in the Basque region. When com-
paring newspaper content with readers’ attitudes about out-groups the correlations are mostly 
moderate to non-existent. Nonetheless, while the El País broadsheet offers the widest range of topics 
related to migration, its tone is the most positive one in this respect. In contrast readers of the right-
wing ABC hold more negative attitudes towards out-groups, especially refugees.  

6.6 Case study 6: Sweden  

6.6.1 Description of the newspaper landscape in Sweden  
In Sweden, we examined the liberal broadsheets Dagens Nyheter, Svenska Dagbladet, and Sydsvenska 
Dagbladet. In addition, we studied the popular, liberal daily Göteborgposten as well as the left-wing 
Aftonbladet tabloid and the right-wing Expressen tabloid. 
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Table 16. The Swedish mediascape 

 Market 

Broadsheet Middle Market Tabloid 

Id
eo

lo
gy

 

Left   Aftonbladet 

Centre Dagens Nyheter 
Svenska Dagbladet 

Sydsvenska Dagbladet 

 Göteborgs Posten 

Right La Libre Belgique  Expressen 

6.6.2 Results of the media investigation in Sweden  
Berry et al. (2016: 124) analysed three Swedish newspapers, namely the Sydsvenska Dagbladetand and 
Dagens Nyheter broadsheets and popular newspaper Aftonbladet, with respect to their coverage of the 
2014-2015 refugee crisis in Sweden and abroad. The difference between broadsheets and tabloids 
was made very clear by this analysis: the broadsheets paid more attention to the refugee crisis. Our 
broader analysis of migration news in the 2009-2019 period confirms that there is a difference 
between Dagens Nyheter and Aftonbladet, with less clear-cut results regarding Sydsvenska Dagbladet, the 
third newspaper analysed by Berry et al. (2016). In absolute numbers Dagens Nyheter publishes the 
most migration news and Aftonbladet the least, with Sydsvenska Dagbladet coming fifth owing to a 
smaller migration coverage over the decade as compared with four other newspapers we included in 
the analysis. The Expressen tabloid comes in second, followed by the Svenska Dagbladet broadsheet and 
popular newspaper Göteborgsposten. 

Looking at relative numbers and seeing which themes are favoured by the Swedish newspapers it 
is especially striking that for many themes they are on the same line (printed in orange in the table). 
One theme to which all Swedish newspapers devote equally high attention is ‘integration’. The news-
paper that pays the most attention to the ‘integration’ theme is the Expressen tabloid - in fact it scores 
the highest of all newspapers in the seven-country study for this theme, although the other Swedish 
newspapers do not score significantly lower on this topic.  

The right-wing Expressen may have the highest score on ‘integration’, but it also scores the highest 
on the allegedly right-wing ‘crime’ theme, to which it devotes significantly more attention than the 
other Swedish papers. However, this attention to crime is still lower than the highest corresponding 
figure in any other surveyed system. Berry et al. note (2016: 137) that in Sweden migrants are not 
necessarily seen as a problem, and the high scores regarding the ‘integration’ theme and low scores 
regarding the ‘crime’ theme (especially in the most right-wing newspaper) seem to confirm that. 

Looking at the other left-wing themes (besides ‘integration’) we see that the newspaper that pub-
lishes the most on the ‘labour market’ and ‘discrimination’ themes is Svenska Dagbladet. This news-
paper’s attention to the labour market is above average (green in the table), but regarding the ‘dis-
crimination’ theme its score, while the highest, is not significantly different from that of the other 
Swedish newspapers. Svenska Dagbladet also scores below average in terms of coverage of the allegedly 
left-wing ‘racism’ theme (red in the table). In other words, this paper’s profile is not particularly left-
wing. 

One would also expect the social democratic tabloid Aftonbladet to have a rather left-wing profile, 
and indeed this newspaper scores the highest as far as the ‘racism’ and ‘populism’ themes are con-
cerned, but with values that do not significantly differ from those of the other newspapers, so that 
one cannot speak of a true left-wing orientation.  

Also in terms of right-wing themes, apart from Expressen’s high attention to ‘crime’, the different 
newspapers are largely on the same page. The largest differences pertain to the ‘security’ theme, with 
Svenska Dagbladet and Dagens Nyheter scoring above average and Sydsvenska Dagbladet and Expressen 
scoring below average. Expressen’s coverage of ‘refugees’ is also below average, and so is Göte-
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borgsposten’s coverage of ‘terrorism’. There are no significant differences between the newspapers in 
their coverage of ‘Islam’. 
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Table 17. Frequencies (absolute numbers and percentages) of the occurrence of keywords in the Swedish newspapers (2009-2019) 

 Newspapers 

Keywords  Dagens Nyheter Svenska Dagbladet Aftonbladet Expressen Göteborgsposten Sydsvenskan 

Integration Count 776 286 92 688 263 203 

% 19.28 17.99 15.65 22.09 19.79 17.00 

Racism Count 264 64 42 178 55 55 

%  6.56 4.03 7.14 5.72 4.14 4.61 

Discrimination Count 94 41 13 65 24 21 

% 2.34 2.58 2.21 2.09 1.81 1.76 

Labour market Count 164 87 17 61 58 40 

% 4.07 5.47 2.89 1.96 4.36 3.35 

Populism Count 105 36 16 68 25 18 

% 2.61 2.26 2.72 2.18 1.88 1.51 

Security Count 498 197 47 203 151 91 

% 12.37 12.39 7.99 6.52 11.36 7.62 

Terrorism Count 208 98 20 133 42 45 

% 5.17 6.16 3.40 4.27 3.16 3.77 

Crime Count 145 81 24 196 66 48 

% 3.60 5.09 4.08 6.29 4.97 4.02 

Refugees Count 965 331 117 531 322 256 

% 23.98 20.82 19.90 17.05 24.23 21.44 

Islam Count 131 57 18 67 39 30 

% 3.25 3.58 3.06 2.15 2.93 2.51 

Migration Count 4,025 1,590 588 3,114 1,329 1,194 

% 100 100 100 100 100 100 
Note: Values in green indicate significantly higher coverage than average. Values in orange indicate average coverage, and values in red indicate significantly lower coverage than average. Chi-

square values and p-values: see Appendix. 
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6.6.3 Comparing the opinions of the readers of various newspapers in Sweden 
In Sweden the link between newspaper exposure and attitudes towards out-groups is relatively weak. 
Table 18 and Figure 6 indicate that a high consumption of Dagens Nyheter, (Sweden’s main newspaper) 
is associated with positive attitudes towards all out-groups. Exposure to other newspapers is mostly 
associated with more positive attitudes towards Muslims, while correlations with attitudes towards 
immigrants/refugees are weak. However, trust in both quality and popular newspapers is strongly 
associated with positive attitudes, as is trust in other societal institutions. As for individual threat 
perceptions, we found that the greater the perceived threat, the stronger the negative attitudes in all 
cases. 

6.6.4 Summary of the Swedish case 
Due to the data gathering method the Swedish case has the lowest number of investigated articles. 
The Dagens Nyheter broadsheet has the most articles, closely followed by the Expressen tabloid. 
Content-wise, owing to the low statistical power of the analysis, differences between newspapers are 
insignificant, with the exception of Expressen and its emphasis on ‘crime’. There is some resonance 
between the content study and the opinion study because Dagens Nyheter, which reports most exten-
sively on migration, also portrays out-groups in the most positive light. Conversely, the most negative 
attitudes about out-groups are found among the readers of the Expressen tabloid, which focuses 
heavily on ‘crime’. 
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Table 18. Pearson correlations between attitudes towards immigrants/refugees/Muslims and 
Swedish newspaper consumption 

 Attitudes towards 
immigrants 

Attitudes towards 
refugees 

Attitudes towards 
Muslims 

Attitudes towards immigrants -   

Attitudes towards refugees .75** -  

Attitudes towards Muslims .66** .71** - 

Q: Dagens Nyheter .10** .11** .15** 

Q: Svenska Dagbladet .06* .07* .10** 

Q: Sydsvenska Dagbladet .06* .02 .09** 

P: Aftonbladet .01 .06* .06* 

P: Expressen -.01 -.01 .01 

P: Göteborgposten .04 .05 .10** 

Trust: quality newspapers .25** .29** .22** 

Trust: popular newspapers .18** .20** .21** 

Trust: parliament .33** .35** .31** 

Trust: police .18** .22** .13** 

Trust: politicians .31** .33** .32** 

Trust: political parties .28** .31** .29** 

Trust: EU .32** .34** .32** 

Trust: UN .28** .33** .27** 

Perceived threat: more crime -.43** -.51** -.50** 

Perceived threat: jobs -.53** -.63** -.55** 

Perceived threat: employee benefits -.57** -.65** -.65** 

Perceived threat: economy -.63** -.74** -.68** 

Perceived threat: cultural life -.61** -.71** -.66** 

Perceived threat: values -.50** -.58** -.58** 
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01. N = 1,517. Attitudes towards each outgroup were measured on an 11-point scale, with 

scores ranging from 0 (very negative) to 10 (very positive). 

Figure 6.  Correlation between exposure to newspapers and attitudes towards immigrants, 
refugees, and Muslims in Sweden 
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6.7 Case study 7: Hungary 

6.7.1 Description of the newspaper landscape in Hungary 
In Hungary, we examined a range of left-wing and right-wing newspapers. On the ideological right 
are the Magyar Nemzet and Magyar Hirlap broadsheets, the Bors and Ripost tabloids, and business news-
paper Világgazdaság. On the ideological left we looked at the Blikk tabloid and the Népszava broad-
sheet. Finally, we looked at the Nemzeti Sport sports daily as well as the organs that are part of the 
Megyei napilaphálózat regional network. In terms of available sources for the content study we were 
able to measure content variables for five newspapers:  Magyar Nemzet, Magyar Hirlap, Világgazdaság, 
Blikk, and Népszava. 

Table 19. The Hungarian mediascape 

 Market 

Broadsheet Middle Market Tabloid 

Id
eo

lo
gy

 

Left Népszava  Blikk 

Centre Megyei napilaphálózat  Nemzeti Sport 

Right Magyar Nemzet 
Magyar Hírlap 
Világgazdaság 

 Bors 
Ripost 

6.7.2 Results of the media investigation in Hungary 
Assuming a left-right divide, we selected three right-wing and two left-wing newspapers. On the right 
Világgazdaság is first of all a business newspaper. This is also evident in its profiling on the ten themes. 
For nine of them, this newspaper scores at or below the Hungarian average. There is only one 
exception: the ‘labour market’ theme. With 20.5% of the articles mentioning both the ‘migration’ and 
‘labour market’ themes, Világgazdaság even scores the highest of all newspapers examined in our 
international study for this theme. 

Magyar Hirlap and Magyar Nemzet are right-wing newspapers as well, but with a scope that goes 
beyond business and economics. Within the Hungarian sample their score is the highest for the 
‘integration’ theme, while lagging far behind the corresponding figures found for the countries where 
this theme is most widely covered - that is, Germany and Sweden. Yet this high score for ‘integration’ 
in our hypothetical framework may be indicative of a slightly left-wing sensibility. 

However, this is not confirmed by high scores on the other, allegedly left-wing topics: both Magyar 
Hirlap and Magyar Nemzet score at or below average for the ‘racism’ and ‘populism’ themes. Regarding 
the ‘discrimination’ theme Magyar Nemzet does achieve the highest score in the Hungarian study, while 
Magyar Hirlap also scores relatively high for attention to the ‘Labour market’, albeit far behind 
Világgazdaság. 

Looking at figures that pertain to right-wing themes, Hungarian scores are strikingly high as com-
pared to international scores. Regarding the ‘terrorism’ theme the conservative Magyar Hirlap scores 
higher than all 57 newspapers surveyed in our seven media systems. For the ‘crime’ theme Magyar 
Nemzet ranks the highest. Similarly, for the ‘Islam’ theme the scores of both conservative broadsheets 
are the highest scores in our international survey. 

For the last two right-wing themes, that is ‘refugees’ and ‘security’, the scores of both conservative 
Hungarian broadsheets are also high. Yet, the left-wing Hungarian newspapers score even higher on 
these themes, which is a surprise. 
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The ‘refugees’ theme is present in almost 40% of the articles published by left-wing broadsheet 
Népszava - the second highest number of articles on this topic after Germany’s Bild. The very highest 
percentage for the ‘security’ theme is also scored by a Hungarian left-wing newspaper, while the other 
Hungarian papers also score high. 

Thus, both left-wing Hungarian newspapers seem to have a somewhat right-wing sensibility, 
although their covering allegedly right-wing themes does not mean they come to the same conclu-
sions as their conservative counterparts. The occurrence analysis method does not allow us to be 
conclusive about this, but what is clear from the figures is that the left-wing tabloid Blikk combines 
a high focus on ‘security’ with a high focus on ‘racism’, here again only surpassed by the German left-
wing publications. Similarly, left-wing broadsheet Népszava combines high attention to the allegedly 
right-wing ‘refugee’ theme with a focus on a left-wing theme, namely ‘populism’. Again, the Hun-
garian left-wing newspaper scores the highest of all internationally surveyed newspapers. 
 

 



54 

 

 

Table 20. Frequencies (absolute numbers and percentages) of the occurrence of keywords in the various newspapers in Hungary (2009-2019) 

 Newspapers 

Keywords  Blikk Magyar Hírlap Magyar Nemzet Népszava Világgazdaság 

Integration Count 349 915 841 472 130 

% 6.44 11.14 10.94 8.56 10.92 

Racism Count 536 492 618 425 10 

% 9.89 5.99 8.04 7.71 0.84 

Discrimination Count 56 197 265 174 28 

% 1.03 2.40 3.45 3.16 2.35 

Labour market Count 122 278 333 179 244 

% 2.25 5.00 4.33 3.25 20.50 

Populism Count 299 401 494 789 69 

% 5.52 4.88 6.43 14.31 5.80 

Security Count 2,030 2,486 1,950 1,296 215 

% 37.45 30.28 25.37 23.51 18.07 

Terrorism Count 1100 2,027 1667 1,134 57 

% 20.30 24.69 21.69 20.57 4.79 

Crime Count 504 727 945 486 47 

% 9.30 8.86 12.29 8.82 3.95 

Refugees Count 1610 2489 2,333 2,161 151 

% 29.70 30.32 30.35 39.21 12.69 

Islam Count 592 2,224 1,975 1,028 60 

% 10.92 27.09 25.69 18.65 5.04 

Migration Count 5,420 8,210 7,687 5,512 1,190 

% 100 100 100 100 100 
Note: Values in green indicate significantly higher coverage than average. Values in orange indicate average coverage, and values in red indicate significantly lower coverage than average. 
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6.7.3 Comparing the opinions of the readers of various newspapers in Hungary 
In Hungary the link between newspaper exposure and attitudes towards out-groups is moderate. 
Table 21 and Figure 7 indicate that a high consumption of several of Hungary’s quality and popular 
newspapers is associated with positive attitudes towards all out-groups. Trust in quality newspapers 
is not associated with any specific attitude, while trust in popular newspapers is associated with posi-
tive attitudes towards immigrants and Muslims. Trust in these same popular newspapers is also asso-
ciated with positive attitudes; trust in quality newspapers is not. As for trust in societal institutions, 
we note that in particular trust in the EU and UN is linked with more positive sentiments towards 
out-group, which is less true of trust in national institutions. Finally, the correlations of individual 
threat perceptions indicate that the greater the perceived threat, the stronger the negative attitudes in 
all cases. 

6.7.4 Summary of the Hungarian case 
The opinion survey shows that reading newspapers is associated with positive attitudes for all news-
papers, except the sport newspaper Nemzeti Sport and the regional network Megyei napilaphálózat. We 
did a content study for five newspapers that all target a readership with positive attitudes towards 
outgroups, but found that they had a different focus in their reporting. The Hungarian newspapers 
score particularly high on right-wing themes, although this is not associated with negative attitudes 
towards out-groups in our survey results. Conservative newspapers Magyar Nemzet and Magyar Hirlap 
score especially high on right-wing themes. Progressive papers Blikk and Népszava also score high 
on right-wing themes, but this goes hand in hand with a specific focus on a left-wing theme in both 
newspapers, namely ‘racism’ in Blikk and ‘populism’ in Népszava. Overall, the content analysis of the 
newspapers elicits some signs of division within Hungary regarding migrants and migration, an out-
come that was not reflected in the survey analysis.    
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Table 21. Pearson correlations between attitudes towards immigrants/refugees/Muslims and 
Hungarian newspaper consumption 

 Attitudes towards 
immigrants 

Attitudes towards 
refugees 

Attitudes towards 
Muslims 

Attitudes towards immigrants -   

Attitudes towards refugees .75** -  

Attitudes towards Muslims .66** .65** - 

Q: Megyei napilaphálózat  .05* .03 .04 

Q: Népszava .18** .16** .17** 

Q: Világgazdaság  .15** .14** .14** 

M: Pesti Hírlap FM  .14** .07** .14** 

P: Blikk  .07** .05* .07** 

P: Bors  .08** .06* .10** 

P: Metropol  .08** .05* .08** 

P: Nemzeti Sport  .05 .02 .03 

P: Ripost .11** .07** .12** 

P: Magyar Nemzet .06* .05* .07** 

P: Magyar Hírlap  .11** .10** .13** 

Trust: quality newspapers -.03 -.01 -.03 

Trust: popular newspapers .10** .05 .10** 

Trust: parliament -.09** -.06* -.05* 

Trust: police -.01 .04 .01 

Trust: politicians .10** .09** .11** 

Trust: political parties .13** .13** .13** 

Trust: EU .32** .33** .22** 

Trust: UN .25** .30** .18** 

Perceived threat: more crime -.37** -.40** -.37** 

Perceived threat: jobs -.48** -.50** -.49** 

Perceived threat: employee benefits -.55** -.60** -.57** 

Perceived threat: economy -.58** -.63** -.60** 

Perceived threat: cultural life -.60** -.65** -.62** 

Perceived threat: values -.59** -.63** -.62** 
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01. N = 1,514. Attitudes towards each outgroup were measured on an 11-point scale, with 

scores ranging from 0 (very negative) to 10 (very positive). 
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Figure 7.  Correlation between exposure to newspapers and attitudes towards immigrants, 
refugees, and Muslims in Hungary 
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7. Discussion and conclusion 

We looked at the newspaper landscape in Europe based on two distinctions: between quality and 
popular/sensationalistic newspapers, and between progressive and conservative newspapers. We 
examined the extent to which both distinctions were reflected in the way migration was reported in 
combination with ten themes that, as the literature shows, are frequently linked to migration.   

The differences between broadsheets and popular newspapers are often linked in the literature to 
more left-wing themes in one group and more right-wing themes in the other. However, what we 
mainly found is that broadsheets reflect a higher thematic diversity and often refer to a greater number 
of different themes at the same time. Research on viewpoint diversity (Masini & Van Aelst, 2017) 
also shows that broadsheets tend to cover more viewpoints in their articles, which tend to be longer 
as well. Our findings point to variations on this phenomenon, especially in five of the seven media 
systems under study: Dutch-speaking and French-speaking Belgium, Germany, Italy, and Spain. This 
is less true in Sweden and Hungary, but it should be noted that our access to available online sources 
was less extensive in those countries. 

In countries where regional newspapers play a major role (both Belgian regions as well as Spain), 
regional newspapers resemble popular newspapers in that they follow the trend of lower thematic 
diversity. 

Another hypothesis pertains to the distinction between the ideological left and right. Indeed, while 
quality newspapers are often associated with left-leaning views and tabloids with right-leaning views, 
a popular paper can very well have a left-wing slant and a broadsheet a conservative one. Such 
ideological differences are less explicit based on our data, but they are not absent either. In some of 
the countries under study, a number of newspapers with a conservative reputation also emerge from 
the content analysis as more right-wing than might be expected. This is for example the case of the 
Flemish Gazet van Antwerpen, the Spanish conservative broadsheet ABC, the German Bild Zeitung and 
the Swedish Expressen. Conversely, a more left-wing preference is rare because those newspapers that 
highlight the themes considered as left-wing are usually also those that highlight all topics, both those 
perceived as left-wing and right-wing. Such a left-wing emphasis does exist with the German 
Tageszeitung. In Italy, Il Giornale is the paper with the most right-wing reputation, although this is not 
so apparent based on our data. It should be noted that our approach (a selection of five ‘left-wing’ 
versus five ‘right-wing’ keywords is a helicopter view that does not allow for mapping the coverage 
with more detail.  

Through our survey we were able to compare content characteristics with opinions of readers. 
What is striking from these survey data is that reading newspapers is almost always associated with 
positive opinions about migrants, Muslims, and refugees. Those who read a newspaper tend to have 
more positive attitudes about out-groups, regardless of the nature of the paper - a tabloid or a broad-
sheet, conservative or progressive. But there is a difference between reading a paper and holding 
opinions on migration. In Flanders there is no significant correlation between reading the Gazet Van 
Antwerpen and positive attitudes about out-groups, or between reading Het Laatste Nieuws and negative 
attitudes (these are two right-wing newspapers). We note the same absence of correlation with respect 
to Italy’s right-wing Il Giornale, Germany’s Bild, Spain’s conservative broadsheets El Mundo, ABC and 
La Razón and Sweden’s Expressen (a tabloid). In terms of attitudes, French-speaking Belgium is a 
special case because there is no correlation between positive opinions on out-groups and reading 
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quality newspapers La Libre Belgique and Le Soir, while such correlation is present as far as the popular 
papers are concerned. 

The media systems we looked at are among those which Hallin and Mancini (2004) have called 
‘democratic-corporatist media systems’ (Belgium, Germany, and Sweden) and ‘Mediterranean media 
systems’ (Italy and Spain), with the latter having more political parallelism than the former. Hungary 
(Castro Herrero et al., 2017) is also said to be more politically parallelist. However, the results are not 
entirely in line with this distinction: the differences between brands of newspaper content are more 
pronounced in Belgium, Germany, Hungary, and Spain, and less pronounced in Sweden and Italy. 

We note a major difference in the number of articles on migration, however. In Dutch-speaking 
Belgium, French-speaking Belgium, Hungary and Sweden, the total number of articles on migration 
published by the newspapers under study is much lower than in Germany, Spain, and Italy. One 
caveat is that for Sweden our data set is less adequate because we could not search on grammatical 
variants of the keywords. Nevertheless, a cross-country content analysis of the representation of 
Islam in broadsheet newspapers in the Netherlands, France, Germany, the UK, and French and 
Dutch-speaking Belgium came to the same conclusion (Mertens & de Smaele, 2016). In larger media 
systems the coverage of hard news by specialised newspapers is much wider and deeper compared 
with the coverage of these topics by newspapers in smaller media systems.  

Germany especially stands out as the country where there is the most significant interplay between 
ideological orientations and the choice of news themes. Berry et al. (2015) compared the coverage of 
the ‘refugee crisis’ (2014-2015) in Germany, Spain, Italy, Sweden, and the UK. Four of these countries 
(except the UK) are also present in our analysis. Although reporting on the refugee crisis is only a 
small part of the larger immigration coverage (2009-2019) examined in our research, it is interesting 
to note that the authors see divergences between the three newspapers in their German research 
sample. The Süddeutsche Zeitung was more welcoming towards ‘refugees’, while Die Welt showed a 
focus on threats to the national security, cultural cohesion, and resources (Berry et al., 2015: 260). 
Moreover, such concerns were present in Bild’s shorter articles, that were more sensationalist and 
superficial in tone. Such ideological differences between newspapers were less apparent in Spain, 
although the analysis highlighted slight differences with respect to ABC and El Mundo on the right 
side of the political spectrum and El País on the left. Italy showed the strongest homogeneity across 
the newspapers under study. In Italy, Berry et al. (2015) investigated Corriere della Sera, La Repubblica 
and La Stampa. Notwithstanding differences as to period, method, and number of investigated out-
lets, our results also support the idea that the German press is the most ideologically orientated and 
the Italian press the least ideologically differentiated, with Spain standing somewhere in between. The 
Swedish press was also found to be rather homogenous, which is mirrored in our research. Berry et 
al. (2015) came to the same conclusion, and specifically stressed that all newspapers are alike in 
Sweden because they all promote tolerance towards cultural diversity. In contrast, Eberl et al. (2019) 
found the most negative sentiment in Swedish immigration coverage, when comparing it to similar 
coverage in Poland, Spain, Germany, Romania, and Hungary. This valence of positivity could not be 
captured owing to our research design, which focused on word co-occurrences only.    

At the beginning of this report, we referred to frame analysis and cultivation research. Some papers 
seem more able to alter readers’ worldviews than others. Typically, such results are derived from in-
depth studies of a few papers in a limited media landscape. We looked at the message conveyed as 
part of a large study of a limited amount of data (content and survey analysis). This scope is wide 
ranging but intrinsically limited as well, precisely because of this wide range. Nevertheless, we found 
major coverage differences between broadsheets and popular news media in many instances, which 
suggests that more in-depth studies of framing differences would indeed show larger differences. In 
some cases, the generally broader coverage of left-wing papers and more limited coverage of right-
wing ones goes together with different attitudes towards out-groups, which again suggests that more 
detailed studies could lead to a more robust interpretation of the phenomenon under study.  
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As part of the HumMingBird project such a more in-depth manual coding study will be pursued 
with Flanders and Spain as case-studies, reflecting the expertise of the project’s two communication 
science teams. This in-depth study will focus on representations of immigration and the labour 
market. 
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