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Acknowledging, But Constrained? An Analysis of Press 
Agency Journalists’ Justifications of Frames, Source, and 
Actor Terminology in Immigration News
Emmi Verleyena, Kathleen Beckersb and Laura Jacobsa

aDepartment of Political Science, University of Antwerp, Antwerp, Belgium; bAmsterdam School of 
Communication Research, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The Netherlands

ABSTRACT  
Immigration news coverage is often characterized by negativity, 
marked by a lack of representation of immigration stakeholders, 
and frequent instances of terminology misuse. Such depictions of 
immigration risk to perpetuate stereotypes and distort public 
perceptions concerning immigration. Although prior research has 
scrutinized the content of immigration news, how journalists give 
rise to the framing and voice of asylum seekers, refugees, and 
immigrants remains underexplored so far. Since press agency 
content often serves as a starting point for other newsrooms, we 
conducted three focus groups with 21 journalists from Belgium’s 
largest press agency, Belga. Our findings show that journalists 
recognize the negativity bias in immigration coverage, which may 
be influenced by external actors such as politicians or NGOs. 
Journalists attribute the lack of a voice for immigration 
stakeholders to language barriers, organizational limitations, 
and the time pressures of 24/7 news reporting. Additionally, 
terminological complexities regarding asylum seekers, refugees, 
and immigrants hinder accurate representation. When reporting 
on international news, journalists frequently resort to external 
sources, given the limited opportunities for fact-checking. 
Our study implies that journalists do not operate in isolation 
and journalistic routines, organizational roles, and external 
actors, such as NGOs or political parties, shape immigration 
coverage.
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Introduction

Immigration remains a highly salient and contentious political issue. Most people lack 
direct contact with immigrants and rely on the media for information on the immigra
tion debate (Cock et al. 2018; Gonçalves 2024; Hoewe 2018; Szczepanik 2016). Conse
quently, much attention already has been paid to the content of immigration news, 
coming to three main findings. Firstly, immigration news is predominantly negative 
in nature (Eberl et al. 2018; Verleyen and Beckers 2023), containing frames in which 
immigrants are being portrayed as intruders or victims (Greussing and Boomgaarden 
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2017; Van Der Linden and Jacobs 2017), or as a cultural, security or economic threats to 
the host country (Benson 2013; Van Gorp 2005). Secondly, although giving a voice to 
refugees, immigrants, and asylum seekers might enable them to steer the news 
framing in a positive direction (Masini and Van Aelst 2017; Sears 1983), existing litera
ture indicates that, in practice, these primary actors seldom have opportunities to 
express their perspectives in the news (Chouliaraki and Zaborowski 2017; Nikunen 
2019; Verleyen and Beckers 2023). Thirdly, confusion seems to exist around the use 
of actor terminology of the subjects (e.g., refugees, asylum seekers, and (im)migrants) 
in the immigration debate (De Coninck 2020; Verleyen and Beckers 2023).

Notwithstanding in-depth studies of immigration news content, research about the 
fundamental journalistic processes that are at the origin of these persistent patterns 
in framing, source, and terminology is scarce. Previous studies often made assumptions 
about the motivations and processes of journalism that would result in these predomi
nant patterns in immigration coverage or were based on content analyses, concluding 
that commercialization, political factors and newsroom routines influence immigration 
news content. However, up to now, few insights exist about how (un)conscious these 
processes are from the perspective of journalists. Examining the production process 
can uncover biases and external influences that shape this news coverage, including 
organizational pressures, newsroom routines, or societal attitudes. In turn, understand
ing how immigration news is produced provides additional insights into the relation
ship between journalists and public opinion. For instance, the negativity bias might 
stem from journalists’ perceptions of what the public thinks about immigration, but 
at the same time, it could also influence societal opinions on it (Beckers and Van 
Aelst 2019).

Studies that did focus on the production process have often examined framing in 
immigration news (Arcila-Calderón et al. 2023; Bennett et al. 2013; Gemi et al. 2013), 
concluding journalists are aware of the prevailing tendency to portray immigrants nega
tively and in a stereotypical manner. This study aims to contribute to existing research 
in three ways. First, by focusing specifically on news agencies, whose reports often serve 
as a foundation for other media outlets (Boumans et al. 2018), leading to the reproduc
tion of their practices in wider news coverage. Challenges like language barriers and 
time or budget constraints could contribute to journalists using press agency reports 
as the basis for immigration news. Second, this study adds to previous research by 
using focus groups, which better capture newsroom dynamics than interviews, 
offering deeper insights into decision-making processes. By organizing focus groups, 
a vivid debate among journalists took place about whether they always adopt the 
same role conceptions when covering immigration news. Thirdly, this article adds 
new insights about the terminology (asylum seekers, refugees, and immigrants) of 
the immigration debate. While most research (e.g., Díez Bosch et al. 2019; Lawlor and 
Tolley 2017; Parker 2015) focuses on framing of specific groups, few studies examine 
all three groups together. This article sheds light on how journalists reflect on this dis
tinction and how they experience reporting on each of these key groups in the immi
gration debate. Complementing prior research examining the content of immigration 
news, we aim to unravel the mechanisms of framing, agency, and terminology on 
the side of journalists who produce the news via focus groups with 21 press agency 
journalists in Belgium.
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Theoretical Framework

Framing

The presentation of news shapes public perception, with framing and tone playing 
crucial roles. According to Entman (1993), framing involves defining a problem, attribut
ing causes and remedies, and providing a moral assessment. Selection and emphasis, 
often through repetition, simplify complex information into an interpretative package 
for consumers (Gamson and Modigliani 1989). However, framing can also be considered 
a subconscious process. Goffman (1974) defines a frame as an “interpretative scheme” 
that helps people organize and locate most incoming information. Framing is part of 
this organization process, in which new information is allocated to existing mental cat
egories in recipient’s mind (Goffman 1974; Maćkiewicz 2020). In news media, journalists 
use media frames to organize and present information, which are often “largely unspo
ken and unacknowledged” (Gitlin 1980, 7). Thus, framing also operates subconsciously.

Framing analyses of immigration news in Europe consistently reveal negative por
trayals of asylum seekers, refugees, and migrants (Bennett et al. 2013; Esses et al. 2013; 
Kovář 2020; Verleyen and Beckers 2023). Immigrants are often framed as threats to the 
host country’s security and economy, emphasizing illegality, exclusion, and border 
control (Brouwer et al. 2017; Horsti 2008). This “threat” frame frequently intertwines 
with the “victim” frame in immigration coverage. The “victim” frame involves journalistic 
practices like passivation and collectivization, portraying subjects as vulnerable and 
lacking agency, reduced to statistical numbers within a mass (Chouliaraki and Zaborowski 
2017; Greussing and Boomgaarden 2017). Following key events like Lampedusa or the 
death of 3-year old Alan Kurdi on a Turkish beach, the “victim” and “threat” frames 
seem to alternate in the news (De Swert et al. 2015; Kovář 2020).

Gemi and colleagues (2013) have reported on interviews with 68 journalists from main
stream newspapers and television channels across six countries (Greece, Italy, The Nether
lands, Ireland, Poland, and the UK). They find that journalists recognize the 
newsworthiness of bad news and tend to select stories with dramatic elements. This 
type of news encourages news consumers to engage with the content through a 
conflict or problem frame. Similarly, Arcila-Calderón et al. (2023) have conducted an in- 
depth examination of the perspectives of 94 specialized journalists in Italy, Greece, and 
Spain in 2020, finding that negative depictions of immigrants often dominate. These jour
nalists advocate for more contextualized coverage that highlights human stories and the 
causes of migration. Regarding their role conceptions, some journalists adopt an activist 
approach, while others maintain a more detached stance.

Moreover, frames may also be influenced by actors outside the media organization, 
such as politicians, interest groups, advertisers, or other media organizations (Reese 
2001). These actors, who attempt to inject their frames into the news, are referred to as 
“frame sponsors” (Borah 2011). Frame sponsors “battle” with each other to strategically 
convince journalists to incorporate their frames into news articles (Ihlen et al. 2015; Vlie
genthart and Van Zoonen 2011). This process is not unidirectional but involves a recipro
cal relationship between frame sponsors and journalists. As part of their gatekeeping role, 
journalists decide which frame packages from sponsors to include in their news coverage 
(Soroka 2012).
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Voices in Immigration News

As mentioned above, the actors quoted in the news are often quite influential in terms of 
framing a news item. Numerous studies have consistently found that elite actors, including 
experts and politicians, are featured and given an active voice more prominently in news 
coverage compared to other actors (Beckers and Van Aelst 2019). This (political) elite bias 
is well-documented and widely confirmed by research in the realm of immigration news 
(Benson and Wood 2015; Chouliaraki and Zaborowski 2017; Masini and Van Aelst 2017). 
This elite-focused coverage limits the voice of asylum seekers, refugees, and migrants 
who are often portrayed as passive actors (Cock et al. 2018; Nikunen 2019; Szczepanik 
2016; Verleyen and Beckers 2023). By silencing, collectivizing, and decontextualizing 
these people, they are not recognized as political and historical actors (Chouliaraki and 
Zaborowski 2017). Frames and the voices of news actors are interconnected through the 
concept of person-positivity bias (Sears 1983). It reflects the idea that, when actors are 
given a voice in the news, they have a greater ability to influence the framing of the infor
mation, which increases the likelihood of them being framed positively or as victims (Gon
çalves 2024; Masini and Van Aelst 2017; Verleyen and Beckers 2023).

Potential explanations provided by journalists themselves include difficulties in acces
sing migrants and giving them a voice due to factors such as distrust or language barriers 
(Gemi et al. 2013). As a result, journalists often rely on NGOs and human rights organiz
ations to represent migrants in the news. They are aware of politicians’ tendency to 
frame immigration negatively but feel a responsibility to cover the political debate sur
rounding the topic (Gemi et al. 2013). Bennett et al. (2013) find that journalists attribute 
the declining use of immigrant sources to a lack of specialized reporters in the newsroom.

Actor Terminology

In academic research, asylum seekers, refugees, and immigrants are often considered the 
main protagonists in immigration news (De Coninck 2020). Although these terms are 
sometimes used interchangeably or grouped together (Beckers and Van Aelst 2019), 
they each pertain to groups with distinct legal statuses and specific meanings. The Con
ventie van Genève (2023) prescribes that refugees face persecution and are therefore 
unable to return to their country of origin. They are protected by the principle of non- 
refoulement, which means that the host country cannot send them back due to the 
high risk to their lives. In contrast, asylum seekers are individuals seeking recognition 
as refugees to ensure they cannot be sent back by the country of arrival (Amnesty Inter
national 2023; Blumell et al. 2020; Crawley and Skleparis 2018). Migrants, on the other 
hand, is a broad term encompassing individuals relocating either internationally or 
within their own country, with their stay potentially being temporary (UNHCR 2020). 
Their motivations for migration are diverse, often rooted in economic or labor-related 
interests (Hoewe 2018; Lawlor and Tolley 2017).

Research indicates that the actor terminology used in news coverage is consequential. 
Studies find that journalists often write about migrants in a more negative tone, whereas 
refugees are typically depicted as deserving assistance and support (Goodman et al. 2017; 
Holzberg et al. 2018; Lawlor and Tolley 2017). Verleyen and Beckers (2023) examine the 
framing of asylum seekers, refugees, and migrants in Belgian news coverage and show 
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that asylum seekers are more likely to be framed negatively compared to refugees and 
migrants.

Press Agencies as First Gatekeeper

Press agencies are often defined as the “silent partner” in the news media landscape (John
ston and Forde 2011). They are known for their reputation as a credible primary source that 
provides reliable news quickly (Nelissen and Hendrickx 2024). Several studies indicate that 
other news media organizations often rely on copying press agencies to save production 
costs (Johnston and Forde 2011; Welbers et al. 2018). As a result, especially in online 
news original reporting is more limited, and Boumans et al. (2018) found that 75% of pub
lished Dutch online news originated from agency copy. In other words, this increasing 
“churnalism” trend also means that press agencies are becoming more impactful gate
keepers (Welbers et al. 2018).

For immigration news specifically, we expect press agencies to play a central role for 
various reasons. Firstly, due to the international nature of immigration, national press 
agencies probably serve as a valuable primary source for other news organizations, 
given that this content is used more frequently for foreign news reporting (Boumans 
et al. 2018; Welbers et al. 2018). Secondly, press agencies generally focus on reporting 
hard news and facts (Palmer 2011), and often have a network of reporters and correspon
dents with expertise in specific areas. This allows them to provide well-researched cover
age that might be beyond the scope of smaller newsrooms. Covering immigration often 
involves overcoming language barriers between journalists and actors such as asylum 
seekers, refugees, or immigrants, and press agencies can help overcome these by provid
ing translated content or reports from local correspondents. Thirdly, with the rise of 24/7 
news cycles, online news has become the most frequently used platform for rapid news 
dissemination. Press agencies play into this with frequent and concise news updates.

We argue that time pressure (Karlsson 2011) and language barriers (Gemi et al. 2013) 
frequently compel journalists from traditional media organizations to rely on press agency 
content as a primary source, sometimes without further editing. Relying on press agencies 
helps them cover a broad range of topics, including complex issues like immigration, 
without needing to invest in specialized journalist teams. In the study by Gemi et al. 
(2013), journalists acknowledged that brief news messages from agencies are often 
used without editing, whereas larger news stories usually start with agency content but 
are expanded upon by the journalists themselves (Gemi et al. 2013).

Using focus groups with Belgian press agency journalists, we aim to provide in-depth 
insights into the dynamics underlying decisions on framing, sources, and terminology in 
immigration news coverage, and the role news agencies might have as a principal gate
keeper in this regard. To achieve this, we adopt an exploratory approach: 

RQ: Which factors do news agency journalists identify to explain patterns on framing, termi
nology and voice in immigration news coverage?

Data and Method

In this exploratory study, we draw on evidence stemming from three focus groups with 
journalists of the largest news agency in Belgium (Belga). These focus groups were 
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conducted as part of a workshop in which the study’s authors (and moderators of the 
focus groups) reported on the main patterns in immigration news coverage based on 
scientific research. The focus groups were conducted with all journalists who took part 
in this workshop, immediately after the workshop. The workshop took about 1.5 to 2 
hours, and the focus group about 1 hour (although this somewhat varied, see Appen
dix 1). Belga organized the workshop as part of a training program for journalists in 
collaboration with the researchers. It was open to all journalists, who were randomly 
assigned to a workshop (based on their availability), ensuring a diverse group. The 
workshop was advertised via e-mail to the journalists. The workshop had the form 
of a lecture with some interactive elements, which presented an overview of the 
key findings in academic literature on patterns in immigration news as well as focusing 
on the legal distinctions between refugees, (im)migrants, and asylum seekers. It cannot 
be excluded that this workshop has somewhat primed the participants for the sub
sequent focus groups, which is a limitation of this study. During the focus groups, par
ticipants were asked to discuss and report on their role conceptions as journalists 
working for a news agency, and to reflect on mechanisms that help explain patterns 
in framing, actors and terminology in immigration coverage (see Appendix 2). Still, 
we believe that the potential priming is not necessarily problematic as we mostly 
wish to study how the journalists themselves identify these issues and problems. 
Importantly, in the workshop, we did not enter into detail on the explanations for pat
terns in news coverage, but only very matter-of-factly reported on the key findings 
before.

With the focus groups, the goal was to ensure that an informal conversation took place 
among the journalists. As experienced by Mawindi Mabweazara (2010), the informal 
setting enables researchers to gain insights into issues journalists struggle with and to 
analyze underlying views, justifications, and interpretations. All three focus groups 
were conducted within a two-week period starting between January 10 and January 
18, 2023. Hence, the context was kept more or less constant. Scrutiny shows that there 
were no salient issues regarding immigration at that time. Participants were journalists 
of Belga, meaning that they shared a similar characteristic, but differed in a set of 
aspects as well, mostly sociodemographics (gender, age, education), experience and 
levels of expertise. All participants knew each other as they were colleagues at the 
same news organization which offered opportunities for spontaneous interaction and 
discussion.

Our choice to examine journalists working at a news agency is grounded in two 
reasons. First, nowadays news – in particular online news—is highly dependent on 
press agency content. News agencies act as key intermediaries between news producers 
(journalists) and news audiences via collecting, compiling and distributing news stories to 
wide range of outlets. Multiple studies have found that a substantial share of online news 
articles originate from news agencies, which grants them a vital role in the news pro
duction process (Boumans et al. 2018; Welbers et al. 2018). Second, the focus on news 
agencies allows us to study a least likely case: news agencies rely on rigorous method
ologies and standards of evidence-based reporting, in which they usually tend to stick 
to factual reporting. News agencies are highly trusted outlets and are generally con
sidered a reliable source of information (Johnston and Forde 2011). They have a large 
reach and operate as a central news hub.
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The setting for the study is Belgium, more specifically the Dutch-speaking northern 
part of Flanders. In terms of media system, it can be situated on the continuum of demo
cratic corporatist countries, characterized by professionalized journalists, a strong public 
broadcaster, and high levels of political independence (Brüggemann 2014). Overall, the 
media landscape is characterized by various high-quality news organizations, from news
papers to online news websites, a strong public broadcaster, and popular outlets. Belga as 
news agency occupies a central role with high levels of professionalism: it is the only 
national news agency and serves as the main diffuser of information to news organiz
ations and other actors. It was founded in 1920 and is well-established as a trusted 
source of information, founded to ensure Belgium’s independence from foreign press 
agencies and focusing mostly (but not exclusively) on national news.

In total, 21 journalists participated in the three focus groups. These participants were 
selected on the basis that they are all employees working at the news agency, represent
ing a homogeneous group. All of them are professional journalists who produce content 
daily for the news agency, although their expertise, function, and focus slightly differed. 
All were native Belgian, and proficient in Dutch. The distribution of the focus group was 
based on the work schedule of the journalists. In total, 100 journalists work at the Belga 
press agency, meaning that about 20% of all journalists at the news agency participated in 
our focus groups. Not all journalists had immigration as their topic of expertise, and there 
was variety in how often they covered immigration, with some rarely writing articles on 
immigration and integration (14.3%), some between 1 to 3 (28.6%), between 4 to 6 articles 
(42.9%) and some between 7 to 10 articles (14.3%) on a monthly base. In line with ethical 
guidelines, we do not disclose the names of the journalists who participated. The journal
ists did not receive any financial incentive to participate. The focus group was moderated 
by the main authors of this study. The moderators adhered to the rules that apply in focus 
groups, aimed at monitoring social interactions, stimulating participation, and equal con
tributions with respect for different viewpoints and angles. The moderators made use of a 
set of topics – closely informed by prior research on key patterns in immigration coverage 
in general and adapted to the Flemish context—to organize and guide the discussion. A 
semi-structured approach was opted for with a set of pre-defined questions (see Appen
dix 2) for all three focus groups, still permitting some flexibility in the group discussion. All 
focus groups were recorded unobtrusively. Transcription of the focus groups was done via 
the software Sonix, which was manually checked by the authors.

All participants actively consented to participate in the focus group and to have their 
voice recorded. The group size was similar in each focus group, ranging between 5 to 9 
participants which is enough according to guidelines to allow for in-depth discussion and 
to ensure equal contribution and sufficient interaction (Krueger 2014). The focus groups 
were about one hour in duration. They took place in a separate meeting room at the news 
agency headquarters in Brussels in a set-up (U-shaped table) with participants sitting 
close to each other, aimed at facilitating interaction. Descriptive data on the sample 
per focus group is included in Appendix 1.

The focus group data was analyzed using a qualitative approach. All focus groups were 
transcribed in detail, using the software tool Sonix. In a next step, the data were organized 
and labeled systematically by linking them to three topics (framing, terminology, and 
agency) that are the central focus of this study. All three authors read through the tran
scripts multiple times to familiarize themselves with the content, to get a sense of the 
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overall meaning, and to identify key themes and patterns in this discussion in function of 
the research question. In the next step, the different quotes were labeled and categorized 
into broader categories or themes, which emerged from this first general reading, thereby 
allowing for a combination of an inductive and deductive approach. These broader 
themes were then divided into subthemes reflecting the main topics and patterns that 
emerged from the data (see Appendix 3). These categories formed the basis for interpret
ing the findings in the context of our research objectives.

Results

Framing Immigration News

Overall, journalists were highly aware of the sensitivity of immigration as a political issue 
and the importance of framing it in this regard (e.g., “I think that it [immigration] is one of 
the most sensitive themes there is”, G2). They acknowledged and agreed that negative 
news dominates. This confirms the presence of the “negativity bias” as a key element 
within journalistic routines. The prevalence of negative news was perceived as proble
matic but considered a characteristic of the media industry and news coverage, not some
thing unique to immigration coverage. The journalist saw this negativity as separate from 
framing, referring to the inherent negative nature of many immigration news stories. 

“It is indeed a fact that negative news takes precedence - as it does with other topics. I think 
that’s the biggest problem, but that’s the media. We focus on the negative. […] By negative 
news, I also mean boats sinking, and people being victims at the Turkish-Greek border. Those 
are the issues that are often picked up.” (G1)

While all journalists agreed that they try to be conscious of how they use frames and avoid 
excessive negativity, some emphasized that they do not intentionally set out to write 
something either positive or negative about immigration. Instead, they described a 
general process in news article creation, allowing the facts to guide the narrative, 
though they recognize that the final piece may still contain a particular frame. This, 
they explained, is an inherent part of the news production cycle, as all writing necessarily 
emerges from a specific perspective. 

“I don’t think a journalist starts an article and thinks, ‘Now I’m going to write something posi
tive about migration.’ You start an article based on certain facts, and that may lead to a frame. 
But I don’t think that can be avoided.” (G1)

A recurring theme in the discussions was journalists’ collective attempt to counter nega
tive framing by humanizing or “neutralizing” the language they use. Several participants 
indicated that they consciously avoid terms that dehumanize migrants. This approach 
reflects an awareness of the ethical implications of their word choices. The excerpts 
below illustrate how journalists navigate the tension between journalistic routines, 
such as adhering to factual accuracy, and their individual agency in shaping narratives. 
One journalist, for example, described making subtle adjustments to avoid negative meta
phors or animalistic imagery.

Journalist x: 1 "I sometimes adjust things. As I said before: “storming”, those metaphors about 
animals, or if people are presented as a “mass”, I do try to … "
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Journalist y: [interrupts] "Neutralize."
Journalist x:" Yes, neutralize. To give it a more human character. Or words with a negative 

connotation I make neutral. Not necessarily positive, but just neutral. Or at 
least I try. "(G3)

Journalist x: “In reports abroad from other press agencies, I also look at what is necessary in 
that context, because sometimes it says, for example: ‘illegal migrants try to 
storm enclave’ or, for example, ‘illegal migrants die at sea’. And sometimes I 
just replace that with ‘people’, because it’s about people."

Journalist y:" Yes, that’s also one of those words, ‘illegals.’ "
Journalist z:" Yes, indeed, ‘illegal’—I actually just remove it altogether.” (G3)

However, this “neutralizing” or humanizing approach is not always straightforward to 
implement in practice. A notable example of this challenge is the case of the over 
1,200 women who were reportedly sexually assaulted by Northern African men during 
the 2015–16 New Year’s Eve celebrations in Cologne, Germany. In events that are negative 
in nature, journalists indicated that they try to find a balance between the need to inform 
the public and the desire to avoid reinforcing biased narratives or preconceptions via too 
overt or explicit frames. 

“For example, during that one New Year’s Eve in Germany where many women were 
assaulted. I find this difficult to write about because you want to be aware of not getting 
caught up in certain framing, but on the other hand, you also have to write about what hap
pened. So, you don’t decide in advance, “I’m going to work from that frame,” but then you 
realize that there is a frame, and you’re trying to work against it or avoid getting too close 
to it. In such cases, the solution is to stick as closely as possible to the facts, but if those 
facts fit into that frame, it can sometimes put you in a difficult position.” (G1)

The example above illustrates the tension journalists face in such situations: the facts them
selves may fit into existing frames or stereotypes, making it difficult to avoid reinforcing 
those narratives even with a neutral or fact-based approach. Despite their best efforts to 
remain objective, journalists find themselves navigating a dynamic where avoiding 
harmful frames is not always possible without risking underreporting or omitting key facts.

Journalists’ awareness of framing in immigration news appears closely linked to their 
role on the public opinion. Many expressed a strong consciousness of the impact and per
ception their reporting may create on the public views about immigration. They acknowl
edged that it is essential to approach reporting with balance, sometimes actively 
moderating potential biases. While the journalists emphasized that it is not their role to 
be activists, they acknowledged their responsibility in shaping the news they deliver 
and the need to consider the potential influence of journalism. In the quotes below, jour
nalists highlighted the awareness and importance of balance, moderation, and being 
mindful of the potential societal implications of their news coverage. 

“What [journalist’s name] said earlier about the New Year’s Eve incident in Cologne does indi
cate that you do, in fact, always have in the back of your mind how your message can be per
ceived in society." (G1)

“It is not our role to be activist, but we must not lose sight of the fact that we do have a certain 
influence on the presentation of certain news.” (G2)

Journalist x: “I do think that every time we write an article about asylum or migration, we are 
all aware of the effect first and foremost and whether it is something that plays 
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into the hands of a particular group beforehand. We are aware of that and try to 
moderate it even more, so to speak”. Journalist y: Or shed light on both sides. You 
can do that too. But I don’t think we can do much more than that. As [name jour
nalist] said: “We are not ‘activists’.” (G1)

Not only is there an internal struggle of journalists and newsrooms to find the “right” 
frame to cover immigration news, but several outside influences also try to steer the cov
erage. Many of those attempts to “steer” the framing come from the political field. In the 
first place, they referred to the secretary of state of asylum and immigration, who could be 
considered as a bargaining political actor (frame sponsor) at the social institutional level 
who tries to promote its narrative and perspective into the news. Journalists in this regard 
highlighted the importance of fact-checking and verifying information, especially when it 
comes from sources with a political agenda, such as Vlaams Belang [i.e., the Flemish 
radical right opposition party that has immigration as its main theme, and, following 
issue ownership theory, is considered to “own” the immigration issue (Van Haute and 
Pauwels 2016)]. Journalists recognized an implicit hierarchy in terms of reliability and 
credibility, as they judge information from government sources to be more trustworthy 
than from opposition parties, for instance. 

“We also notice at the news manager’s table that we often receive phone calls saying, “That’s 
not correct, that word is not accurate,” either from spokespersons of state secretaries or from 
civil society organizations saying, or “may we respond to this?” And then it becomes a cycle of 
action- reaction. So, you can tell from everything that it is an exceptionally sensitive topic.” (G2)

“It maybe depends on who the information comes from. If Vlaams Belang [extreme-right 
party] sends a press release, then you know that you can’t just give it as is. You have to 
check those figures. Coming from a minister, you can assume that it’s correct. There is a 
certain hierarchy.” (G1)

As mentioned above, the journalists pointed to attempts of radical-right parties with an 
open anti- immigration agenda. The journalists gave clear examples in which they inter
vened and adapted the terminology as it was too heavily incorrect, biased, or uni
directional. The journalists here ascribed an active role to themselves, refraining from 
taking over this terminology and even avoiding reporting it at all, not even as a direct 
quote with a clear source.

Journalist x:" I think that’s also because some of us work in the political department, and we 
receive a lot of press releases from, for example, Vlaams Belang [radical right 
party] or sometimes N-VA [right-wing Flemish nationalist party]. And there is 
a frame in there. And then I am aware of it, like, “We can’t just report that, 
even just quotes from members of parliament that contain things that you 
could say almost don’t belong in a text.” I’m thinking, for example, of “geluks
zoekers” (fortune seekers), which Vlaams Belang used for a long time."

Journalist y: “Kansenparels” (opportunity pearls)."
Journalist x:" With words like that, I think an alarm bell goes off for all of us, not to write them 

in a text without any context, of course. But it’s often much more subtle than 
that." (G2)

As becomes evident in the latter quote, sometimes political attempts to frame the narra
tive are more subtle, entailing what is referred to as “dog whistles”. These dog whistles 
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often carry hidden meanings or appeal to certain biases or prejudices that frame sponsors 
to include in their narratives or frames to serve a specific audience and obtain a political 
goal. Journalists feel challenged when confronted with these subtle forms of framing, as it 
makes it more difficult to contextualize or write about them without compromising the 
integrity and meaning of the text. 

“I do find it more challenging when it’s much more subtle, almost like dog whistles that you 
know you can’t write, but you also can’t contextualize because then you end up with a ridi
culous text.” (G2)

Other attempts to influence immigration news framing come from civil society actors, 
such as NGOs and migrant advocacy organizations. While journalists tend to differentiate 
these groups from political actors, they are often cautious when selecting or incorporat
ing information from their press releases. Journalists are aware that, despite their non- 
governmental status, these organizations frequently pursue specific political agendas 
or advocacy goals: 

Journalist x: “Figures from the government Immigration Office, for example, we assume that 
these figures are correct. If an NGO gives figures, you know that you have to be 
careful with those." (G1)

In these situations, journalists realized that civil society actors try to steer the framing of 
immigration news. While there was some disagreement among journalists on whether 
these organizations have an overt political agenda, they agreed that civil society organ
ization’s actions demonstrate a strong commitment to shaping public discourse on immi
gration issues and trying to convey their viewpoint. NGOs also play the role of frame 
sponsors, who try to convince journalists to incorporate their viewpoint in immigration 
news reports. This disagreement is reflected in the following interaction: 

Journalist x: “Our correspondent in Brussels had written about the “Klein Kasteeltje” [asylum 
application center] where there was an action by Vluchtelingenwerk Vlaanderen 
(Refugee Work Flanders). And he had mentioned the word ‘asylum crisis’ in his 
text and I had received a phone call from Vluchtelingenwerk Vlaanderen […]: 
‘it is not an asylum crisis, it is a shelter crisis. It is very important that you use 
the right term.’ So they don’t have a political agenda, but you can see that 
they attach great importance to using the right terminologies and expressing 
their standpoint."

Journalist y: “They do have a political interest because … ”
Journalist x: [interrupts] “They are not politicians.”
Journalist y: “No, but they clearly state the difference between ‘asylum crisis’ and ‘shelter 

crisis’: Shelter is easy to manage.” That’s the issue. That’s what they wanted to 
address with their protest. I’m not talking about whether they are right or 
wrong or something in between. But I think it is just as much a political stance 
as that of an interest group (G2).

Agency: (Lack of) immigrant voices in the news

The lack of representation for immigrants, refugees, and asylum seekers in the news can 
be problematic, as having a voice allows news sources to influence the framing of news 
(Sears 1983). Journalists were fully aware of this underrepresentation of immigrant voices, 
and they provided several explanations. Most often, they pointed to their role as a press 
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agency as a reason not to give a voice to these actors, because their objective is to report 
on numbers, rather than on personal experiences. This was a recurring discussion in all 
focus groups.

However, journalists also invoked several thresholds that exist for immigrant voices to 
make it into the news. In all groups, journalists indicated that migrants often are unwilling 
to appear in the news because of their vulnerable position and fear that news appear
ances could be retaliated against and influence their asylum application process. More
over, language barriers could also prohibit them from giving an interview. 

Journalist x:
“Perhaps the people - the migrants themselves - are not always inclined to be shown on 
camera because then their faces are also visible. You know that they are here. Maybe they 
are a bit afraid of that."
Journalist y:
“Yes, that will be the case.”Journalist z “They probably have other things on their minds 
than talking to a journalist, I would think." (G1)

Another issue raised was a perceived lack of an organizational structure among immi
grants as a group. Journalistic routines, including time pressure, were also referred to 
as contributing to this challenge. Indeed, journalists mentioned that finding immigrant 
voices can be (too) time-consuming, partially due to this lack of organization or clear 
spokespersons or representatives. In this regard, journalists identified a responsibility 
for NGOs to play a more active role here: 

“There is no spokesperson or anything like that, and I am also thinking about those boat refu
gees. It’s normal that they don’t have a spokesperson. Those people often don’t know each 
other. They are simply put on the boat, and that’s it. But indeed, then I thought: maybe those 
NGOs should do more than just that.” (G3)

Terminology: Finding the “Right” Term in Immigration News

Journalists found the search for the correct legal terms to refer to specific immigration 
actor categories challenging, especially given the diversity in the terminology used in 
different countries and foreign news reporting. Since few of the journalists’ only beat 
was immigration, and nobody was specialized in the topic, they agreed that consistently 
determining whether to use terms like “immigrant”,” refugee,” or “asylum seeker” is 
difficult, especially if they write on immigration only occasionally. Several participants 
even referred to it as a “daily struggle” (Group 1) or something the newsroom has “been 
discussing for twenty years and we haven’t found a solution or answer yet” (Group 2). 
One recurring example was the distinction between the legal definition of “refugee” 
and its literal meaning. Journalists expressed that while they often feel they have more 
control over the narrative and actively strive to interpret events for their audiences, 
they experience a sense of diminished control when it comes to using accurate or 
legally correct terms for immigration actors. This challenge arises primarily because the 
situations they report on are often complex, making it difficult to ascertain and verify 
the precise legal status of immigration actors, especially in foreign news coverage. 
Additionally, the demands of 24/7 news reporting and the prevalence of blurred terminol
ogy further constrain journalists, leaving them at times unsure about which terms best 
reflect reality. 
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“But if you only write about it three or four times a month, you have to start searching again 
each time: is it a migrant, refugee, or asylum seeker? Honestly, I find that difficult.” (G3)

“I try to pay attention to consistently using the term ‘migrant’ and not ‘refugee’ unless they 
are legally recognized as refugees. Even though - I would say - ‘refugee’ often sounds better 
in terms of language use.” (G2)

Because of the complexity of immigration news and the fact that few journalists were 
hyper- specialized in the issue, they were often dependent on information from other 
sources (e.g., international press agencies, official instances, NGOs). This copy-and-paste 
behavior refers to the routine of churnalism (Boumans et al. 2018). Several journalists 
mentioned that when they receive press releases or statements from official organiz
ations, they often just adopt the terminologies used in those reports. It is seen as 
logical to align their terminology with the organizations they are reporting on, avoiding 
conflicting or different terms, especially as they are often unsure about what the “correct” 
term is due to lack of access to sources to verify or fact-check information.

Similarly to external parties attempting to influence the framing of immigration news, 
these same organizations try to get their specific actor terms in the news or ask for cor
rections when they feel like journalists did not make use of the “correct” term. In terms of 
using the most applicable term, civil society organizations here also act as frame sponsors 
and bargain with journalists to adapt the terms that are suitable for their own discourse. 

“Just last week they protested from the office of the state secretary - often with valid legal 
reasons

- because somewhere in the news it stated that people were asylum seekers […], they say: 
‘Yes, but

you write that they are asylum seekers, but it’s only a small percentage of asylum seekers, the 
rest

are undocumented people’.” (G2)

“I have heard comments about that many times, including from civil society organizations 
that don’t appreciate it at all when you refer to them as ‘illegals’ but I can understand 
that.” (G1)

Discussion and Conclusion

This study aims to deepen our understanding of the factors influencing journalists’ 
decisions in immigration reporting. A key observation is that immigration news often 
frames immigrants as intruders, victims, or threats to the host country (Eberl et al. 
2018; Greussing and Boomgaarden 2017; Van Der Linden and Jacobs 2017; Verleyen 
and Beckers 2023). Moreover, research indicates that these groups frequently lack oppor
tunities to express their perspectives (Chouliaraki and Zaborowski 2017; Masini et al. 2018; 
Nikunen 2019). Additionally, there is inconsistency in the terminology used to describe 
key figures in immigration debates. Journalists are generally aware of these patterns 
and sometimes attempt to counteract them, though they often attribute part of the 
responsibility to the reliance on news agency content (Arcila-Calderón et al. 2023; 
Bennett et al. 2013; Gemi et al. 2013). Given that much news content originates from 
press agencies, this study specifically examines the Belgian press agency Belga. We 
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conducted three focus groups with 21 Belga journalists to investigate which factors these 
journalists identify to explain patterns on framing, terminology and voice in immigration 
news coverage.

Our findings indicate that while journalists feel a sense of agency when reporting on 
immigration, they also face significant constraints that influence their news reports. Jour
nalists recognize that negative news tends to attract more attention, but they emphasize 
that these routines are not exclusive to immigration coverage (Harcup and O’Neill 2001). 
In the context of immigration news, political and societal actors, including NGOs, play an 
important role in shaping how these stories are framed. As journalists fulfill various public 
roles—such as providing impartial news coverage and informing public opinion—they 
are compelled to consider carefully how immigration news is presented, striving to miti
gate the negativity inherent in its framing. This dual obligation constrains their public role, 
leading them to lean toward cautious interventionist practices (Weaver, Willnat  & 
Wilnoit 2019). Simultaneously, they aim to cover immigration in a manner that is both 
detached and humanizing, reflecting a diffusion in their role conception, consistent 
with previous findings (Arcila-Calderón et al. 2023).

Journalists acknowledged the limited voice given to the protagonists of immigration 
news, attributing it to factors such as the 24/7 news demands of press agencies, language 
barriers, and the lack of organization among immigrant communities, consistent with pre
vious research (Bennett et al. 2013; Gemi et al. 2013). Additionally, press agencies often 
adhere to their own policies, primarily focusing on hard news, such as statistics, while per
sonal stories are rarely covered. As a result, the absence of immigrant voices can be traced 
back to entrenched routines and organizational rules (Johnston and Forde 2011).

Regarding terminology used in immigration news, journalists recognized the challenge 
of ensuring accuracy, given the general lack of specialization in the nuanced meanings of 
various terms, which often carry different legal implications. The routine of churnalism 
complicates this issue further (Boumans et al. 2018), particularly in foreign news contexts. 
Just as regular newsrooms rely on press agencies, press agency journalists also depend on 
other agencies for content. Consequently, they often adopt the terminology used by 
external sources, such as international press agencies, without the opportunity to fact- 
check it adequately.

Our results expose several challenges and implications for newsrooms. Journalists 
operate within a broader contextual framework that shapes their approach to reporting 
on immigration news coverage. Although journalists seem to be conscious of how they 
cover immigration, there seem to be several constraints when covering the issue. While 
they want to take on a more interventionist role, this contrasts with their urge and organ
izational pressure to cover news as neutral and factual as possible. Journalists should be 
adept at navigating external attempts to influence framing, particularly from political and 
civil society actors, as these attempts are often quite subtle (Chouliaraki and Zaborowski 
2017; Masini and Van Aelst 2017; Wichgers et al. 2021). Therefore, the lack of immigrant 
voices in news coverage poses a significant challenge. Given that immigration is a topic 
that is covered almost daily in the news, also evidenced by our sample comprising of a 
majority of journalists who had written about immigration in the past month, without con
sidering themselves an expert on the topic. More work can be put into having some journal
ists specializing in the topic, and gaining increased insight into the different meanings and 
connotations of terminology.
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Several limitations merit acknowledgment. Firstly, it is important to note the specific 
structure and composition of the three focus groups. There were slight variations in 
terms of participants and duration, with the latter focus groups comprising individuals 
who were less experienced, younger, and fewer in number. While no discernible indi
cations suggest an impact on the results, it is conceivable that less experienced journal
ists may have expressed more cautious viewpoints. The three focus groups were 
conducted following a workshop on patterns in immigration coverage, which could 
have potentially primed the participants. The same academics giving the workshop 
were the moderators of the focus groups as well, which could have impacted journal
ists’ answers. However, it is crucial to highlight that this procedural aspect was consist
ent across all focus groups, enabling comparability and that the focus groups were 
mainly aimed to gain insight into journalists’ perspectives, departing from their own 
experiences, which was explicitly mentioned to the participants. Additionally, the com
position of the focus groups encompassed journalists with diverse backgrounds, includ
ing editors, journalists, and news managers, implying a hierarchical diversity. Overall, 
the focus groups seemed to foster open dialogues and interactions, further facilitated 
by the participants’ familiarity with each other and their shared affiliation with the 
same news organization. Still, we cannot rule out potential priming effects and 
impact on the results, which is a limitation.

Considering the cascading effect (Boumans et al. 2018) of news disseminated by 
press agencies on other newsrooms, future research could extend its focus to the 
practices of journalists working for traditional news media. Are the routines of 
news agencies, with their focus on factual, descriptive reporting, leading to 
different approaches in reporting immigration news compared to the content pro
vided by other media? It would be interesting to investigate how different news 
outlets handle news agency content, and how variations in the editorial process 
(e.g., the partisan leaning of an outlet) influence the final output of immigration 
news coverage.

In all, our results indicate that news agency journalists are aware of the political 
sensitivity surrounding immigration. The coverage of immigration news has the poten
tial to shape public opinion on this polarizing political topic, not only in Belgium but 
also across Europe and globally (Cock et al. 2018; Szczepanik 2016). Therefore, a 
thorough investigation into the journalistic mechanisms of reporting immigration 
news is essential, as it could contribute to reducing the polarizing nature of the immi
gration debate.

Notes

1. In this paper, the terms “journalist x”, “journalist y”, and “journalist z” are used to represent the 
different voices within the discussions. These designations are not intended as unique iden
tifiers for specific journalists but rather as a way to convey the dynamics of the conversations. 
The same journalist may be cited under different letters, depending on the context of the 
discussion.
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