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Short summary 

Immigration and the integration of ethnic minorities are contested and heatedly 
debated issues in Europe. Many countries witness increasing public and political 
opposition to more immigration and hostility toward existing immigrant minorities. 
This study focuses on the role of information from the mass media as one of the 
key antecedents of this prejudice and animosity towards ethnic others. The central 
question of the study is what role mass mediated information plays for the 
formation and the dynamics of how individuals and the mass public perceive 
ethnic others living amongst them. We address the question of whether the 
depiction of ethnic minorities in mass news media – the way ethnic groups and 
their members are framed – affects the majority population’s thinking about ethnic 
others. It is assumed that the frequency with which news media report about ethnic 
minorities, and in particular the way ethnic actors or groups are framed in the news 
affect the way people perceive and evaluate ethnic minorities. The media, by 
highlighting certain aspects with regards to ethnic minorities while ignoring others, 
influence which aspects are deemed important when judging ethnic minorities.  

The impact of exposure to media content about ethnic minorities is assessed 
while taking into account additional and complementary explanatory factors. The 
established literature shows how certain individual characteristics, such as 
tolerance, trust towards others, and inter-group perceptions are important for 
holding ethnic prejudice. With regard to the latter it is argued that perceptions of 
ethnic minority groups are to a large degree based on media accounts rather than 
on direct experience and that accordingly it is important to integrate media 
exposure into models explaining inter-group prejudice. Whereas a range of prior 
studies demonstrated media effects on ethnic attitudes in experimental designs, 
only few studies have taken a broader approach to investigate the relationship. 
Doing so requires knowledge about the portrayal of ethnic minorities, the 
characteristics of audience members, and the context in which media message are 
received.  

The relationship between news coverage of ethnic minorities and ethnic 
prejudice is considered in different contexts and across time. Thereby it is assured 
that findings confirming the theoretical framework are not idiosyncratic to a given 
context at a given point in time, but might be more broadly applicable. The focus is 
on European countries, in particular on Germany and the Netherlands in the period 
between the early 1990s and 2005. Different research designs are employed to 
provide a broad and substantial picture of the questions at hand.  
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First, the influence of news exposure on ethnic prejudice is considered while 
controlling for other information sources, such as direct experience with ethnic 
others and interpersonal communication, and competing explanatory factors 
(Chapter 4). Thereby the differential impacts of different information sources are 
assessed in a conservative model. By considering a range of 17 countries we can 
exclude findings to be idiosyncratic to country-specific particularities. Exposure to 
television news and to newspapers is shown to be differentially related to ethnic 
prejudice, both within and across countries. It is concluded that news matters, and 
that exposure to news and news content needs to be measured in detail in order to 
model and interpret the effects in a valid fashion. From this broad approach we 
move to more detailed analyses.  

For Germany and the Netherlands we take an over-time perspective on the 
relationship between news coverage of and public opinion about immigrants 
(Chapter 5). We consider measures of the visibility and the tone of ethnic actor 
coverage in the news and relate these indicators to fluctuations in anti-immigration 
sentiments. We thereby address concerns about causality – running from news to 
public opinion – while controlling for other contextual factors, such as 
unemployment rates or immigration levels. The effect of news content on ethnic 
attitudes is particularly driven by the tone of ethnic actor coverage, with more 
negative coverage resulting in more negative public opinion. The longitudinal 
design furthermore allows for a consideration of a conditioning impact of 
contextual factor in the relationship between news and prejudice, and indeed we 
show this relationship to be moderated by immigration-related real-world factors 
such as the amount of immigration and the number of asylum applications. 

Next, we consider whether these macro-level findings are supported by 
individual-level analyses. Chapter 6 takes a close look at the German case by 
considering effects of exposure to news on ethnic attitudes and linking these 
effects to the actual content of the news outlets. It is shown that news exposure 
matters for ethnic prejudice in a conservative model. Furthermore, the chapter 
shows that we need detailed news exposure measures as well as detailed 
knowledge about the content of news outlets to which people are exposed in order 
to make sense of media effects. People exposed to news outlets that report 
negatively about ethnic minorities are more likely to hold more negative attitudes 
than people exposed to a more nuanced reporting.  

Chapter 7 presents a thorough investigation of the Dutch case, directly 
integrating the news framing of ethnic minorities into exposure measures in 
surveys and testing the relationship between exposure and ethnic attitudes in a 
conservative design. The impact of ethnic threat and benefit frames is assessed. We 
find exposure to these frames to influence people’s ethnic threat perceptions. 
However, the relationship is moderated by people’s prior threat perceptions and 
their cognitive capacities. Framing effects were stronger for people with high 
political sophistication and low levels of prior ethnic threat perceptions.  
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In sum it is argued that research on news effects in real world settings is 
complicated by a number of factors that need to be taken into account. We need to 
understand what content people are exposed to, in what societal circumstances this 
happens, and what people themselves ‘bring to the table’ when encountering 
information from the news. We conclude by stating that in certain circumstances 
certain news media can be said to have a share in creating animosity towards 
ethnic minorities, however, that others in other times the news can also foster 
understanding and tolerance. 

 



 

  

Kurzzusammenfassung 

Zuwanderung und Integration von ethnischen Minderheiten sind wichtige und 
heftig debattierte Themen in einer Reihe europäischer Länder. In vielen dieser 
Länder wächst der öffentliche und politische Widerstand gegen weitere 
Zuwanderung und es ist ein Anstieg der Ausländerfeindlichkeit zu beobachten. 
Diese Studie beschäftigt sich mit Informationen aus den Massenmedien über 
ethnische Minderheiten als einem wichtigen Einflussfaktor für die Bildung von 
Vorurteilen und für Abneigungen gegenüber Zuwanderern und den „ethnisch 
Anderen“. Die zentrale Fragestellung dieser Studie beschäftigt sich mit der Rolle 
der Massenmedien für die Entwicklung des Bildes und der Wahrnehmung von 
Einzelnen und der Öffentlichkeit von den im Lande lebenden Ausländern. Sie 
untersucht, inwiefern die Darstellung ethnischer Minderheiten in den 
Nachrichtenmedien – die Art und Weise, in welcher ethnische Gruppen und deren 
Mitglieder geframed werden – das Denken der Mehrheitsbevölkerung über eben 
diese Gruppen beeinflusst. Es wird zunächst angenommen, dass die Häufigkeit der 
Ausländerberichterstattung in den Nachrichtenmedien, insbesondere aber die 
Darstellung der ausländischen Akteure, das framing, auf die Wahrnehmung und 
die Bewertung dieser Gruppen wirkt. Durch die Hervorhebung und Betonung 
bestimmter Aspekte und die Vernachlässigung anderer Aspekte in der 
Ausländerberichterstattung werden die Kriterien, anhand derer ethnische 
Minderheiten bewertet werden, beeinflusst.  
 Die Wirkung des Konsums von Medienberichterstattung über ethnische 
Minderheiten wird untersucht unter Berücksichtigung anderer, alternativer und 
ergänzender Erklärungsfaktoren. Der Forschungsstand zur Vorurteilsbildung und 
Ausländerfeindlichkeit identifiziert Persönlichkeitscharakteristika Einzelner, wie 
zum Beispiel ein generelles Vertrauen Anderen gegenüber, sowie die 
Wahrnehmung sozialer Gruppen als wichtig für die Entwicklung von Vorurteilen. 
Im Hinblick auf Gruppenwahrnehmungen wird in dieser Studie erläutert, dass 
diese zu einem hohen Ausmaß auf Medienberichterstattung statt auf persönliche 
Erfahrungen zurück zu führen sind. Daher ist es grundlegend, die Mediennutzung 
in Modelle zur Erklärung von Ausländerfeindlichkeit und ethnischen Vorurteilen 
zu integrieren. Obwohl eine Reihe von experimentellen Studien Medienwirkung 
auf Einstellungen gegenüber Ausländern aufzeigt, gibt es nur wenige 
Untersuchungen, die eine weitere und realistischere Herangehensweise nutzen, um 
die Beziehung zwischen Medien und Ausländerfeindlichkeit aufzuweisen. Eine 
solche Herangehensweise erfordert Informationen über Ausländerberichterstattung, 
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über bestimmte Charakteristiken der Mediennutzer und über den Kontext, in 
welchem Medieninhalte empfangen werden.  

Das Verhältnis von Medienberichterstattung über ethnische Minderheiten und 
Vorurteilen gegenüber Ausländern wird in verschiedenen Kontexten und Perioden 
untersucht. Dadurch wird sichergestellt, dass die Resultate und der zugrunde 
liegende theoretische Rahmen nicht gebunden sind an bestimmte Umstände zu 
einem bestimmten Zeitpunkt, sondern dass die Ergebnisse breiter zutreffen. Das 
Augenmerk liegt auf europäischen Ländern, insbesondere Deutschland und den 
Niederlanden und dem Zeitrahmen zwischen 1990 und 2005. Verschiedene 
Untersuchungsmethoden und Forschungsansätze werden herangezogen, um 
möglichst umfassende Antworten auf die Fragestellung geben zu können.  

Zuerst wird die Wirkung von Nachrichtenmediennutzung auf ethnische 
Vorurteile untersucht, während zugleich die Nutzung anderer Informationsquellen, 
wie zum Beispiel direkter Kontakt mit Ausländern oder Gespräche über ethnische 
Minderheiten sowie alternative Erklärungsfaktoren ausgeschlossen werden 
(Kapitel 4). Dadurch werden die Wirkungen verschiedener Informationsquellen in 
einem konservativen Modell untersucht. Da die Untersuchung in 17 verschiedenen 
Ländern erfolgt, kann ausgeschlossen werden, dass die Resultate auf 
länderspezifische Merkmale zurück zu führen sind. Während das Lesen einer 
Tageszeitung in den meisten Fällen zu einer Reduzierung von 
Ausländerfeindlichkeit führt, zeigt die Nutzung von Fernsehnachrichten gemischte 
Resultate. Diese verschiedenen Wirkungen zeigen sich sowohl innerhalb eines 
Landes als auch im Ländervergleich. Es wird geschlussfolgert, dass Medien etwas 
bewirken und dass die Nutzung von bestimmten Medieninhalten detailliert 
gemessen werden muss, um Medienwirkung gültig zu interpretieren. Von dieser 
breiten Perspektive aus widmet sich die Studie im nächsten Schritt detaillierteren 
Analysen.  

Für Deutschland und die Niederlande wird die Forschungsfrage zunächst 
anhand einer Zeitreihenanalyse des Verhältnisses zwischen 
Ausländerberichterstattung und öffentlicher Meinung über Zuwanderer und 
Zuwanderung untersucht (Kapitel 5). Es werden hierzu die Sichbarkeit von 
Berichten über Ausländer sowie der Tenor der Berichterstattung herangezogen und 
es wird untersucht, inwiefern diese Indikatoren Schwankungen in der öffentlichen 
Meinung erklären. Durch diese Herangehensweise werden mögliche Bedenken 
hinsichtlich der Kausalität – von Berichterstattung zu öffentlicher Meinung – 
berücksichtigt, während andere kontextuelle Faktoren, wie zum Beispiel die 
Arbeitslosenquote oder Zuwanderungszahlen, konstant gehalten werden. 
Insbesondere der Tenor der Berichterstattung wirkt auf Ausländerfeindlichkeit, da 
eine höhere Anzahl negativer Berichte zu höherer Negativität in der öffentlichen 
Meinung führen. Die Zeitreihenanalyse erlaubt es des Weiteren zu untersuchen, 
inwiefern der Kontext das Verhältnis zwischen Berichterstattung und öffentlicher 
Meinung bedingt. Diese Beziehung wird in der Tat bedingt durch reale Faktoren 
wie die Anzahl von Zuwanderern und Asylanträgen.  
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Im nächsten Schritt wird untersucht, inwiefern die Resultate auf aggregiertem 
Niveau auch auf dem Individualniveau bestätigt werden.  Kapitel 6 beschäftigt sich 
mit der Wirkung von Mediennutzung in Deutschland, wobei die Nutzung 
bestimmter Medien an deren Inhalt bezüglich der Ausländerberichterstattung 
geknüpft wird. Es bestätigt sich wiederum, dass Mediennutzung in einem 
konservativen Modell auf Ausländerfeindlichkeit wirkt. Des Weiteren wird 
aufgezeigt, dass detaillierte Daten über Mediennutzung und über den Inhalt dieser 
Medien benötigt werden, um Medieneffekte interpretieren zu können. Menschen, 
die Nachrichtenmedien nutzen, welche im Allgemeinen negativ über Ausländer 
berichten, sind mit einer höheren Wahrscheinlichkeit auch ausländerfeindlich 
eingestellt.  

Kapitel 7 beinhaltet eine gründliche und weiterführende Untersuchung der 
Fragestellung für die Niederlande. Das framing von Ausländern in 
Nachrichtenmedien wird direkt in die Daten über Mediennutzung integriert, um die 
Beziehung wiederum in einem konservativen Modell zu untersuchen. Es wird die 
Wirkung von so genannten Bedrohungs- und Bereicherungsframes berücksichtigt. 
Es bestätigt sich die Vermutung, dass das framing die Wahrnehmung von 
Ausländern beeinflusst. Die Beziehung wird allerdings wiederum bedingt durch 
andere Faktoren. Die Wirkung der frames war stärker auf Menschen mit stärkerer 
(kognitiver) politischer Gewandtheit und Erfahrenheit und auf diejenigen 
Mediennutzer, die sich eher weniger durch Ausländer bedroht fühlten.   

Zusammenfassend wird erörtert, dass Medienwirkungsforschung, 
insbesondere in Bezug auf ausländerfeindliche Einstellungen, durch eine Anzahl 
von Faktoren kompliziert wird, welche in jedem Fall berücksichtigt werden 
müssen. Diese Faktoren sind die Inhalte der Nachrichtenmedien, die sozialen 
Umstände, in denen Medieninhalte rezipiert werden und Charakteristiken, die 
Menschen selbst mitbringen, wenn sie Medieninhalte empfangen. Es wird 
gefolgert, dass bestimmte Nachrichtenmedien in der Tat zu ausländerfeindlichen 
Einstellungen beitragen, während andere Medien unter anderen Bedingungen 
Toleranz und Verständnis fördern.  

 



 

Korte Samenvatting 

Immigratie en de integratie van etnische minderheden zijn belangrijke en veel 
besproken onderwerpen in Europa. In veel landen is een groeiende politieke en 
publieke weerstand tegen meer immigratie en vijandelijkheid ten opzichte van 
bestaande minderheden waarneembaar. Deze studie kijkt naar de rol van informatie 
uit de media als één van de belangrijkste factoren die vooroordelen over etnische 
minderheden en vijandelijkheid ten opzichte van allochtonen beïnvloedt. De 
centrale vraagstelling is welke rol massamedia spelen in de ontwikkeling van hoe 
individuen en het publiek aankijken tegen etnische minderheden en wat ze over 
hen denken. We gaan na of de manier waarop nieuwsmedia over groepen 
allochtonen berichten – hoe ze etnische groepen en hun leden framen – invloed 
heeft op hoe de meerderheid van de bevolking over deze groepen denkt. 
Verondersteld wordt, dat de zichtbaarheid en vooral de manier van berichtgeving, 
de framing, een sterke invloed uitoefent op hoe mensen etnische minderheden 
waarnemen en vervolgens beoordelen. De media, door bepaalde aspecten in de 
berichtgeving te benadrukken en anderen te negeren  beïnvloeden welke criteria 
belangrijk worden geacht voor de beoordeling van allochtonen.  

De invloed van blootstelling aan mediaberichtgeving over etnische 
minderheden wordt onderzocht terwijl ook andere mogelijke verklaringen in 
beschouwing worden genomen. De bestaande literatuur laat zien dat bepaalde 
karakteristieken van individuen, zoals algemeen vertrouwen in anderen, en  inter-
groep percepties van belang zijn om vooroordelen te verklaren. We stellen dat 
vooral percepties van etnische groeperingen gebaseerd zijn op informatie uit de 
media in plaats van bijvoorbeeld directe ervaring met leden van deze groeperingen. 
Daarom is het belangrijk om blootstelling aan het nieuws in modellen ter 
verklaring van vooroordelen te integreren. Terwijl veel eerdere studies reeds 
effecten van media op houdingen ten opzichte van allochtonen in experimenten 
hebben laten zien, zijn er maar een paar studies die dit aan de hand van een bredere 
opzet hebben onderzocht. Zo’n bredere opzet vergt informatie over de 
berichtgeving over etnische minderheden in het nieuws, de omstandigheden waarin 
het nieuws wordt ontvangen, en de karakteristieken van de ontvangers.  
 In deze studie wordt de relatie tussen nieuws over etnische minderheden en 
etnische vooroordelen onderzocht in verschillende omstandigheden en over de tijd 
heen. Hierdoor mag gesteld worden dat bevindingen niet afhankelijk zijn van de 
context, maar dat ze een meer algemene geldigheid hebben.  De focus is op 
Europese landen, in het bijzonder op Duitsland en Nederland in de periode vanaf 
de vroege jaren 90 tot 2005. Er wordt gebruik gemaakt van verschillende 
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onderzoeksmethoden en benaderingen om een goed beeld van het probleem te 
schetsen en overtuigende antwoorden op de onderzoeksvragen te vinden. 

Ten eerste wordt de invloed van blootstelling aan nieuws op vooroordelen 
over etnische minderheden onderzocht. Hierbij worden diverse alternatieve 
informatiebronnen, zoals directe ervaring met allochtonen en interpersoonlijke 
communicatie, en alternatieve factoren in beschouwing genomen (Hoofdstuk 4). 
Dit levert een conservatieve en rigide toetsing op van de invloed van 
informatiebronnen. Door deze analyses in 17 landen uit te voeren kunnen we 
stellen dat de resultaten een meer algemene geldigheid hebben en niet aan bepaalde 
landspecifieke karakteristieken toe te schrijven zijn. Blootstelling aan 
televisienieuws en kranten heeft verschillende effecten op vooroordelen, binnen 
bepaalde landen en over de landen heen. We concluderen dat nieuws ertoe doet en 
dat blootstelling aan het nieuws nauwkeurig gemeten moet worden om effecten op 
een goede en geldige manier te kunnen interpreteren. Vanuit deze brede benadering 
gaan we dan verder met specifiekere analyses.  

We kijken ten eerste naar ontwikkelingen in de relatie tussen 
mediaberichtgeving en publieke opinie in Duitland en Nederland over de tijd heen 
(Hoofdstuk 5). We kijken naar de hoeveelheid berichtgeving over etnische 
minderheden in het nieuws, en de toon van de berichtgeving en relateren deze 
factoren aan ontwikkelingen in opinie over immigratie en allochtonen. Hierdoor 
kan de causaliteit – van nieuws naar opinie – onderzocht worden terwijl 
tegelijkertijd de invloed van andere factoren zoals de werkloosheid en de 
hoeveelheid immigratie getoetst wordt. Vooral de toon van de berichtgeving over 
etnische minderheden blijkt invloed te hebben op publieke opinie. Hoe negatiever 
de berichtgeving, hoe negatiever het publiek is over allochtonen. De 
tijdreeksanalyse maakt het verder mogelijk om naar een mogelijke modererende 
invloed van contextuele factoren op de relatie tussen nieuws en publieke opinie te 
kijken. De relatie wordt inderdaad gemodereerd door het aantal immigranten en 
asielaanvragen. 

Vervolgens wordt onderzocht of de resultaten van de macro analyse door 
analyses op het niveau van het individu bevestigd worden. Hoofdstuk 6 kijkt naar 
de invloed van blootstelling aan het nieuws op vooroordelen in Duitsland en 
koppelt deze effecten aan de inhoud van de berichtgeving over etnische 
minderheden in de nieuwsbronnen aan welke mensen zijn blootgesteld. Zelfs 
conservatieve schattingen laten zien dat nieuws wederom houdingen tegenover 
etnische minderheden beïnvloedt. Verder wordt aangetoond dat blootstelling aan 
verschillende nieuwsbronnen nauwkeurig gemeten moet worden en dat 
gedetailleerde informatie over de berichtgeving nodig is om effecten goed te 
kunnen modelleren en interpreteren. Mensen die nieuws consumeren dat negatief 
over etnische minderheden bericht hebben over het algemeen een negatievere 
houdingen ten opzichte van deze groepen.   

Hoofdstuk 7 presenteert een diepgaand onderzoek naar de situatie in 
Nederland. Hier wordt de framing van etnische minderheden in het nieuws direct 
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geïntegreerd met de mate van blootstelling aan verschillende media en wederom 
wordt een conservatief model getoetst. De invloed van frames waarin etnische 
minderheden als bron van bedreiging of van mogelijk voordeel worden 
gepresenteerd wordt onderzocht. Blootstelling aan deze frames heeft een invloed 
op de mate waarin etnische minderheden als bedreiging worden gezien. De relatie 
wordt gemodereerd door gevoelens van bedreiging en door cognitieve 
vaardigheden. De invloed van frames was sterker voor mensen met hoge politieke 
kennis en lage initiële gevoelens van etnische bedreiging.  

Samenvattend wordt gesteld dat onderzoek naar nieuws effect buiten een 
experimentele setting bemoeilijkt wordt door aan aantal factoren, met welke in dit 
soort onderzoek terdege rekening moet worden gehouden. Dit soort onderzoek 
vraag om precieze informatie over de inhoud van de media, de omstandigheden in 
welke mensen zijn blootgesteld, en individuele karakteristieken. Geconcludeerd 
kan worden dat sommige nieuwsmedia in sommige gevallen vijandelijkheid tegen 
etnische minderheden aanwakkeren, maar dat anderen in andere omstandigheden 
kunnen bijdragen aan wederzijds begrip en tolerantie.  

 



 

 

1. Introduction 

 
„Menschen wandern: Seit Jahrtausenden begeben sie sich auf die Suche nach dem 
besseren Leben. Sie fliehen vor Hunger und Gewalt und hoffen auf neuen 
Wohlstand – wenn nicht für sich selbst, dann doch wenigstens für ihre Kinder. 
Dafür bringen sie enorme Opfer und nehmen in Kauf, dass ihnen von den 
Einheimischen in den Zielländern Ablehnung, mitunter gar Hass 
entgegenschlägt.“ 

 
“People migrate: For thousands of years they went on quests for a better life. They 
flee hunger and violence and hope for prosperity – if not for themselves, then at 
least for their children. They make great sacrifices and put up with rejection and at 
times even hatred from the indigenous populations in the receiving countries.”  
(Die Zeit, 09/28/2006, Nr. 40, p. 25: Die Welt in Bewegung. Uwe Jean Heuser, 
translation by author)  
 
 
The antecedents of this hatred are at the heart of this study. Why do indigenous 
populations sometimes reject immigrants and what is the role of mass mediated 
information in this process? This is what we seek to find out. In recent years, 
immigration issues have moved to the forefront of public and political debates in 
Europe, the United States and Australasia. These debates are concerned with how 
to define immigration and whether and how to limit it. Arguably even more 
important are those debates regarding the social and economic integration of 
immigrants into their new host society. During the past decades, West European 
nations came to recognize their status as ‘immigration countries’ and began to deal 
with immigrant minorities more proactively. At the same time, many of these 
countries witnessed increasing public and political opposition to more immigration 
and hostility toward the existing immigrant minorities. These developments 
become evident and visible for society at large due to, for instance, images in the 
news of violence directed at foreigners or the successes of strong anti-immigrant, 
extreme-right parties at the polls. Public opinion polls confirm this increase in 
negative feelings of indigenous populations directed against immigrant minorities 
(e.g., Eurobarometer 47.1, 1997).  

We live in highly mediated societies. Much of what we know and learn about 
the world around us we pick up from the mass media (see for instance Bennett and 
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Entman (2001) or Gunter and Mughan (2000)). We use this information to make 
sense of the world we live in and to form judgments accordingly (Lippmann, 1922) 
– judgments about those who live among us and at the same time are so far away 
from the daily life routines of so many. This book is about the influence of mass 
mediated information about immigrants on the perceptions and attitudes of those 
belonging to the (indigenous) majorities. In particular, we look at news media’s 
coverage of immigrants and whether and how such coverage, and the biases it 
might display, affects prejudice towards immigrant groups. News media provide 
factual information that serves as a means to form the pictures of the complex 
world around us. They, however, select and decide what to cover and how to cover 
it, and thereby almost inevitably display a distorted picture of reality. In basic 
terms we address the question of whether the way media portray immigrant 
minorities influences how audience members think about them. We seek to provide 
evidence that mass media’s modes of presenting ethnic others and the degree to 
which such representation is encountered by the public need to be taken into 
account in explanations of hostility toward immigrants. We furthermore attempt to 
demonstrate that mass mediated depictions of immigrants at times can move levels 
of public animosity up or down. If we succeed in our effort of doing so, this has 
considerable consequences for our understanding of anti-immigrant sentiments, as 
well as – and maybe equally important - for journalistic conduct. At the same time, 
however, understanding whether and how mass mediated information influences 
these sentiments potentially provides a great means to effectively combat and 
reduce hostility towards immigrants, so critical for the future of many countries.  

Popular and scientific understanding of the animosity directed against 
immigrants points to economic developments or the composition of the population 
as factors explaining hostility toward immigrant groups, next to intrinsic personal 
characteristics (see Sniderman, Peri, de Figueiredo, & Piazza (2000) or Kryzan 
(2000) for comprehensive overviews). The present study, while not challenging 
these lines of argument, attempts to add to our understanding of dynamics of anti-
immigrant sentiments another ‘outside factor’: The role played by information, 
focusing on that information provided by the mass media. Arguably, only if we 
learn about and from each other, conditions will arise in which mutual 
understanding rises above suspicion and hostility. In order to learn, however, we 
need information. Since intense and sustained personal interaction between 
indigenous majorities and immigrant minorities is rather the exception than the rule 
(e.g., McLaren, 2003), much of what people know from each other rests on 
different information sources than their personal experience. The mass media are 
identified as one of these sources and will be at the focus of the present study.  

Why study the role of mass mediated information in explaining prejudice? 
The relevance of the present study lies in its scientific contribution to the existing 
literature as well as in the potential political and social consequences. With regard 
to the former, first we add to the understanding of media effects on public opinion. 
Although a considerable amount of knowledge on the relationship between media 
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and public opinion was generated during the past decade, it is healthy to reconsider 
Bartel’s (1993, p. 267) famous opening statement: “The state of the research on 
media effects is one of the most notable embarrassments of modern social 
science.” And indeed, most of the history of media effects research was concerned 
with proving no or minimal effects at most, in contrast to the popular 
understanding that media would have great impact on our understanding of the 
world. Only recently, and related to theoretical advancements in the study of media 
effects, has there been a development going beyond mere learning effects to take 
into account influences on what people think and how they think. Framing theory 
is a promising concept for understanding media effects at various levels. By 
selecting and emphasizing certain aspects of reality, media are thought of being 
capable to alter the way the public thinks about such reality. The present study 
reflects upon recent theoretical approaches with respect to framing theory and 
integrates these into a framework that is put to empirical test subsequently. We 
thereby add to our understanding of media effects being conditional, depending on 
media’s contents, public’s predispositions and on contextual factors.  

A wealth of studies from the past six decades, after the end of World War II 
and the Holocaust, considers why certain people in certain times are more or less 
prone to holding negative feelings towards others (for a comprehensive review, see 
for instance Augoustinos and Reynolds (2001)). Being prejudiced denotes thinking 
negatively about members of a certain social group by virtue of their membership 
in that group (for more information with regard to defining ethnic prejudice, see 
section 3.2.1). Prior studies explaining prejudice more or less explicitly 
acknowledge the potential role of the mass media in influencing prejudiced 
thinking, discussing prejudice formation as a perceptual process in need of 
information input (for instance, we perceive others as competition for material 
resources (LeVine & Campbell, 1972)). Few studies, however, empirically test this 
claim. Commonly the impact of a certain kind of information on prejudice is 
assessed in experimental designs (e.g., Domke, McCoy, & Torres, 1999; Oliver, 
1999; Valentino, 1999). The general problem with this is that most studies neither 
show whether the information is related to real-world (mass media) discourses nor 
do they assess the impact of information outside the rather artificial context of 
experimental laboratories (for a review of the literature, see section 3.3). In other 
words, the generalizability of those previous studies is hampered by the validity of 
the stimulus material as well as the problem of forced exposure and assessments of 
short-term impacts. Little is known about whether and how these influences bring 
about dynamics in broader and more realistic societal contexts. The present study 
takes the inquiry into the link between media and prejudice outside the lab and first 
assesses the kind of relevant information people encounter in the mass media and 
second shows this information to matter on a macro and on a micro level. It 
thereby calls for a more thorough and appropriate integration of media effects into 
explanatory models of prejudice.  
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Understanding the role of the media in prejudice towards immigrants is, however, 
important beyond the scientific realm. As Hollifield (1997, p. 30) notes, “few 
issues have had a greater impact on the politics and society of contemporary 
Western Europe than immigration.” Humans tend to be mobile and across their life 
spans settle and resettle. Although certainly the exception rather than the general 
state of affairs, humans travel across borders – sometimes across oceans – to begin 
a new life in another country. The present study is concerned with those who cross 
borders and cultures when resettling elsewhere: International migration is defined 
as the “movement by people across state borders that leads to permanent 
settlement” (Geddes, 2003, p. 7). Sometimes these people leave their home 
voluntarily; sometimes they are forced to doing so.1 Sometimes they are welcome 
and received warmly by their new neighbors; sometimes they meet aversion and 
hostility. We deal with the sources of this hostility, with the factors explaining 
aversion.  

“Mankind’s entire history has been a history of migration” (Rystad, 1992, p. 
1169) and we have to understand international migration as a permanent 
phenomenon rather than one, which will disappear again in the near future. People 
moved across countries in the past and will do so in the future. Making predictions 
about the future of immigration, Rystad (1992, p. 1195) concludes: “Open and 
unrestricted immigration is a thing of the past. Labor immigration […] will not 
reappear. The selective recruitment of individuals […] will take place. Illegal 
immigration will continue and possibly increase.” In addition he identifies 
“definite possibilities” of great numbers of refugees. According to the International 
Organization of Migration (2005), migrants represent approximately 2.9 percent of 
the entire global population. Furthermore, the UN Population Division estimates 
the migrant population in 2005 at between 185-192 million people, showing an 
increase from 175 million in the year 2000. The report, however, also argues that 
the socio-economic and political visibility of migrants in the highly industrialised 
countries, such as the ones at focus of the present study, would be much greater 
than the 2.9 percent suggest.  

Hence, a substantial share of people moves across borders to settle in another 
country – but they do so for very different reasons. Three main motives for 
international migration during the past five centuries were identified (Tilly, 1978, 
p. 62).2 First, there is the geographic distribution of employment opportunities. 
People tend to go where they can work and thereby support their own living. 
Second, changes in demographic composition of a region or country might make 
people to leave and resettle elsewhere. And third, actions and policies of nation 
states cause international migration. These concern the home country, where 
certain ethnic groups might be persecuted or where a war broke out, but also the 
                                                           
1 For an interesting discussion of to what degree voluntary migration is actually voluntary, 
see Faist (2000).  
2 This study is only concerned with immigrant minorities that stem from international 
migration movements and accordingly does not discuss internal migration and its motives.  
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new host society that might have attracted workers from foreign countries. These 
motives can be classified into pull and push factors, with a country seeking foreign 
workforce being an example of a pull factor and the outbreak of civil war an 
example of a push factor. Most often, both play a role.  

The temporal aspect of migration is also important. Whereas international 
migration can be of short-term nature, for instance when students live abroad to 
obtain a degree in another country, most immigration moves are long-term or 
permanent. In the post-World War II period, the latter fact was largely ignored by 
national governments of receiving countries that conceived of labor migrants as 
being willing and able to leave again after ‘the job is done’ and of asylum seekers 
as going ‘back home’ once the conditions in the sending country would have 
improved.3 This was, certainly with respect to the former group, a misconception 
and many stayed and will not leave again. Therefore, the receiving countries are 
not only faced with ‘managing’ current and future immigration, but also – and 
maybe more importantly – with the integration of those migrants that are already 
there, and sometimes have been for decades. It appears that the primary division 
line does not run between people who live in a country and those who want to 
come, but between those who are part of the ethnic majority by means of ancestry, 
and those who are not, no matter for how long they lived there, whether they were 
born there or do hold the country’s citizenship. So the integration of immigrant 
minorities, the building of a society in which different ethnic groups can peacefully 
coexist, is currently one of the most important challenges in many European 
countries. The present study assesses whether and to what degree media play a role 
in promoting sympathy or enhancing dislike towards ethnic others. It helps to 
understand which role journalists play with regard to debates and opinions about 
immigration and immigrant integration.  

If we indeed succeed in showing a relationship between how mass media 
depict immigrants and the way people think about them, then the consequences are 
important to consider. In his influential account of prejudice, Allport (1954/1979)4 
distinguishes five modes of action based on ethnic prejudice that range from the 
least imminent to the harshest response, to outline the “enormous range of 
activities that may issue from prejudiced attitudes and beliefs” (p. 15). The first is 
antilocution, which relates to a mere mention of prejudice among friends and 
occasionally to a stranger. Next is avoidance, which describes the process of 
avoiding members of the group one is prejudiced against. These two modes are 
least aggressive since one would not inflict any direct harm on the members of the 
out-group. Third, discrimination is an action, which is directed against members of 
an ethnic group and excludes them from a certain provision. Discrimination is 
prejudice in action and therefore has more direct and serious social consequences 
                                                           
3 The term sending country refers to the country of origin of immigrants, and the receiving 
country is the country of (intended) re-settlement.   
4 Since the lay-out of the original 1954 edition and the reprint the author obained appears to 
be identical, in the remainder the reference to the original publishing year will be used.   
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than ‘only’ holding a prejudiced attitude. A fourth consequence of prejudice is 
physical attack where prejudice translates into violent acts against members of the 
out-group. The last and most severe consequence is labeled extermination and 
describes a systematic attempt to extinct a certain ethnic minority group (see 
Allport, 1954, pp. 14-15).  

The latter, most extreme consequence of ethnic prejudice describes a situation 
that is well known throughout the history of mankind, with the obvious examples 
being the Holocaust against the Jews in Nazi Germany, and later ‘ethnic cleansing’ 
in former Yugoslavia and in Sudan. More common than genocides of this kind are 
physical attacks against ethnic minority group members, and from time to time 
these are a well-recognized societal problem. During the early 1990s and also in 
very recent years, Germany, for instance, witnessed a high degree of racist crime, 
often directed against ethnic minority members (see also section 2.1). Most 
common in European countries, however, would be the first three categories of 
consequences described above. Discrimination, although prohibited by law, 
appears to be evident for immigrants especially when it comes to access to the job 
market (see de Beijl (2001) for an overview). Avoidance of ethnic others and the 
expression of prejudiced attitudes are also arguably routine. The fact that these 
consequences described by Allport (1954) are so real and are more or less 
commonplace in our present societies merits consideration about how it appears 
that ethnic prejudice becomes virulent and hence real in its outcomes and 
accordingly to consider the role the media play in the process.  

In addition to these direct societal consequences, ethnic prejudice has been 
recognized as an important political attitude that relates to a number of political 
outcomes. Most obviously, anti-immigrant sentiments are among the strongest 
predictors of supporting an extreme-right, anti-immigrant party. People who think 
negatively about ethnic minorities in their country or immigrants in general are 
substantially more likely to vote for an extreme right party (e.g., Lubbers, Gijsbert, 
& Scheepers, 2002; van der Brug, Fennema, & Tillie, 2000; for a recent overview 
of studies looking at factors motivating anti-immigrant party voting and 
confirming the importance of policy preferences, see van der Brug and Fennema 
(forthcoming)). This applies more strongly to some parties on the extreme right 
that to others (van der Brug & Fennema, 2003) and in addition to policy 
preferences contextual factors play a significant role for explanations of anti-
immigrant party succes (van der Brug, Fennema, & Tillie, 2005; Boomgaarden & 
Vliegenthart, in press). In relation to this, anti-immigration attitudes/ xenophobia 
have been described as a ‘gateway drug’ (Einstiegsdroge) into a coherent extreme 
right worldview (Decker & Brähler, 2006). Specific policy areas are affected as 
well. People holding strong ethnic prejudice are less likely to support European 
integration (de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2005; McLaren, 2002) and further 
European enlargement (de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2006; de Vreese, 
Boomgaarden, & Semetko, under review; for an account of the relationship 
between public immigration attitudes as antecedents of immigration policy on an 
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EU level, see Lahav (2004)). Last, anti-immigration sentiment was shown to 
suppress support for welfare policies (Gilens, 1995, 1999) and to influence party 
loyalties (Carmines & Stimson, 1980; for conflicting evidence, see Abramowitz, 
1994). Hence, ethnic prejudice does not only have more or less severe 
consequences for the ethnic groups it is directed toward and thereby hinders a 
peaceful coexistence of different ethnicities, it also has very real political 
consequences that potentially affect all citizens. It appears that the way people 
think about immigrants contributes to a political worldview of nationalism and 
exclusionism.  So how do people form these thoughts and considerations with 
regards to immigrants, why do these change from time to time, and what have the 
media to do with this dynamic?  

1.1 Problem definition 

The central question of this study deals with the role that mass mediated 
information plays for the formation and the dynamics of how individuals and the 
mass public perceive ethnic others living amongst them. Generally speaking, 
people can make use of three main sources of information when forming ‘pictures 
in the head’ (Lippmann, 1922, p. 3-35) of the world around them. These are what 
we learn from personal experience, what others tell us, and what we encounter in 
the mass media (e.g., Mutz, 1998; with regard to information sources for 
prejudiced attitudes, see also Schiappa, Gregg, & Hewes (2005, p. 93)). Personal 
experience is direct information, conditioned only by the way we want to process it 
and are capable of doing so. For those issues and groups that we do have direct 
experience with on a regular basis, much of our opinion about them will be formed 
on the basis of this personal interaction. After all, that is the ‘truest’ and most 
unmediated information one could obtain about anything. Whether it is 
representative then to be drawn upon for use in more general judgments about 
issues or groups is up to us to decide. However, personal experience can never be 
the sole source of our knowledge of the world, “for the real environment is 
altogether too big, too complex, and too fleeting for direct acquaintance. We are 
not equipped to deal with so much subtlety, so much variety, so many permutations 
and combinations” (Lippmann, 1922, p. 16). Therefore, we draw upon other 
sources that offer a selection or prearrangement of those complexities.  

A second source is the information we obtain from speaking with others about 
a certain issue or group of people. People are social beings and as such tend to 
exchange information about the world around them. This might be so in particular 
for those parts of reality that are not directly experienced on a regular basis. 
However, also chats with the neighbors are exchanges of information. The 
information obtained through interpersonal communication is arguably less reliable 
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than personal experience since it went through another individuals’ selection and 
interpretation process already before being encountered. Whether this kind of 
information is used for opinion formation might to a strong degree depend on 
whether one trusts the other and considers him or her usually well informed, but 
also on one’s own opinion and whether that is congruent or not. Nevertheless, we 
do learn to some degree about the world at large from what others are telling us.  
 Last, and most important for the present study, the mass media form an 
important source of information about the world around us, in other words they 
stand as a pseudo-environment between the person and the real environment 
(Lippmann, 1922/1950, p. 15). This is especially true for those distant issues to 
which neither we nor our acquaintances have direct access. The pseudo-
environment provided by the mass media is again a picture of the world that was 
pre-selected and pre-arranged. Although knowing that the articles in a newspaper 
are a selection of what has been going on in the world, the information that is 
provided, however, should be rather accurate and truthful (Schudson, 1978). 
Whether we believe what we see and act upon it accordingly is again due to 
whether we can and want to integrate the information into what we already know 
and think. Yet, if we are asked to make up our minds about an issue that we do not 
have direct experience with, we have to rely on other sources of information, and 
for many issues this information is largely obtained from mass media accounts. 
News is – or better should be – factual and is certainly perceived to be by (most) 
audience members, so at least parts of what we believe might depend on what we 
see (or hear or read for that matter).  
 Let us translate these considerations into the focus of the present study. We 
are interested in why indigenous majorities think about ethnic minorities in certain 
ways. Ethnic prejudice is partly caused by individuals’ characteristics, but this 
cannot account for dynamics in prejudice as they have been witnessed across time. 
Dynamics can be explained by context, more appropriately maybe by how people 
perceive the context and make it relevant for their own judgments. These 
perceptions and attributions of relevance are to a certain degree based on 
information obtained from one of the three dominant sources. Many, however, lack 
personal experience with members of ethnic minority groups, and even if there is 
regular contact it often does not go beyond paying at the check-out in the 
supermarket. And if personal contact is lacking or ethnic minority groups are 
distant, then mass media become an important information source. Therefore, we 
address the question of whether the depiction of ethnic minorities in mass news 
media – the way ethnic groups and their members are framed – affects the majority 
population’s thinking about ethnic others.  

The focus of the present study lies on the impact of mass mediated 
information on ethnic attitudes. Not all mass media and not all kinds of 
information, however, are considered, for substantial theoretical as well as for 
pragmatic reasons. The main interest will be on the coverage of ethnic minorities 
and its effect in national news outlets, that is in mass media outlets that should 



Hajo G. Boomgaarden   9  

strive for transmitting factual, objective (Schudson, 1978; Tuchman, 1972) and 
(usually) current information about political and societal events to the public.5 If 
we assume that information encountered in the mass media would affect attitudes, 
then there is good reason to focus on factual information rather than fictional 
programming or entertainment. After all, the public essentially should be able to 
trust and believe the information to which they were exposed. If that were not the 
case, then information could be easily dismissed as irrelevant for and not 
applicable to the actual social group it is about. True, mass media, and especially 
television entertainment frequently features ‘exemplars’ of an ethnic minority 
group and do so often in stereotypical ways (see for instance Wilson, Gutiérrez, & 
Chao (2003)). These exemplars, however, might be largely ineffective when it 
comes to altering attitudes to entire groups and also therefore entertainment 
programming is left out of consideration in the remainder of the thesis. 
Furthermore, we know that news media are citizens’ most important and preferred 
sources of information about political, economic and social issues. We, 
accordingly, look at the way immigrants are framed in the news, at individuals’ 
exposure to the news and its relationship with prejudiced attitudes. We do so with a 
focus on two countries, Germany and the Netherlands and consider the period from 
the early 1990s until 2005. This demarcation of time and space is explicated and 
elaborated upon in the following chapter. Studying ethnic prejudice calls for a 
consideration of contexts in which investigations take place. We provide 
information about relevant contexts and introduce the design of the study before 
subsequently outlining the contents of the remainder of the book.  

People still cross borders to settle elsewhere. And those immigrant minorities 
that already settled, and sometimes did so five decades ago, will not resettle to 
their home countries. Hence, we will have to come to a situation in which is it 
possible for different ethnic groups to live peacefully side by side with the 
indigenous population, showing mutual respect and tolerance for each other’s ways 
of life. To realize such a situation is currently arguably one of the most eminent 
challenges for a great number of Western democracies. Information provision by 
news media might be one part of the puzzle that led to the current situation, and 
might pave a way out of it.  

1.2 Outline of the book 

We now provide a brief outline of the remainder of the book. Chapter 2 outlines 
the design of the study and introduces the central country cases, Germany and the 
                                                           
5 We certainly acknowledge that other concerns such as market or editorial pressures are 
important in determining news content, objectivity and factuality are commonly considered 
as ideal standards of journalism (Schudson, 1978).  
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Netherlands. We furthermore discuss facts about immigration and provide initial 
definitions of central concepts. The information serves as background for 
understanding the empirical results presented in subsequent chapters. Chapter 3 
deals with relevant theoretical considerations with regard to the main interest of the 
study, the impact of news information on ethnic prejudice. The chapter progresses 
in four distinct parts. First, a classification of different conceptualizations of ethnic 
attitudes, that are attitudes directed toward ethnic minorities, is provided and 
established antecedents of these attitudes are discussed. Second, media effects 
theories are reviewed, with a special focus on framing theory. What a frame 
actually is and how framing might affect people’s attitudes is discussed. The third 
part synthesizes these different areas and offers a theoretical framework to be 
applied to the study of news and ethnic prejudice. The chapter also offers a review 
of relevant literature on the depiction of ethnic minorities in the news and its 
effects.  

We then progress with the empirical analyses to test the claims put forward in 
the theoretical section. This study considers effects of mass mediated information 
on public opinion. Public opinion can be assessed at the micro- and the macro-
level. Hence, we deal with dynamics in individual attitudes as well as in public 
opinion. The question of whether public opinion is merely an aggregation of 
individual opinions or whether it is a true collective phenomenon that cannot be 
reduced to individuals, features prominently in conceptualizations of the term (see 
Price (1992) for an overview). Eulau (1986) contends that the separation of 
analyses on two levels would restrict their contribution. On the micro-level one 
would explain collective phenomena (such as public opinion dynamics) solely with 
individual processes and disregard broader factors that could be of importance. On 
the macro-level, however, analyses would entirely disregard the importance of 
individual differences and the processes behind aggregate dynamics. Individual-
level research accordingly is limited to investigations of “behaviour in collectives, 
but neglects the behaviour of collectives” (Price, 1992, p. 73). Survey techniques 
are useful to look at both levels of comprehension (Price, 1992, p. 86). To be able 
to provide insights into the relationship between news and ethnic prejudice, we 
conducted aggregate level, over-time analysis, as well as individual level studies. 
In combination, the outcomes will serve to understand the process of news effects 
on the individual as well as on the aggregated level of ‘the public’. Thereby we 
follow, for instance Hovland’s (1959) or Denzin’s (1970) calls for multi-
methodological approaches to investigate social phenomena (for a critical 
discussion, see Blaikie (1991)). 
 The empirical chapters accordingly look at the relationship between news 
content and exposure to this content and effects on ethnic attitudes from different 
angles. The first empirical chapter sets the stage. Chapter 4 outlines and tests a 
model of news exposure effects on ethnic threat perceptions in a broad range of 
European countries, including Germany and the Netherlands, simultaneously 
taking into account competing information sources. We thereby assess the 
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differential impacts of different information sources in a conservative model that 
controls for an array of competing antecedents. By considering a range of countries 
we can exclude findings to be idiosyncratic to certain contexts. The chapter argues 
in conclusion that news matters, and that exposure to news and news content needs 
to be measured in detail in order to model and interpret the effects in a valid 
fashion. From this broad overview, we move into more detailed analyses. Chapter 
5 presents an over-time perspective on news coverage of and public opinion about 
immigrants for Germany and the Netherlands. We consider measures of the 
visibility and the tone of ethnic actor coverage in the news and relate these 
indicators to fluctuations in anti-immigration sentiments. It shows that there is a 
causal influence from news content on ethnic attitudes and that this relationship is 
somewhat moderated by immigration-related real-world context.6   

Knowing that news matters also in competition with other information 
sources, and having demonstrated a causal relationship from news to public 
attitudes, we then turn to a more detailed account for the two county cases. Chapter 
6 takes a close look at the German case by considering effects of exposure to news 
on ethnic attitudes and linking these effects to the actual content of the news 
outlets. It is shown that news exposure matters for ethnic prejudice in a 
conservative model. Furthermore, the chapter shows that we need detailed news 
exposure measures as well as detailed knowledge about the content of news outlets 
to which people are exposed in order to make sense of media effects. Chapter 7 
presents a thorough investigation of the Dutch case, directly integrating the news 
framing of ethnic minorities into exposure measures in surveys and testing the 
relationship between exposure and ethnic attitudes in a conservative design. 
Benefit framing of ethnic minorities is found to influence ethnic threat perceptions, 
however, this relationship is moderated by people’s prior threat perceptions and 
their cognitive capacities. The results of these four chapters will be discussed in 
relation to each other and to the theoretical framework in the concluding chapter. 
Here it is also considered to what degree news media are partly responsible for 
recent (political) developments and what role journalists could have in this process. 
We now turn towards an elaboration of the relevant contexts in the two central 
country cases, Germany and the Netherlands. 

                                                           
6 A moderating factor conditions the strength between the independent and the dependent 
variable, in statistical terms we speak of an interaction effect of the predicting and the 
moderating variables on the outcome variable (Baron & Kenny, 1986).  



 

 

2. Introducing the cases – Germany and the Netherlands 

The relationship between the mass media and the public’s attitudes towards 
immigrant minorities is investigated with a focus on Western Europe. The history 
of immigration as well as the public’s appreciation of migrants and migration in 
Western Europe is very different from that in other parts of the ‘developed’ world. 
Immigration in European countries “has not become part of national self-
understanding […] in the way that it was for settler societies such as Australia and 
the United States” (Geddes, 2003, p. 4). This is not to say that the theoretical 
framework under which this study proceeds is inapplicable to non-European 
contexts. With an eye on more recent phenomena such as increasing 
problematization of Hispanic migration into the US or Asian migration into 
Australia or New Zealand, similarities might indeed be stronger than differences.1 
The period we look at stretches, broadly speaking, from the mid-1990s until 2005, 
thereby extending across an historic episode that signifies the latest changes in 
immigration patterns and policies as well as the emergence of, sometimes 
dramatic, public responses to immigrants and immigration. Moreover, certain 
international events that might have influenced the way immigration issues are 
perceived and dealt with, such as the 9/11 attacks on the United States, are 
included in this time period. Whereas this particular context gives rise to specific 
questions and certain relationships might be affected by particular circumstances, 
the framework proposed here might as well apply to other contexts in other times.  

In particular the present study considers two countries in detail, Germany and 
the Netherlands. Conducting analyses in different countries at different points in 
time on the one hand allows for a consideration of context influences, and on the 
other hand decreases the chance that findings are attributable to contextual 
idiosyncrasies. Germany and the Netherlands belong to the ‘old’ European 
receiving countries (Geddes, 2003, p. 16) since both have had experience with 
immigration for the entire period after World War II. However, the patterns of 
immigration differed as well as the successes of integrating immigrant minorities. 
The literature on the dynamic development of attitudes towards foreigners and 
ethnic minorities suggests that contextual factors are capable of affecting dynamics 

                                                           
1 Much of the scientific literature dealt with at a later point addresses the question of 
negative attitudes towards African Americans and support for affirmative action programs. 
Although this literature is not deemed irrelevant, due to historical differences in patters of 
how (immigrant) ethnic minorities evolved, a certain degree of caution is called for when 
applying ideas across the different contexts.  
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(Sniderman et al. 2000; McLaren, 2003). Therefore, it is important to know what 
the current problems are, to which immigrant groups public concerns are directed, 
and how we came to the present situation. Furthermore, if context matters, then we 
should be aware of the context in which our empirical studies were conducted. In 
what follows, we first provide information about the two country cases that is 
relevant to the present study. The information relates to the current situation with 
regard to animosity directed toward immigrant minorities within which this study 
is placed. Arguably, only if there is a problem this study is of social relevance. We 
furthermore provide a brief outline of the history of immigration in Germany and 
the Netherlands since World War II. After all, we need to know about which ethnic 
groups we talk about and about their situation in society in order to make sense of 
the role of the mass media and the portrayals of minorities. Last, after giving 
information with regard to the German and Dutch news media outlets at the focus 
of our analyses we conclude this chapter by providing an overview of the different 
empirical chapters.  

2.1 The current situation 

Intense debates about ethnic immigration and integration only took place in the 
more recent past in both Germany and the Netherlands. Germany witnessed strong 
waves of anti-foreigner violence in the early 1990s, especially in the Eastern part 
of the country (e.g., Ireland, 1997; see also Brosius and Esser (1995, pp. 19-25)).  
However, also at the time of writing extreme right activism is strongly increasing 
again. In 2006, the number of extreme right criminal incidents rose by 50 percent 
compared to 2004 and also extreme right violence clearly increased (Tagesspiegel, 
2006). In the regional elections in 2005 and 2006, the extreme-right 
Nationaldemokratische Partei Deutschlands (NPD) managed to gain seats in the 
parliaments of Saxony and Mecklenburg-Vorpommern thereby now being 
represented in two out of 16 Länder parliaments. At the federal election in 2005, 
the NPD had the best results since 1969. The Deutsche Volksunion (DVU), another 
extreme-right party, gained seats in the regional election in Brandenburg in 2004.  

However, animosity toward immigrants not only plays out at the polls. When 
asked about their personal opinion, 50 percent of Germans report to be against 
immigration into Germany; when asked about what they think what others would 
think about immigration, 84 percent believe that most Germans are against 
immigration (Allensbach, 2002). In 2004, people rated immigration as most 
important concern invoking fear (Angst) (Allensbach, 2004). Whereas in 1995 
more than 30 percent of Germans deemed Muslims as a cultural enrichment, this 
number was down to 19 percent in 2004 (Spiegel Online, 2004). In the same year 
62 percent reported being afraid of Islam (Stern, 2004). A recent study is 
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disturbing (Decker & Brähler, 2006). The investigators find that one in every four 
Germans can be classified as ‘auslaenderfeindlich’ (anti-immigrant), with, for 
instance, 38 percent answering affirmatively to the statement that Germany would 
be “dangerously swamped by too many foreigners”.2 Overall, and in particular 
since the 9/11 attacks on the US, immigrant (specifically Muslim) integration 
became increasingly a politically relevant topic, linked to internal security 
concerns or issues such as education and social cohesion. 
 In the Netherlands, similar to Germany, a debate about immigration and 
immigrant integration was absent from the public realm until the early 1990s. 
Former Liberal party leader Bolkestein (Volkspartij voor de Vrijheid en 
Democratie, VVD) was the first national politician to address problems with the 
integration of ethnic minorities and the intake of asylum seekers (Bolkestein, 
1991). In the mid-90s anti-immigrant parties gained seats in national parliament. 
The immigration debate, however, did not fully materialize until the entrance of 
Pim Fortuyn into Dutch national politics in 2002. The populist politician heavily 
criticized Islam as a religion and called for a tightening of immigration and 
integration policies. He was shot dead nine days before Election Day in 2002 (by a 
Dutch environmental activist), but his party went on to win 26 seats and eventually 
entered a short-lived government coalition (see also Vliegenthart & Boomgaarden, 
forthcoming). One of the many successors of Fortuyn, former Liberal politician 
Wilders, managed to secure a modest success at the polls in 2006 with a new party 
called Partij voor de Vrijheid (PVV).  

The murder of the controversial film-maker Theo van Gogh in 2004 by a 
Dutch with parents of Moroccan decent was shown to have a great impact on anti-
immigration sentiments causing an immediate increase in perceptions of 
immigrants as a threat to security and culture (Boomgaarden & de Vreese, 2007). 
Whereas in June 2004 about half of the Dutch people were afraid of a terrorist 
attack by Muslim extremists, this number was up to two-thirds in December 2004 
after the murder of Van Gogh (TNS NIPO, 2004). Between 1993 and 1998, the 
share of Dutch people who supported more restrictive measures against 
immigration rose from 77 to 89 percent (TNS NIPO, 1998). In general, half of the 
people report being afraid of the increasing number of Muslims in the country 
(TNS NIPO, 2003). In November 2005 more than 80 percent say they would like 
to avoid contact with Muslims (TNS NIPO, 2005). At the same time, whereas the 
amount of extreme-right violence sharply increased until 2000, it somewhat 
declined again until 2003 (van Donselaar & Rodrigues, 2004).  
 These developments certainly did not remain unnoticed in the mass media. By 
way of illustration, Figure 2.1 displays selected covers from German and Dutch 
news magazines that address immigration and immigrant integration. These give 
examples of the social and political debate on these issues. The headscarf debate 
figures prominently in both countries, in particular whether civil servants (for  
                                                           
2 The statement was: Die Bundesrepublik ist durch die vielen Ausländer in einem 
gefährlichen Maße überfremdet.  
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Figure 2.1: Selected German and Dutch news magazin covers  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note: Elsevier, April 2005; HP De Tijd, June 2005 & January 2004; Focus, April 
2006; Spiegel, June 2006; Stern, October 2006. 
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instance teachers) should be allowed to wear a veil during work hours (Stern 
(Germany): Unbekannte Nachbarn (‘unknown neighbors’) and HP/De Tijd 
(Netherlands): Hoofddoekjes af!  (‘veils off!’)) or whether wearing a burka (a full 
headscarf covering the face) in public should be permitted (see Duits and van 
Zoonen (2006) for more information about the Dutch debate). In general, 
immigrant integration is a common topic (Focus (Germany): Die Multikulti-Lüge. 
(‘The lies about multicuturalism’)). Another prominent issue in the recent Dutch 
debate evolved around some 26,000 asylum seekers that, although having lived in 
the country for many years, are should be send back home according to 
government plans (HP/De Tijd (Netherlands): How waar zijn de verhalen van 
26,000 asielzoekers? (‘How true are the stories of 26,000 asylum seekers’)). A 
final example concerns the extent of ongoing immigration that is covered in rather 
threatening terms (Spiegel (Germany): Ansturm der Armen. (‘Onrush of the poor’); 
Elsevier (Netherlands): Invasie van de buitenlanders. (‘Invasion of foreigners’)). 
Overall, this overview indicates that debates surrounding immigration and 
immigrant integration feature prominently in both countries: the debate of 
immigration and immigrant integration is very salient and the problems associated 
with the debate are considered eminent.  

2.2 Immigration in the post World War II period.  

Having illustrated the importance of the immigration and integration debate in the 
two countries – and thereby having provided additional relevance for the case 
selection as well as for the present study as such, we next turn to a brief account of 
the German and Dutch post World War II history of immigration. We thereby 
provide important background knowledge on the different ethnic groups living in 
these countries and the developments leading up to the situation as described 
above. The post-war period in Europe can be divided into three (Geddes, 2003) 
respectively four (Rystad, 1992) distinct phases of migration patterns. Rystad 
(1992, pp. 1176-1179) considers the years from 1945 to 1955 as the first phase, in 
which migration was mainly about the resettlement of people displaced as 
consequence of the war. Labor migration from the European South to the 
Northwest was slowly beginning. In the two decades to follow, labor migration 
into Northern and Northwestern European countries reached massive proportions. 
Until 1973, so-called ‘guestworkers’ were recruited first mainly from Italy in the 
1960s, and at later stages predominantly from Yugoslavia, Turkey, and Northern 
Africa. The third phase starts with the oil crisis in 1973 and deteriorating economic 
situations in the receiving countries, which put labor migration to a halt. Still, the 
number of immigrants kept increasing due to family reunifications of the labor 
migrants that – contrary to expectations – stayed and did not resettle to their 
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countries of origin. The fourth phase starts in 1985 and is characterized by 
increasing numbers of asylum seekers and ‘illegal immigration’. This latter fact led 
to a diversification of the countries of origin of immigrants and of the European 
receiving countries. (see Geddes (2003) for a more crude, slightly different, but 
also more recent classification).  
 Whereas the main immigration patterns identified for Europe apply to 
Germany and the Netherlands as well, each of them saw also rather country 
specific dynamics. Due to consequences of World War II, about 12.5 million 
ethnic Germans fled persecution in Soviet bloc countries to settle in Germany 
between 1945 and 1955. These early Aussiedler accounted for 16 percent of the 
population of West Germany in 1950. Due to economic improvements (the so-
called Wirtschaftswunder) the state started to recruit guestworkers (Gastarbeiter) 
as early as 1953. Most of the early guestworkers came from Italy, however, after 
1960 they were increasingly also recruited from Spain, Greece, and particularly 
Turkey. Today, about 26 percent of the foreigners living in Germany hold a 
Turkish passport, compared to eight percent Italians and eleven percent from 
former Yugoslavia. These numbers, however, do not include those that have 
foreign ancestors or those that immigrated but now hold German citizenship.3 As 
in other European countries, the end of foreign labor recruitment did not halt 
immigration and the foreign population increased due to family reunions. 
Comparatively liberal asylum laws then made Germany the biggest receiver of 
asylum applications in the 1990s with a peak in 1993 when about 440,000 
applications for asylum were received. These laws were tightened in response in 
1995 and the numbers dropped consistently to less than 30,000 applications in 
2005. In addition to the high numbers of asylum seekers in the early 1990s, 
Germany also witnessed high numbers of Aussiedler from former Warsaw Pact 
countries that – as ethnic Germans – still had the right to immediate citizenship 
according to German law after they were able to leave their home countries when 
the Iron Curtain fell. Whereas between 1950 and 1987 about 1,35 million 
Aussiedler migrated to West Germany, their number was up to almost 2,3 million 
for the years 1988 to 2000 (for more information about ethnic German Aussiedler 
see Rock and Wolff (2002)). Today approximately eight percent of the German 
population (82 million) are foreigners.4   
   The history of post-war immigration in the Netherlands is partly similar, 
partly different. Whereas the German particularity concerns the Aussiedler, the 
Dutch, like France and Britain, saw distinct patterns due to their colonial past. In 
the immediate aftermath of World War II developments in Indonesia (that became 
an independent state in 1949) caused the first post-war migration to the 

                                                           
3 Recently, the term Menschen mit Migrationshintergrund was introduced to refer to those 
people who would hold a German passport but would have moved to Germany from another 
country or the children and grandchildren of those migrants.  
4 It should be emphasized that official statistics never include Aussiedler since this group 
receives German citizenship right away when arriving in the country.   
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Netherlands. These immigrants were mainly colonial repatriates that integrated 
relatively easily due to their familiarity with the culture and language: “Over a 
period of 15 years, virtually the entire Dutch population left Indonesia. […] 
estimated to be between 250,000 and 300,000 persons” (van Amersfoort & van 
Niekerk, 2006, p. 325). In this period, also persons of Indonesian decent who 
served in the Dutch army together with their families were brought to the 
Netherlands.5 Similar to Germany, the Netherlands attracted guestworkers 
(gastarbeiders) during the 1960s and 1970s. These came mainly from Turkey and 
Morocco (van Amersfoort, 1995), which is still reflected in the composition of 
ethnic minorities today. At the same time, in the 1970s, the Netherlands 
experienced a second migration flow due to its colonial past. As Dutch passport 
holders, people from the Netherlands Antilles and Suriname were entitled to freely 
enter the country. Due to the independence of Suriname in 1975 and deteriorating 
economic conditions on the islands, immigration peaked in the late 1970s and the 
1980s. Nowadays, there are about 330,000 people of Surinamese and 130,000 of 
Antillean decent living in the Netherlands (van Amersfoort & van Niekerk, 2006, 
p. 335, 338). As Germany, the Netherlands witnessed strong increases in the 
number of asylum applications in the early 1990s with a peak of more than 50,000 
applications in 1994. The figures are decreasing since then, though with 
fluctuations and not as strongly as in Germany over the same period. Today, more 
than 19 percent of the Dutch population (16 million) is classified as 
‘allochthonous’, i.e. having at least one parent that was born abroad.6 

The literature suggests that the integration policies for immigrants were more 
successful in Germany. By comparing immigrants’ integration into society in 
Germany and the Netherlands along a series of aspects, Koopmans (2002) argues 
that the Dutch integration policies are by far not as successful as described in the 
public debate. In order to support his argument, Koopmans investigates 
unemployment and criminal behavior among immigrants, ghettoization, 
immigrants’ levels of education, and the number of immigrants depending on 
welfare. On all these aspects, the Netherlands fared worse than Germany. He states 
that finding Dutch integration policy so unsuccessful compared to Germany is 
particularly interesting, because the Netherlands implemented an integration policy 
already in the early 1980s, whereas until the late 1990s there was practically no 
such thing as a German integration policy. Therefore Koopmans concludes that the 
Dutch policy “failed miserably” and that “the country would have been better off 
without it” (p. 3). 

Two similarities between Germany and the Netherlands should be pointed out 
with regard to immigration issues (for a comprehensive overview of policy 
responses to immigration in Germany and the Netherlands see Geddes (2003)). 
                                                           
5 This group nowadays, by and large, holds Dutch citizenship.  
6 It should be noted, however, that this number includes many foreigners that would not be 
at the focus of recent immigration debates, such as people from other West European 
countries or the United States.  
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First, both countries had the (in hindsight, faulty) expectations that labor migration 
would be temporal rather than permanent. Guestworkers were recruited on basis of 
the assumption that they would go back to the country of origin once their labor 
would no longer be needed. They were not granted citizenship, however, were 
given legal and social rights – a situation Hammar (1990) calls ‘denizenship’. In 
contrast to expectations, the majority of guestworkers stayed and brought in their 
families. The long-standing non-recognition of this phenomenon by official 
politics meant that steps directed towards the integration of these guestworker 
immigrants were largely neglected – a problem that was only recognized publicly 
in the late 1990s. This arguably led to some of the ‘integration’ problems that are 
of so central concern.  

Second, both countries only officially recognized their status as immigration 
countries very late, hence politically never accepting the facts of decades of 
immigration. Only in August 2001, the German Interior Minister publicly declared 
that ‘Germany is an immigration country’ (cited in Geddes, 2003, p. 89).  
Similarly, the Dutch government explicitly denied until 1983 that there were 
immigrants in the country (van Amersfoort & van Niekerk, 2006, p. 324). These 
faulty expectations and slow adaptations to reality are often cited as reasons for the 
current problematic integration of certain groups of immigrants. Arguably, if 
immigrant integration were more successful, the entire issue would play out less 
significantly in the mass media and in the public debate. A debate does not come 
out of nowhere, and since we are primarily concerned with such debate, in 
particular as held in the mass media, we need to know where the debate comes 
from, also in historical terms.   

2.3 Relevant contexts 

Historical contexts explain the basis for the ‘immigrant problem’. Current contexts, 
then, explain current trends. Contextual factors most important to be considered for 
trends in hostility towards foreigners are overall levels of immigration or 
immigrants living in an area (e.g., McLaren, 2003) and economic conditions 
(Quillian, 1995).7 In addition to their direct influence on animosity toward 
immigrants, as further explicated in Chapter 4, contextual factors might condition 
whether news coverage influences public immigration concerns. For instance, it is 
argued that reports about ethnic minorities are more effective in times of high 

                                                           
7 Possibly, more recently macro-political realities that are tied to the rise of Muslim 
fundamentalism and (arguably related) terrorist attacks play an important role in 
determining responses to ethnic minorities. Whereas this threat certainly will be taken into 
account in the development of the theoretical framework, it is difficult to quantify as 
contextual factor and accordingly will be left out of the discussion here.  
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immigration flows. We turn towards a brief descriptive account of the, according 
to the literature, most relevant contextual factors: Immigration numbers, numbers 
of asylum applications, and the unemployment rate.  

Immigration was proportionally higher in Germany than in the Netherlands 
throughout the 1990’s. Differences in the countries’ intake of foreigners might at 
least condition how the public perceives the amount of immigrants (Lubbers & 
Scheepers, 2001; Andersen & Evans, 2003) and can be expected to have 
consequences for thoughts about more restrictive immigration measures and for 
perceptions of threats of immigrants. Figure 2.2 shows monthly numbers of net-
immigration into Germany and the Netherlands for the period 1993 to 2005. 
Whereas the numbers in Germany dropped to negative net-immigration in the 
second half of the 1990s, in the Netherlands immigration was somewhat rising in 
the same period. After 2000, immigration numbers clearly decrease in the 
Netherlands, while first increasing in Germany and then decreasing after 2002.   
 
Figure 2.2: Monthly net-immigration in Germany and the Netherlands, 1993-2005 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Note: Dutch values come from the Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek (CBS) and 
German values from the periodical Wirtschaft und Statistik.  
 
Another contextual factor to be taken into account is the number of asylum 
applications, as shown in Figure 2.3 for the years 1993 to 2005 and 1999 to 2005 



Hajo G. Boomgaarden   21  

respectively. Germany, due to changes in the asylum law, witnessed a dramatic 
decrease of asylum applications after 1993 (unfortunately before the start of the 
monthly series shown in Figure 2.3). After some fluctuation in the late 1990s and 
early 2000s, asylum applications decreased considerably to only little more than 
2,000 per month on average in 2005. Somewhat in contrast, the Netherlands after a 
decrease from the peak in 1994 saw rising numbers again in 1998 and 1999. 
However, and similar to Germany, the number of asylum applications has been 
going down since 2001, resulting in less than 12,000 applicants in 2005. 
Particularly with regard to the recent past, it should be noted that the number of 
asylum applicants proportional to the entire population is considerably higher in 
the Netherlands than in Germany.  

 
Figure 2.3: Monthly numbers of asylum applications 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note: Dutch values come from the Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek (CBS) and 
German values from the Bundesamt für Migration.  
 
Last, over time trends in the unemployment rate in the Netherlands and Germany 
are illustrated. The situation in the countries differed considerably in recent years. 
Unemployment figures are consistently higher in Germany, especially in the East, 
than in the Netherlands, where unemployment only more recently became an issue. 
As shown in Figure 2.4, the development of unemployment rates in Germany and 
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in the Netherlands differs to a considerable degree. Germany witnessed steadily 
rising unemployment throughout the 1990s to more than 4.5 million jobless people. 
The situation stabilized in 1998 and figures were falling between 1998 and 2000. 
After 2001, however, unemployment was on the rise again reaching all time high 
levels in early 2005 with more than 5 million unemployed. In 2005, a downward 
trend again became visible. The development in the Netherlands was markedly 
different. Unemployment was relatively high in the mid-1990s, approaching 
500,000 people unemployed in 1994. However, figures declined from 1995 
onwards, down to 130,000 people without a job in 2001. Since then, the 
unemployment rate is on the rise again, with 250,000 unemployed in 2003 and 
only showing slight improvement in 2004 and 2005.  
 
Figure 2.4: Percentage unemployed in Germany and the Netherlands, 1993-2005, 
seasonally adjusted   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Note: Dutch values come from the Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek (CBS) and 
German values from the periodical Wirtschaft und Statistik.  
 
The differences between the two cases introduced here in terms of their history of 
immigration, the integration of immigrant minorities, and the current situation 
serve as background for the subsequent analyses, and will be used to interpret the 
empirical results. Moreover, these contextual factors are used in time-series models 
that assess the impact of news coverage on ethnic attitudes while controlling for 
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other possible influences. Since the present study deals with the influence of mass 
mediated information on attitudes towards immigrants, we provide a brief account 
of the news outlets used in subsequent analyses.  

2.4 Media in Germany and the Netherlands.  

The current media systems in Germany and the Netherlands show a high degree of 
similarity (for more information on the Dutch system see van der Eijk (2000) and 
on the German systems Kaase (2000)). News media are the primary source about 
political and societal events. If effects of mass mediated information on attitudes 
towards ethnic minorities should become evident, then this should be the case for 
information coming from the most commonly used sources of information (e.g., 
Chaffee & Frank, 1996). It is important to distinguish between different kinds of 
news outlets and different kinds of media. Hence, intra- and inter-media 
comparisons are considered. For instance, whereas newspapers largely rely on 
textual information, television news makes use of audiovisual means of 
distribution (e.g., Graber, 2001). On the intra-media level, contrasting content in 
public broadcasting news with commercial television news outlets is considered 
relevant (for an overview of political coverage on public versus private television 
in Germany see Krüger, 1997, 2004). Similarly newspapers across the categories 
of quality or broadsheet press and tabloid newspapers are compared. Outlets and 
types of news media may differ concerning their portrayal of ethnic minorities this 
may have implications for possible effects on the audience. 

Table 2.1 summarizes relevant information on the news outlets that are 
considered in the present study. We consider five Dutch and six German 
newspapers. These cover the range of nationally available newspapers in both 
countries and also are the most-widely read ones.8 Bild, the German tabloid, stands 
out with more than 4,5 million printed copies daily, its front-page news reaching 
almost a fourth of the population on a given day (Semetko & Schönbach, 2003). 
Although there is no comparable tabloid in the Netherlands, de Telegraaf comes 
closest to being classified as tabloid newspaper due to its reporting style and layout 
and is the most widely read daily. Overall, public television news still attracts more 
viewers than its commercial counterparts. For the Netherlands, we consider the 
main public broadcasting newscast and the main commercial competitor. Similarly, 
in Germany we look at the main evening newscasts of the two public and the three 
main commercial channels. For part of the analyses to  
                                                           
8 This statement needs some clarification. The German tageszeitung has rather low 
circulation numbers, and some local tabloids such as the Hamburger Morgenpost would 
have higher circulation numbers. In the Netherlands, recently free newspapers show strong 
circulation increases.   
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Table 2.1: Characteristics of key German and Dutch news outlets 

Medium 
Type 

Country Content type 

Delivery/ 
Broadcast 
time 

Medium 

printed copies/ 
average number of 
viewers (% of 
total population) 

Morning de Volkskrant 284,872 (1.78) 

Morning Trouw  96,080 (0.60) 
Broadsheet/ 
Quality 

Afternoon NRC Handelsblad 241,525 (1.51) 

Morning  de Telegraaf 688,460 (4.30) 

Netherlan
ds 

Sensationalist/ 
Tabloid-style Morning het Algemeen 

Dagblad 
256,624 (1.60) 

Morning Frankfurter 
Allgemeine Zeitung 

478,121  (0.58) 

Morning Süddeutsche Zeitung 537,261  (0.66) 

Morning Frankfurter 
Rundschau 

199,875  (0.24) 

Morning die tageszeitung 82,892  (0.10) 

Broadsheet/ 
Quality 

Morning Die Welt 285,330  (0.35) 

Newspaper 

Germany 

Sensationalist/ 
Tabloid-style 

Morning 
Bild 4,554,229  (5.55) 

Public 
Broadcasting 

20.00 NOS Journaal 1,654,000 (10.34) 
Netherlan
ds Commercial 

Broadcasting 
19.30 

RTL Nieuws 1,124,000  (7.03) 

20.15 ARD Tagesschau 9,730,000 (11.87) 

19.00 ZDF heute 4,670,000  (5.70) 

22.30 ARD Tagesthemen 2,250,000  (2.74) 

Public 
Broadcasting 

21.45 ZDF heute-journal 3,670,000  (4.48) 

18.30 Sat 1 18,30 2,060,000  (2.51) 

18.45 RTL aktuell 3,710,000  (4.52) 

Television 
Newscast 

Germany 

Commercial 
Broadcasting 

20.00 Pro 7 news 1,440,000  (1.76) 

Note: Data Sources: Persmediamonitor, Informationsgemeinschaft zur Feststellung 
der Verbreitung von Werbeträgern, Viallamedia/ De journalist 2006, Media 
Perspektiven Basisdaten 2005. Broadcast times/ delivery time in every case from 
Monday to Friday. Times might differ on weekends or holidays. Viewing figures 
are averages for Germany from 2004 and from the Netherlands for the first half of 
2006. Printed copies of newspapers are averages from Q4/ 2004 in Germany and 
from 2004 in the Netherlands. Percentages in brackets of the entire population, 
computation by author.  
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follow, we also rely on the late evening public news and current affairs programs 
that have no commercial equivalent. Overall, the outlets discussed here constitute 
the most widely accessed and most relevant news outlets in the two countries.9  

Having elaborated upon the background of this study and the relevant 
situations and characteristics in Germany and the Netherlands, we now turn toward 
an elaboration of the theoretical considerations guiding the present investigation.

                                                           
9 Again, it should be noted that in Germany, for instance, more people read local 
newspapers on a daily basis than all national newspapers combined. Local papers, however, 
are not considered since (1) it would be beyond the scope of this research project to analyse 
the more than 350 local papers and (2) their content about national affairs often reflects that 
of national media.  



 

 

3. Ethnic attitudes and the news: towards a conceptual 
framework 

We contend that information matters for how people think about ethnic minorities. 
The focus in the remainder of this thesis is – as outlined above – to first develop 
and subsequently test a model of media effects on ethnic prejudice. The first part of 
the present chapter deals with ethnic attitudes and provides some conceptual clarity 
and working definitions as well as presenting existing theories on the formation of 
prejudice and notions about the role of information in that process. The second 
section looks at with media effects theories with an emphasis on framing theory 
and outlines what kind of information encountered in the mass media potentially 
affect which kinds of attitudes. The last part provides a synthesis of the two 
previous sections, by connecting the importance of information in prejudice 
formation to the possible effects of mass-mediated information. At that point, we 
provide some broad assumptions concerning the relationship between media and 
prejudice to be put to empirical testing subsequently. A review of prior literature 
on ethnic minorities in the media and media effects on ethnic attitudes connects the 
first with the second section. We now turn towards a clarification of the central 
object of the study – ethnic minorities.  

3.1 Defining the object 

The central concern of the present study is the investigation of how mass mediated 
information influences the way (indigenous) majority populations think about 
ethnic minority groups. Before moving into a discussion about why and how this 
relation should become evident, however, we need to define some of the key 
concepts employed throughout the study. Specifically, the following section 
addresses the question of what is meant when speaking about ethnic minorities, the 
central object to which attitudes of interest are directed. Furthermore, what are 
ethnic attitudes and how are these conceptualized in relation to stereotypes or 
prejudice thinking is an essential point which needs clarification. This discussion 
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of provides conceptual clarity that serves a concise understanding of the theoretical 
framework introduced subsequently.  

Defining an ethnic minority group or members of ethnic minority groups is a 
difficult task. Ethnicity is a multidimensional concept and forms the basis for 
social categories that are rooted in socially perceived differences.1 Bobo (1997, 
p.2) writes about race and ethnicity: “Both constitute social constructions. Neither 
conceptions of “racial” nor those of “ethnic groups” inhere in any sort of natural or 
given order of things. Such ideas are historical, cultural, and, above all else, 
interpretative product of the human capacity for creating ‘meaning’.” Ethnicity as a 
social construct relates to differences of a group of people in relation to another 
group of people in terms of national origin, language, religion, cultural traditions, 
ancestry, history, and also of racial characteristics.2 All or some of these features or 
concepts can serve as symbolic group boundary markers (Cohen, 1985) that 
delineate one social group from another. An ethnic group is a community of people 
who share cultural and/ or physical characteristics such as: history, political 
system, religion, language, geographical origin, traditions, myths, behaviors, foods, 
genetic similarities, and physical features. Recently and in popular discourse, 
however, ethnicity often tends to describe people who are a minority in the country 
in which they live. An ethnic group is accordingly a group of people sharing a 
common ethnicity that defines itself through one or (oftentimes) more of the 
‘boundary markers’ (Cohen, 1985) mentioned above. If this ethnic group lives in a 
place or country where its ethnicity is different from that of the majority of the 
population, the group is considered an ethnic minority.  

In most Western European countries, ethnic minority groups are often made 
up of immigrants that came to the country in the post-World War II period (for 
more information on immigration in Western Europe, see section 2.2).3 The terms 
immigrant and immigrant groups are accordingly conceptually closely related to 
                                                           
1 The word ethnic is derived from the Greek word ‘ethnos’, which simply means nation or 
people.  
2 The concept of race needs some clarification. Whereas it is still frequently used in popular 
discourse to describe differences between groups of human beings, for instance in skin 
color, scientific evidence suggests that there are no distinct racial groups within the overall 
category of human beings: “All efforts to demonstrate that racial groups in a biological 
sense can indeed be identified have ended in failure” (Ballard, 2002, p. 8). Ballard provides 
an extensive argumentation on race as being a purely constructed concept. See also Hartman 
and Husband (1974) who write “Race in itself is a matter of no social importance; it is a 
biological fact as peripheral to essential human nature as differences in height or eye-color.” 
(p. 205).   
3 In some countries ethnic minority groups did not immigrate in the recent past, but live in 
the country due to shifting of borders, building of nations, or settlement of former nomad 
groups. An example of the former is ethnic Germans living in Poland, since border shifted 
into former German areas after the 2nd World War. The second group would be for instance 
the Catalan people in Spain that are distinct from the Spanish by different language and 
history. The latter group would be gypsies living in Romania or Hungary. As argued before, 
however, the present study focuses on international migrants.  
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the terms ethnic minority and ethnic minority groups. Immigrants, however, are 
usually defined by not having been born in the country in which they live. This 
does not necessarily apply to members of ethnic minority groups, who might have 
citizenship in a country and be living there in second or third generation already. 
The term allochthonous captures quite well what is understood as ethnically 
different.4  

Beyond this distinction between the ethnic majority and minorities, the 
present study considers a difference within the term ethnic minority (group) as 
well. According to the conceptualization at this point, Brits living in Germany or 
Germans living in the Netherlands also would be considered an ethnic minority 
group. Or, to make matters more complicated, it could be argued that Bavarians are 
ethnically different from Frisian people, although both belonging to the same 
nationality. These groups are not at the focus of this investigation. Drawing a 
rather clear conceptual boundary between minorities ‘relevant’ to this study and 
others, however, is necessary. Therefore, we relate to a definition of visible 
minorities or visible ethnic minorities as used in the Canadian Employment Equity 
Act (2006), which defines visible minorities as “persons, other than Aboriginal 
peoples, who are non-Caucasian in race or non-white in colour and include 
Chinese, South Asian, Black, Filipino, Latin American, Southeast Asian, Arab, 
West Asian, Japanese, Korean, other visible minorities or multiple visible 
minorities.”5 The study is thus about those ethnic minorities that can be recognized 
by some observable (i.e., visible) feature, such as skin color or clothing, with 
‘white’ populations as reference category. Only in contrast to the ‘white’ reference 
group, differences can become visible and hence socially meaningful. These 
visible minorities are characterized also by the fact that they usually would not be 
confined to a certain geographical area within a country, by contrast to, for 
instance, Frisians in the Netherlands.6 When speaking about ethnic minorities, 
visible minorities, foreigners, immigrants, or simply ethnic others in the remainder 
of this study, this definition of visible minorities applies.  

3.2 Ethnic attitudes 

Ethnic attitudes are at the center of this study as they represent the focal outcome 
variable. What are ethnic attitudes and how do different conceptualizations relate 
to each other? Why are ethnic attitudes formed and how are they activated? And 

                                                           
4 The term comes from Greek, where 'allo' means the other, and 'chthon' stands for earth.  
5 For applications of such definition in scientific literature, see for instance Hum and 
Simpson (1999) or Kelly (1995).  
6 It is acknowledged though, that also ethnic immigrant minorities might predominantly live 
in rather confined areas, such as in the four big cities in the Netherlands.  
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what is the role of information in the development and particularly change of 
ethnic attitudes? These questions are of central concern in the following sections.7 

 
3.2.1 Dimensions of ethnic attitudes  
Xenophobia, anti-immigrant sentiment, ethnic threat perceptions, racism, ethnic 
prejudice, social distance, ethnocentrism – these and other terms are commonly 
applied in popular and scientific discourse when talking about how a person thinks 
about ethnic minority groups and individual members of those groups (e.g., 
Augoustinos & Reynolds, 2001, p. 2). They all cluster under the concept of ethnic 
attitudes (see, for instance, Kleinpennings and Hagendoorn (1995) or LeVine and 
Campbell (1972) for the use of the term ‘ethnic attitudes’). An attitude consists of 
certain beliefs or considerations that relate to a given object. An ethnic attitude is 
an attitude that is directed towards ethnic minority groups or members of that 
group – towards ethnic categories (Allport, 1954). This section makes an attempt 
to understand the commonalities and differences of concepts broadly relating to 
ethnic attitudes. Based on such a classification, the conceptual choices made in the 
present study will be explicated.  
 Hagendoorn and Sniderman (2001, p. 20) generally refer to ethnic attitudes as 
“negative attitudes towards out-groups and a social reality of resistance towards 
immigrant groups, in particular those groups that are by their language, religion or 
culture not assimilated in the host society to which they have emigrated. The 
attitudes are negative in tone and evaluation, refer to a common category, namely 
immigrants, and focus on the negative characteristics or consequences of 
immigrants.”  In a similar fashion, Converse (1964; p. 235) writes with regard to 
the complex of racial attitudes that it “would tend to boil down for many 
respondents to the same single question: ‘Are you sympathetic to Negros as a 
group, are you indifferent to them, or do you dislike them?’” Two features of these 
statements stand out. First, the target of the attitude is the very broad and 
generalized group of ‘visible’ immigrants or minorities. So no matter whether one 
speaks about xenophobia or ethnocentrism, attitudes related to these concepts are 
directed towards ‘visible’ ethnic minority groups. Secondly, attitudes are always 
thought of being negative towards the object to which they are directed (see also 
Allport (1954, p. 6)). This negativity can take several forms and range from 
holding negative stereotypes to avoiding contact with ethnic minority members or 

                                                           
7 It should be noted that we do by no means attempt to provide an all-exclusive overview of 
the literature on prejudice and racism that has evolved throughout the past century in the 
disciplines of (social) psychology, sociology, political science and anthropology (see for 
instance Augostinous & Reynold (2001) for a rather inclusive overview). Rather than that, 
we wish to discuss important and initial studies and provide information on concepts and 
antecedents relevant to this study.  
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supporting expulsion of immigrants, i.e. they can take form as cognitive, affective 
and behavioral responses to the object of ethnic others.8  
Discussing different conceptualizations of ethnic attitudes, we start with the 
overarching notion of racism, which is subject of considerable debate in the 
literature.  The discussion revolves around questions of whether racism is blatant, 
subtle, aversive, symbolic, or biological, whether these forms can be clearly 
distinguished, whether they conceptually make sense, and how they relate to each 
other. Traditional racism is defined as closely tied to beliefs about the biological 
superiority of the ‘white race’ over other races. Sears and Kinder (1971) use the 
term symbolic racism that, according to the authors, would have replaced the 
traditional notion of racism (see also Kinder and Sanders (1996)). Barker (1981) 
introduced the notion of new racism and describes it as a way of thinking about the 
host society’s way of life being threatened by the arrival and presence of ethnic 
out-groups (see Sniderman & Piazza (1993, pp. 56-64), Sniderman et al. (1991, pp. 
424-425), and Verberk (1999) for comprehensive overviews). The notion of a new 
or symbolic racism consists of two assumptions. The first is that nowadays 
traditional racism is thought of as not socially accepted and therefore people 
refrain from holding clear racist opinions and express their feelings in more subtle 
and disguised ways instead – an aspect also referred to as subtle or covert racism. 
The second assumption is that of a violation of traditional values by other racial 
groups. In relation to this and with regard to the European context, Meertens and 
Pettigrew (Meertens & Pettigrew, 1997; Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995) advance the 
notion of a subtle ‘new’ form of prejudice as opposed to the traditional blatant 
prejudice. Subtle prejudice consists of three factors: the defense of traditional 
values, an exaggeration of cultural differences, and denials of positive emotions 
towards out-groups (Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995, pp. 58-59). Authors supporting 
notions of a new racism or subtle prejudice argue that these would not only be 
theoretically but also empirically distinct from the traditional, overt, or blatant 
racism and prejudice.   

The concept of a new racism has been refuted in subsequent investigations 
(e.g., Sniderman, et al., 1991). Sniderman and Piazza (1993), after empirically 
assessing the new racism thesis, argue that (1) “substantial numbers of American 
are perfectly willing to express frankly negative evaluations of blacks” (p. 64), (2) 
racial stereotyping is rather widely diffused among the society and not a minority 
phenomenon, (3) negative stereotyping of blacks goes hand in hand with negative 
stereotyping of other out-groups, and (4) negative stereotyping is related to 
authoritarian values rather than to core American values such as individualism as 

                                                           
8 While focusing on negative attitudes, it should be noted that recent work suggests a largely 
bipolar structure of ethnic stereotypes (Levine, Carmines, & Sniderman, 1999). If this 
applies to the broader notion of ethnic attitudes, it follows that people holding negative 
attitudes towards ethnic minorities are not likely to hold positive attitudes towards them and 
vice versa. On a theoretical level this is important, since one theoretical framework serves 
for explaining both negative and positive attitudes. 
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postulated in the new racism thesis (pp. 64-65). Furthermore, Coenders, Scheepers, 
Sniderman, and Verberk (2001) demonstrate that the two dimensions of prejudice 
– blatant and subtle – are not sufficiently distinct from each other to present two 
distinct concepts and instead fall on the same underlying dimension of general 
prejudice. After a comprehensive literature review, Leach (2005) concludes that 
there is in fact historically seen a great continuity in racism that would not allow to 
speak of a new racism that would be qualitatively different from an old racism.  
 Kleinpenning and Hagendoorn (1993) relate and empirically assess the 
relation between the different conceptualizations of racism. They distinguish 
between aversive racism, ethnocentrism, symbolic racism and biological racism, 
arguing that rather than presenting unrelated and different concepts, the notions of 
racism should be all related to one cumulative underlying dimension, where one 
type of racism is embedded in a more extreme type. For instance, if someone 
believes that ethnic minorities are biologically inferior (traditional racism) then 
someone should also believe that ethnic minorities are a threat to the host culture. 
They indeed find that “racist beliefs cumulate from aversive racism via 
ethnocentrism and symbolic racism to biological racism, the most extreme form” 
(p. 30), and accordingly conclude that all forms of racism are aspects of one 
underlying and cumulative dimension of ethnic attitudes. Rather than being 
independent, subtle or symbolic forms of racism should be seen as the first step 
towards biological racism.  

This is important to note for the present study. Looking at mass media effects 
on ethnic prejudice, it is hard to argue that in general mass media would provide 
ideas about a biological inferiority of ethnic others (apart from the media of the 
extreme right) and thereby promote traditional and blatant notions of racism. 
Rather than that, mass media might reinforce ideas that are linked to the notion of 
subtle and modern racism, such as informing about ethnic threats to the integrity of 
the national state and cultural and symbolic interests. This is in line with Entman 
(1990) who argues that television coverage of Blacks would especially enhance 
and promote ideas related to a modern notion of racism. Hence, whereas the impact 
of the media concerns ideas that are arguably more related to the notion of 
symbolic or new racism, the distinction does not really matter, since symbolic 
racism shows a strong relation to other, and more traditional conceptualizations of 
racism.  

The term ethnic prejudice is of central concern to the present study. The 
subject of prejudice is one of the major pre-occupations of the social sciences for 
the past decades9 and a wealth of definitions and conceptualization features in the 
literature. This section by no means attempts to provide an inclusive overview of 
this literature (for comprehensive overviews, see Duckitt (1992) or Augostinous 
and Reynolds (2001)). In line with Allport (1954, pp. 6-15) and Sniderman and 
colleagues (2000, pp. 16-53) four common aspects of definitions of prejudice can 
                                                           
9 The developments in Nazi Germany and the Holocaust triggered a great scholarly interest 
in the field, attempting to understand how it could have happened.  
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be identified. The first concerns the target of prejudiced attitudes. Prejudice in 
social scientific terms relates to social groups rather than to solitary individuals. To 
be sure, one can be prejudiced against an individual but only by virtue of that 
individual’s membership in a certain social group. Thus social groups are the 
objects of prejudice, and ethnic groups are the objects of ethnic prejudice. 
Generalizations play an important role. Prejudice makes us believe that an attribute 
that applies to one member of a social group also applies to all other members of 
that group. Second, the evaluative component of prejudice is important to consider. 
Prejudice traditionally has been described as a negative orientation towards 
members of a specific group – “thinking ill of others” (Allport, 1954, p. 6). 
Whereas more recent literature on prejudice comes to a less value-laden 
description of prejudice entailing either positive or negative attitudes (e.g., Brewer 
& Kramer, 1985), for the present purpose we follow Sniderman et al. (2000, p. 18) 
who contend that prejudice is inherently about a negative response to out-groups. 
In line with this, Allport (1954, p. 6, italics in original) also argued, “While it is 
important to bear in mind that biases may be pro as well as con, it is nonetheless 
true that ethnic prejudice is mostly negative”.  

A third aspect of prejudice is the nature of the beliefs of prejudiced attitudes. 
Prejudice is not prejudice, if the content of the belief is true and indeed uniformly 
applies to all members of a group. For instance the phrase ‘train conductors wear 
uniforms’ does not contain prejudiced thinking, since in pretty much all instances 
one would meet a conductor at work, he or she would wear uniform. So for 
prejudiced thinking to occur, there must be something incorrect with the belief 
about a certain group, or at least if not wrong then the characterization must be 
unwarranted: “A judgment is unwarranted if it lacks basis in facts” (Allport, 1954, 
p. 7) or if it is unjustified, irrational, or erroneous (Augoustinos & Reynolds, 
2001, p. 2). To what degree a group characterization is unwarranted is always a 
matter of probabilities (see Allport (1954, pp. 85-104)).  Fourth and last, prejudice 
is hard to alter. It is not about the mistakes we all make from time to time when 
judging others, but about the inflexibility to modify those faulty beliefs 
(Sniderman, et al., 2000, p. 19). “Prejudgments become prejudices only if they are 
not reversible when exposed to new knowledge” (Allport, 1954, p. 9). Especially 
this point will be critical to consider in the present study with an important 
question being whether information provided by the mass media can make people 
to change their beliefs about ethnic minority groups.  

For the present purpose we follow the definitions of ethnic prejudice provided 
by Allport (1954, p. 9) and by Sniderman and colleagues (2000, p. 19): “Ethnic 
prejudice is an antipathy based upon a faulty and inflexible generalization. It may 
be felt or expressed. It may be directed toward a group as a whole, or toward an 
individual because he is a member of that group.” and “Prejudice consists in 
attributions about groups or members of groups, by virtue of their membership in 
the group, that are disparaging and hostile, false, or at least without warrant, and 
rigidly held.” Sniderman et al. (2000) add two important qualifications relating to 
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the identification of prejudiced attitudes. They contend that prejudice is about 
consistency of attributions to groups or group members. They show that someone 
who ascribes social problems to immigrants is just as likely to also describe 
immigrants in terms of unfavorable characteristics: “the more consistently a person 
attributes negative characteristics […] to a group, the more prejudiced he or she is” 
(p. 25). Furthermore, it appears to make little difference if people are asked about 
their attitudes towards different immigrant groups, since evaluations of these 
groups are almost indistinguishable. Thus, characterizations are not only consistent 
across different contents, but also across different groups. Immigrants “by virtue of 
being from somewhere else, are outsiders” (p. 53) and “prejudice is blind” (p. 
53).10 This is in line with Allport (1954, p. 68) who states, “One of the facts of 
which we are most certain is that people who reject one out-group will tend to 
reject other out-groups”. This is an important premise for the present study, since 
we do not distinguish between different visible ethnic minority groups when 
looking at information effects.11  

Where do stereotypes fit in and what is their role in relation to ethnic 
prejudice?  The term stereotype was coined for the social sciences by Lippmann 
(1922) who referred to stereotypes as pictures in our head. Stereotypes are thought 
of as mental representations of social groups and their members, containing 
sufficient information to judge group members without experiencing them (Stangor 
& Lange, 1994). They function as mental shortcuts to deal with the complexity of 
the social world in an efficient manner. Allport (1954, p. 191, italics in original) 
defines a stereotype as “an exaggerated belief associated with a category”.12 Here, 
stereotyping is related to categorization processes in which individuals are 
classified as members of in- versus out-groups and individual differences within 
out-groups are overlooked – an aspect coined out-group homogeneity (see also 
Moghaddam and Stringer (1988)). Such processing is believed to reflect a very 
fundamental bias in the way humans think about others (Mullen & Hu, 1988). 
Hence, prejudice is seen as an automatic and inevitable consequence of 
categorization or stereotyping processes (e.g., Allport, 1954, Tajfel, 1981). The 
consistency of stereotyping in turn serves as measures for ethnic prejudice (e.g., 
Sniderman et al., 2000; Sniderman et al., 2004).  

                                                           
10 Research on ethnic hierarchies shows that different ethnic groups are distinguished by the 
majority in terms of their social standing. Sniderman et al. (2002) however contend that this 
differentiation does not matter when it comes to judging ethnic groups – there people show 
strong evaluative consistency.  
11 One of the data sources used in the empirical chapters contains social distance questions 
about four different ethnic groups in the Netherlands, Bulgarians, Turks, Afghans and 
Moroccans. Whereas social distance was slightly higher toward Afghans and Moroccans, 
the means of the values for the four groups did not differ significantly from one another. 
This adds to the notion of prejudice being rather independent of the target group.  
12 By contrast, inter-group perspectives of stereotypes (as opposed to the cognitive processes 
described here) see the function of stereotypes in enriching and elaborating people’s 
perceptions of society and their place in society (Augostinous & Reynolds, 2001, p. 9).  
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Stereotypes are culturally shared. Ehrlich (1973) describes stereotypes as part of a 
social heritage of society, they are learned early in life and are known to everybody 
and are usually frequently activated – they are used when judging out-groups 
(Augostinous & Reynolds, 2001, p. 111).  Does this indicate that prejudice is 
inevitable and common? The perspective on stereotypes as outlined above 
suggests, “knowledge of a stereotype [to be] equated with prejudice toward the 
group” (Devine, 1989, p. 5). Stereotypes are considered a kind of belief from 
which prejudice follows. Devine (1989, p. 5, italics in original), however, argues 
that, ”although one may have knowledge of a stereotype, his or her personal beliefs 
may or may not be congruent with the stereotype” and therefore stereotypes differ 
from beliefs. Devine’s dissociation model shows that responses in a non-prejudiced 
manner are a function of controlled processes of individuals that consciously 
decide to behave in a non-prejudiced way to maintain their non-prejudiced identity 
(1989, p. 15). So whereas knowledge about stereotypes is common across society, 
prejudice only follows when stereotype processing is intentionally and strategically 
inhibited. This shows that stereotypes are not as such part of prejudiced attitudes, 
but that stereotypical responses indicate prejudice. Stereotypes, accordingly, can 
play a role in determining other responses to out-groups and will be automatically 
activated by prejudiced people (Augostinous & Reynolds, 2001, p. 118). Such 
responses can, for instance, be of aversive or discriminatory nature but also relate 
to perceptions of ethnic threat, since stereotypical representations can contain, 
among others, “expectations about the behaviour of members of the [ethnic] 
group” (Augostinous & Reynolds, 2001, p. 108). And ethnic threat, as will be 
outlined in the next section, is of central importance to this study.13  

 

                                                           
13 Two other conceptualizations of ethnic attitudes should be briefly discussed, since being 
mentioned in subsequent sections. Social distance considers to what degree people wish to 
establish or maintain contact with members of a different ethnic group by asking them how 
they feel about having ethnic minority group members as, for instance, neighbor, colleague, 
or new relative (Bogardus, 1928, 1933). Social distance is oftentimes used as a measure of 
individual’s level of prejudice (e.g., Hartley, 1946; Crull & Bruton, 1979). Sumner (1906) 
speaks of ethnocentrism as a world-view in which one’s own group is at the center of all 
things, and all other groups are judged with the own group as reference category. Those who 
are ethnocentrist display high respect for in-group norms and ideas and reject out-groups 
categorically (Adorno et al., 1950). Levinson (1950, p. 150) speaks of ethnocentrism as 
involving “stereotyped negative imagery and hostile attitudes regarding out-groups, 
stereotyped positive imagery and submissive attitudes regarding in-groups, and a 
hierarchical authoritarian view of group interaction in which in-groups are rightly 
dominant.” Ethnocentrism thus is closely related to the more general concept of ethnic 
prejudice (see Scheepers, Felling, and Peters (1990) for a thorough study on ethnocentrism, 
and Neuliep (2002) on questions of measurement).  
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3.2.2 Ethnic prejudice and ethnic threat perceptions  theoretical and 
methodological concerns 

For the present study it is essential to discuss how ethnic threat perceptions are 
conceptually and empirically related to ethnic prejudice, since these are employed 
as outcome measure for testing the impact of mass media information provision. 
The questions arises as to whether ethnic threat perceptions are actually a 
dimension of the broader concept of ethnic prejudice, or whether they have to be 
conceived of as an important predictor of ethnic prejudice – a matter of theoretical 
considerations as well as measurement. Kleinpenning and Hagendoorn (1993, p. 
24) describe ethnic threat as a component of ethnic attitudes and the kind of threat 
as characteristic for different forms of racism. Someone who is not racist should 
not feel threatened by ethnic groups, but rather think of these as enrichment to 
society. For ethnocentrism and symbolic racism perceptions of ethnic groups as 
cultural threat and threat to society at large are central themes. Two forms of ethnic 
threats need to be distinguished, namely ‘realistic’ threats versus ‘symbolic’ 
threats. The former relates to the notion of realistic group conflict (e.g., Sherif, et 
al., 1961; LeVine and Campbell, 1972; for more information see section 3.2.3) and 
the latter concerns potential threats of ethnic out-groups to symbolic matters, such 
as identity, culture and status and is related to social identity processes (e.g., Tajfel 
& Turner, 1979; for more information see section 3.2.3). Stephan and Stephan 
(2000) developed an integrated threat theory of inter-group relations that addresses 
the role of threat perceptions for attitudes towards ethnic out-groups. Stephan et al. 
(2002) show that realistic threats, symbolic threats, and threats caused by inter-
group anxiety significantly explain overall negative attitudes towards racial out-
groups (see also Cottrel and Neuberg (2005) for the relation of threat perceptions 
and prejudice). We here focus on the first two types of threats. 
 Sniderman, Hagendoorn, and Prior (2004) use ethnic threat perceptions as 
explanatory variables for ethnic prejudice, showing that threat perceptions 
significantly affect ethnic prejudice when measured in terms of stereotypes or 
social distance towards ethnic groups. Comparing the influence of three kinds of 
perceived threats spanning from realistic to symbolic, namely economic, security, 
and cultural threats, the authors show that the latter has by far the strongest impact 
on ethnic prejudice. Economic threats do play a less strong role, and security 
concerns, by contrast to expectations, did explain prejudice only towards selected 
ethnic groups and was overall unrelated to ethnic prejudice. The present study, 
nevertheless, considers all three conceptualizations of threats, thus also including 
security concerns, since their relevance arguably increased due to ongoing debates 
about terrorist involvement of ethnic others.  

Sniderman et al. (2004) furthermore provide important insight into the 
measurement of ethnic threat perceptions and its consequences. Based on the 
observation that threat measures might be of double-barreled nature by assessing 
simultaneously perceptions of a threat and feeling towards a group, they argue that 
possibly “standard threat perception measures are measuring the very thing, dislike 
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of a group, that they are meant to explain” (p. 37). This makes, according to the 
authors, traditional threat perception measures rather tautological. Similarly, 
Kinder and Sanders (1996, p. 90) who go so far as to argue that the foundation of 
threat perceptions is “provided not so much by actual conditions of conflict and 
competition as by feelings of racial resentment.” The problem of tautology, 
however, depends very much on whether one considers ethnic threat measures as 
predictor or as one aspect of ethnic prejudice. Or, reversely, whereas the standard 
measure of ethnic threat perceptions might be more appropriately conceived of as 
an aspect of ethnic prejudice (due to its double-barreled character), the ‘decoupled’ 
measure of threat proposed by Sniderman et al. (2004) should be classified as 
predictor variable.  

The considerations put forward in by media that are deemed relevant in this 
study – ethnic threat frames - relate to possible threats posed by ethnic minorities. 
Accordingly, it is considered appropriate and satisfactory to employ the standard 
measure of ethnic threat perceptions as outcome variable for investigating media 
impact. Of course it is possible that mass media would emphasize, for instance, 
concerns about the national culture as such, not mentioning ethnic minorities. We, 
however, deem this rather unlikely and presume that in most instances concerns 
about national culture would be raised with regards to a possible threat posed by 
ethnic others.14 If we follow this strategy, and if the standard threat measure is 
indeed tautological, then, rather than investigating the impact of ethnic minority 
news coverage on ethnic threat perceptions, we consider news effects on one 
aspect of more general ethnic attitudes. This is augmented by the fact that very 
similar factors would explain different ethnic attitude conceptualizations (for 
explanatory models of anti-immigrant affect and opposition to immigration, see 
Fetzer (2000)). Accordingly, we do not employ ethnic threat perceptions as a 
mediating variable between news and ethnic prejudice, but as one aspect of the 
more general outcome measure labeled ethnic prejudice. Moreover, considering 
that the relevance of threat perceptions for ethnic attitudes was developed from 
theories about inter-group relations, this study regards sociotropic (i.e., collective) 
threat measures more appropriate and employs these accordingly.  

Classifying standard measures of threat perceptions as one aspect of the 
complex of ethnic attitudes suggests that we have to conceive of threat perceptions 
as an attitude. To substantiate this claim we first of all need to define what an 
attitude actually is. Allport (1935, p. 810) defines an attitude as “a mental or neural 
state of readiness, organized through experience, exerting a directive or dynamic 
influence upon the individual’s response to all objects or situations with which it is 
related”. Similarly, Fishbein and Ajzen (1975, p. 10) speak of an attitude as “a 
learned predisposition to respond in a consistently favorable or unfavorable 
manner with respect to a given object”. Eagly and Chaiken (1993, p.1) define an 
                                                           
14 It is admitted that on top of these theoretical concerns, we do not have ‘decoupled’ threat 
measures, thus measure of threat without reference to ethnic minorities at our disposal and 
also therefore have to rely on the standard measurement of ethnic threat perceptions.  
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attitude as “a psychological tendency that is expressed by evaluating a particular 
entity with some degree of favor or disfavor.” The evaluative component of an 
attitude can differ in direction and strength. Whereas the former denotes valence 
differences in terms of positive or negative evaluations, the latter suggests 
differences in the intensity of the evaluations. The evaluation is always made with 
reference to some object or entity, which elicits the evaluative response – the 
attitude object.  

Responses to an attitude object that would reveal an attitude can be classified 
into three categories (Rosenberg & Hovland, 1960): cognitive, affective, and 
behavioral responses. Cognitive responses are evaluative thoughts and ideas that 
someone holds with regards to the attitude object. These thoughts are sometimes 
described as beliefs, i.e. associations between some sort of attributes and the 
attitude object (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). Others describe them as considerations 
(Zaller, 1992), dimensions (Riker, 1990) or values (Sniderman, 1993) or even 
accepted stereotypes. These attributes concerning the object express some degree 
positivism of negativity. Affective responses relate to feelings or emotions towards 
an attitude object (e.g., Petty & Cacioppo, 1996, p. 7).  Whereas early attitude 
research did not distinguish between evaluation and emotion (e.g., Fishbein & 
Ajzen, 1975), more recent work on attitudes identifies these responses as distinct 
from each other (e.g., Millar & Tessar, 1986). Affect is seen as one type of 
response to an attitude object that would express an evaluation. Behavioral 
responses relate to certain actions that people would show with regards to an 
attitude object. Generally, one should find a great overlap in terms of evaluative 
consistency between the three types of responses.  

An attitude cannot be measured directly but only responses triggered by an 
object can be observed and measured (Rosenberg & Hovland, 1960). The 
expectancy value model of an individual’s attitude is a useful abstraction (see 
Fishbein and Ajzen (1980) or Nelson, Oxley, and Clawson (1997)). In this view, 
the attitude of an individual towards the attitude object is the weighed sum of 
different evaluative beliefs (or considerations, or values, or dimensions) about that 
object: A(ttitude) = ∑ vi * wi. Here, ‘i’ denotes a certain consideration and ‘v’ the 
evaluation of the attitude object on that consideration. The use of that consideration 
for the overall attitude then depends on ‘w’, the weight put on the consideration 
(for presentational clarity, we assume ∑ wi = 1; see Chong and Druckman (2006)). 
This model implies that an individual values certain considerations towards an 
object differently and forms an overall attitude accordingly. Although this is 
certainly an idealized model of attitude formation, since individuals might either 
not have considerations towards an object or might not hold evaluations with 
regards to the different considerations, it presents a useful abstraction to discuss 
ethnic attitudes (and the impact of news media, as will be seen in section 3.4).  

Applying the abstract model to threat perceptions underlines the claim that 
(standard, tautological) ethnic threat perceptions can be validly regarded as an 
attitude and accordingly as one aspect of ethnic prejudice. The attitude object is the 
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group of ethnic minorities. An individual’s considerations are for instance that 
ethnic minorities threaten the welfare state (i=1), that they cause high crime levels 
(i=2) and that they contribute to cultural plurality (i=3). The individual favors the 
welfare state, values security, and likes cultural plurality. With regards to the 
attitude object then, v1 equals a negative evaluation, v2 is also negative, and v3 is 
positive. The evaluative direction of the attitude now depends on the weight put on 
the different considerations. If w1 and w2 for instance equal .1 each and w3 equals 
.8, then the attitude towards ethnic minorities should be rather positive. If, 
however, threat perceptions (and here perceptions are equal to beliefs or 
considerations15) dominate (i.e., w1 and w2 each equal .45) then the overall attitude 
is rather negative. Accordingly, we can conceive of threat perceptions as an 
attitudinal aspect of ethnic prejudice.  

We, however, acknowledge and maintain that ethnic threat perceptions are 
one distinct aspect of ethnic attitudes. One could conceive of ethnic attitudes as a 
system of different aspects, a complex of attitudes, similar to a belief system. 
These aspects could be threat perceptions, but also relate to direct aversive 
behavior or to immigration policy preferences. In general, a belief system is 
defined as “a configuration of ideas and attitudes in which the elements are bound 
together by some form of constraint or functional interdependence” (Converse, 
1964, p. 209). Constraint is understood as the propensity of an individual to hold 
different but related ideas or attitudes toward a given object. Whereas the present 
study does not aim to shed light on the interdependencies within such as system of 
ethnic attitudes, it maintains that by considering threat perceptions it employs an 
important aspect of the broader concept of ethnic attitudes.  
 Generally, no clear distinction is made between whether a threat is real and 
whether it is perceived to be real. For our theoretical framework regarding the 
impact of mass mediated information, it is important to note that this distinction is 
not crucial. We assume that information about (possible) threats is (by and large) 
mediated, and that the media as independent societal actor are largely free to 
decide how intensely and with what focus to cover a potential threat. Let us 
consider an example.  

The costs of welfare in a given country are comparatively high and rising 
steeply. Furthermore, the unemployment rate among ethnic minority groups is 
twice as high as that of the majority population. A news outlet could report these 
facts distinct from each other, in different articles or even in different copies of the 
newspaper. This would not directly frame immigrants as threat to the welfare state. 
The newspaper could deal with these facts in one story, thereby relating them, 
however, could elaborate on the social-economic circumstances of immigrants and 
point to the failure of the state to provide the means for ethnic integration into the 
labor market – giving responsibility to the state rather than to the members of the 
                                                           
15 The famous Thomas Theorem (Thomas & Thomas, 1928) supports this statement: What 
people perceive to be real is real in its consequences. Accordingly, perceptions are 
themselves facts that describe the social world in which we operate.  
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ethnic minority group. Also this story would not frame immigrants as threatening. 
Last, the news outlet could frame immigrants as a direct cause of the rising costs of 
the welfare state and thereby as an economic threat. So, whereas there might 
indeed be a connection between rising welfare costs and the unemployment rate 
among immigrants (i.e., the threat is partly real) the news outlet could contribute to 
the perception of this threat or not by deciding how to cover the facts. However, 
the costs of the welfare state might also rise for very different reasons unrelated to 
unemployment among immigrants (i.e., the threat is not real), but still immigrants 
could be framed as threatening. To asses the impact of threat frames in the media 
empirically, it is crucial to rule out or, speaking in statistical terms, control for 
other explanatory factors than mass media that contribute to ethnic prejudice 
formation.  

 
3.2.3 Explaining ethnic prejudice 
This section briefly reviews established routes explaining prejudice. First and 
foremost, explanations relating to the individual and explanations concerning inter-
group relations are distinguished (Duckitt, 2003, p. 574). Sniderman et al. (2000, 
pp. 69-70) argue that both personality approaches and inter-group process can and 
do apply to explanations of prejudice: “People’s level of prejudice can be higher in 
some situations than in others and, relative to one another, the level of prejudice of 
some can be consistently higher than that of others” (p. 70). This section concludes 
with the outline of an integrative model explaining prejudice based on the work by 
Sniderman et al. (2000).  

Certain individuals are more prone to be prejudiced against out-groups than 
others. Prior work identified age, education, class or occupational status, economic 
security, and personality factors such as authoritarianism and tolerance as 
influential for holding prejudiced attitudes towards out-groups. Allport (1954) 
illuminates thoroughly why many of these might matter. We give a brief overview 
of studies highlighting the different factors, since these merely serve as control 
variables to avoid using underspecified models that test the impact of news 
information.   
 Age is considered an important exogenous variable and previous studies have 
shown that age increases ethnic prejudice (e.g., Coenders & Scheepers, 1998). The 
context in which people were brought up matters. In particular the distinction 
between modernist and post-modernist values plays a role (Inglehart, 1990), with 
post-modernists being more likely to embrace immigrants. Education is also 
commonly employed in models predicting ethnic attitudes (e.g., Allport, 1954, p. 
79; Gaasholt & Togeby, 1995; Heyder & Schmitt, 2000; Jenssen & Engesbak, 
1994; Schmitt & Heyder, 2000; Sniderman, Brody, & Kuklinski, 1984). This 
influence is ascribed to the cognitive abilities, with those who hold the cognitive 
skills and information to understand that prejudice clashes with the norms of 
democratic societies being less prejudiced (see also Selznick & Steinberg (1969) 
for a classic account). The influence of occupational status is linked to what is 
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called working-class authoritarianism (Lipset, 1981; see also Allport (1954, pp. 
320-324) for the influence of class positions). People belonging to the working 
class would be preoccupied with short-term thinking with regard to (economic) 
losses and threats and have the tendency to be punitive and judgmental (Sniderman 
et al., 2000, p. 66). Others argue that “competition from today’s immigrants is 
generally seen greatest in the low-skill, low-wage occupations” (Citrin, Green, 
Muste, & Wong, 1997, p. 861). With a similar argument, income was shown to 
matter for immigration attitudes (e.g., Citrin, et al., 1997; Coenders & Scheepers, 
1998; see also Burns and Gimpel (2000)).  

Classic individual psychological explanations of prejudice come from Allport 
(1954) and Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, and Sanford (1950). Adorno and 
colleagues’ argue that for an array of (complex) reasons, individuals develop a 
distinct psychological profile. An important facet of that profile is 
authoritarianism, which is marked by an overtly emphasis on (1) conformity with 
conventional middle-class values, (2) an idealised conception of authorities and 
hierarchies and a general compliance with decisions and precepts, and (3) a 
readiness to respond aggressively and punitively towards others, particularly when 
the other in is lower status. Individuals bearing these character traits have an inner 
readiness to derogate and dislike others, especially lower status groups and their 
members (Adorno et al., 1950; for a critical discussion see Ray, 1988). Allport 
(1954, pp. 424-443) introduces the concept of the tolerant personality as part of a 
character structure inhibiting prejudice: “[A tolerant person] makes not distinction 
of race, color, or creed. He not only endures but, in general, approves his fellow 
men.” (p. 425). This traditional view more or less implies that prejudice is a part of 
one’s ‘life tissue’ and therefore hard to alter: “Some individuals are predisposed to 
prejudice […] by virtue of the deeper-lying and enduring makeup of their 
personalities” (Sniderman et al., 2000, p. 60).  Another important factor is personal 
contact with ethnic minorities. The more one personally gets to know individual 
members of a minority group, the less likely one is to be prejudiced against that 
minority group (Allport, 1954, pp. 261-281; Amir & Garti, 1977). Contact, 
however, needs to be sustained and non-superficial to matter. These factors are 
taken into account when modelling the impact of information sources on ethnic 
prejudice. 

Group-based accounts of prejudice focus on categorization processes into in- 
versus out-groups and on competition between groups. Realistic Conflict Theory 
(RCT) assumes that all social groups do have interest in material goods. In terms of 
a zero-sum game, it is supposed that if one group possesses a resource, the other 
group is not able to possess it as well, or only to a lesser degree. Competition about 
scarce goods emerges. This competition over valued commodities leads to the 
development of inter-group hostility (see Sherif, Harvey, White, Hood, and Sherif 
(1961) for a classic account16). Just the simple fact of being categorised in a group 
                                                           
16 In the Robbers Cave Experiments, young boys on summer camp were divided into two 
groups that did not have contact for a week, which led to high group identification in the 
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that has to share a scarce resource with another group results in hostility between 
the groups (for more information on RTC, its origins, and an range of theoretical 
and empirical approaches, see Blumer (1958) Sidanius and Pratto (1993), or Bobo 
(1997, 1999)). Conflict between groups leads to stronger identification and 
solidarity with ones own group, and at the same time increases animosity towards 
the other group (Blalock, 1967; LeVine & Campbell, 1972). The more secure one 
perceives scarce resources to be, the less prejudiced one would be. RCT also make 
it possible to consider contextual factors and dynamic developments of prejudice. 
For instance, in economically bad times (scarcity of employment) the likelihood of 
tension and conflict between different social groups is higher compared to times 
with a prospering economy (e.g., Quillian, 1995; Citrin et al., 1997).  

Social Identity Theory (SIT) offers an explanation of the origin of group-
based attitudes toward other groups (e.g., Tajfel, 1970, 1981; Tajfel & Turner, 
1979; see, for instance, Abrams and Hogg (1988, 1990), Hogg and Abrams (1988), 
Moghaddam and Stringer (1988); for comprehensive overviews, see Brown (1995, 
2000)). SIT has descriptive as well as proscriptive elements. Descriptive in giving 
an idea on how others in a particular group think and behave and proscriptive in 
postulating that this is the general way of how to think and behave – deviant 
thinking and behaviour is not in-group conform. SIT relates to two psychological 
processes, categorisation and self-enhancement. Categorisation refers to the fact 
that people posses a strong tendency to divide the social world around them into 
‘us’ versus ‘them’ (Turner, 1987), viewing others as either belonging to their own 
group (which is the in-group) or to some other group (which is the out-group). 
Categorisation is a perceptual process that can be triggered by social and non-
social cues. Differentiating characteristics can be substantial (such as language or 
skin-colour) or trivial (Sherif & Hovland, 1961). Self-enhancement refers to the 
evaluative nature of the process of group differentiation. People value the in-group 
more positively than the out-group, due to striving for a positive self-concept, even 
exaggerating the positive attributes of their in-group and the negative ones of the 
out-group. They tend to make generalisations of members of the out-group quickly, 
whereas they are more differentiated concerning their in-group fellows. They 
furthermore seek to maximise the positivism of their own group by choosing 
comparative dimensions on which the in-group scores relatively well compared to 
out-groups (McGarthy et al., 1994). These inter-group processes explain 
perceptions of inter-group threat. Threat can relate to material resources as well as 
to group identity-related aspects, such as norms and values. So information 
triggering perceptions of threat by ethnic out-groups to in-group commodities 
almost inevitably leads to negative out-group evaluations.  

 
                                                                                                                                      
two groups, however without animosity between them. Then, tournaments were held and 
prices were given only to the winner who shared the price only among group members. This 
leads to tensions between the groups, eventually producing all key components of strong 
prejudices (Sherif et al., 1961). 
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3.2.4 Outlining a basic model 
Many prior studies only consider one or a few aspects of those outlined above 
when explaining ethnic prejudice. One of the most encompassing approaches to 
integrate (most of) the different theoretical concepts outlined above is provided by 
Sniderman et al. (2000) in The Outsider – Prejudice and Politics in Italy. We 
briefly outline how the different theoretical approaches are integrated into one 
distinct model – the right shock model (see Figure 1). Exogenous variables in the 
model are age, education, occupational status and a tolerant personality. These 
factors, however, are not modelled to directly impact on ethnic prejudice (which 
the authors label hostility towards immigrants). Two mediator variables are 
proposed. The instrumental factor deals with individuals’ economic insecurity 
being influenced by age, education, and occupational status. The expressive factor 
is called mistrust and measures peoples’ disposition towards cynicism and 
misanthropy and general mistrust towards others (Rosenberg, 1956). Personality, 
age, and education influence the mistrust measure.  

The expressive and the instrumental measures affect the formation of hostility 
towards immigrants, yet again mediated by individual’s readiness to categorize 
others in general. This model is expanded by the inclusion of measures of support  
 
Figure 3.1: The right-shock model  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Note: Elaboration and simplification of Sniderman et al., 2000, p. 123. 
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for authoritarian values. For reasons too elaborate to be outlined in this brief 
account, it is assumed that the relationship between support for authority values 
and hostility towards immigrants is recursive. Since we are interested in testing the 
static model empirically on the individual level, we only take into account the 
impact of the various measures on the outcome variable. Last, an external shock is 
modelled as contextual factors affecting individuals’ level of prejudice. The 
individual level part of the model (in approximation) will be controlled for when 
evaluating the impact of news media on ethnic prejudice. This applies to tests of 
the role of news media on both the aggregate and individual level, as shown in 
Figure 3.1.  

 
3.2.5 Prejudice and information 
Prior studies of ethnic prejudice repeatedly acknowledge the importance of 
information. Here, a focus on inter-group explanations of ethnic prejudice is more 
appropriate than on personality factors. The latter are rather stable and developed 
during early socialization or are exogenous, such as age. This is in line with 
Augoustinos and Reynolds (2001, p. ix) who argue “that prejudice and racism as 
social phenomena cannot be understood as the product of individual psychology” 
since that would ignore “the structural context and the social identities within 
which people live out their everyday lives.” Information, however, can, as will be 
argued in detail further below, affect the perceptions of ethnic groups and 
consequently ethnic attitudes generally. Hence, the theoretical focus should be on 
inter-group relations and perceptions, rather than on personality factors.17 

But how does information matter? Allport (1954, p. 27), for instance, refers to 
“hearsay evidence” on basis of which irrational categories are formed. He 
furthermore recognizes that “we always select and interpret our impressions of the 
surrounding world” (p. 165, italics in original) and with reference to stereotypes 
and their social persistence notes that “they are socially supported, continually 
revived and hammered in, by our media of mass communication” (p. 200). The 
considerations presented so far indicate two arguably different, certainly 
analytically distinct ways of how information from the outside world can trigger 
ethnic prejudice. First, it can make categories or boundary markers visible and 
important and thereby set off thinking in these categories. Second, information can 
provide certain considerations with regards to ethnic minority groups, for instance 
in terms of stereotypes. Let us elaborate.  

News media can influence people’s readiness to categorize others. By 
emphasising ethnicity of news subjects, news media can contribute to a sense of in-
group belonging and accordingly to out-group hostility. Features distinguishing the 
majority and minorities are made important, resulting in stronger group definitions 
and consequently in negative attitudes towards ethnic out-groups. I was shown that 
                                                           
17 It is acknowledged, that media might also play a part in the socialization that leads to 
certain personality structures.  This study’s concern, however, is more comparably more 
short-term effects of media coverage.  
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the more ‘real’ or perceived important differentiating characteristics used to 
categorise others are, the stronger the group comparison process is (Tajfel & 
Wilkes, 1963). Mastro argues that “[SIT] provides a conceptual outline that can be 
used to understand the media’s role in the development and enhancement of social 
identities …, when and how they are activated…, and their potential to impact on 
attitudes and behaviour” (2003, p. 98). Media may make differentiating features 
more real and important. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume an impact of news 
media content on the readiness to categorise others. 

News media make use of stereotypical depictions of foreigners and ethnic 
minorities (e.g., Entman & Rojecki, 2001). Stereotypical representations of 
minorities as for instance criminal, economically unviable, or culturally different 
can lead to negative evaluations of foreigners, immigrants and other ethnic 
minorities. Exposure to such reports can affect attitudes to immigrants and ethnic 
minorities. What is referred to as stereotypical representations is closely related to 
a framing of social groups. Stereotypes contain attributes and traits that are 
ascribed to groups and their members (Augostinous & Reynolds, 2001, p. 108). A 
stereotypical representation would highlight these attributes and traits. Similarly, a 
news frame is thought of emphasizing certain considerations with regards to an 
object (see also section 3.4.2). When we conceive of this object as a social group, 
then we see great overlap in the definitions of stereotypical representations and 
frames. The present study considers the concept of news framing to investigate the 
effects of mass media content on people’s ethnic attitudes.  

To recapitulate, we arrive at a situation in which we can expect the sheer 
volume of coverage of ethnic others as well as their depiction in the news to affect 
ethnic attitudes. The question, however, is not only whether news about ethnic 
minorities affects ethnic attitudes, but also how such an effect comes about. 
Therefore we elaborate on media effects theories that enlighten about the 
relationship between news content and public attitudes. We focus on the notion of 
news framing and framing effects, considering their close resemblance to 
stereotyping, as the primary means to explain why portrayals of ethnic minorities 
in the news affect ethnic threat perceptions. Before we discuss processes of media 
effects, however, we engage in a review of relevant literature. We consider studies 
on the representation of ethnic minorities in mass media and of media effects on 
ethnic attitudes. 

3.3 Review of prior studies on news, ethnic minorities and ethnic 
attitudes 

Not surprisingly, considering the relevance of the issues at stake here, previous 
investigations have dealt with – broadly speaking – the realm of media, ethnic 
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minorities and ethnic attitudes.18 Although the present study is primarily concerned 
with media effects on ethnic attitudes, one of the central arguments is the important 
of taking into account the media’s representation of ethnic minorities. After 
discussing content analytical investigations, media effects studies are reviewed.19 
Whereas this section provides a comprehensive and informative brief account, 
some studies, if relevant, are discussed more elaborately in the individual empirical 
chapters. We start with an overview of how ethnic minorities are covered in the 
news (for recent overviews, refer to Downing and Husband, 2005; Larson, 2006; 
Müller, 2005).  

A common outcome of many of the discourse analytical studies is that news 
media describe ethnic minorities not only as problem groups, but also as a deviant 
population in relation to majority social norms and values (e.g., Pickering, 2001). 
Classic discourse analytical studies about racism and print media come from van 
Dijk (1987, 1991), who provides arguments on how news media discourses 
contribute to social inequity of ethnic minority groups. He argues that overall news 
media provide a rather negative picture of ethnic minorities and depict them as 
problem groups, thereby maintaining the status quo of oppression and 
discrimination. Petersson (2003) analysed local Swedish newspaper and shows that 
they emphasized ethnic minority members acting as criminals. Other discourse 
analytical studies come from Australia (Jakubowicz et al., 1994; Pickering, 2001; 
Teo, 2000) in which refugees are the focal subjects, from Portugal (von Kemnitz, 
2002) where the depiction of Muslims in the press is analysed, from the UK 
(Coole, 2002) or from Finnland (Pietikäinen, 2003; Pietikäinen & Hujanen, 2003) 
where the media portrayal of the Sami minority is investigated. Also for the US 
context discourse analyses show that media largely contribute to maintaining the 
status quo of racial differences (Ferguson, 1998; Fiske, 1996; Wilson & Gutiérrez, 
1995; Wilson, Gutiérrez, & Chao, 2003).  

Some studies have undertaken systematic quantitative content analyses of 
ethnic minorities in news media, many of which focussing on US media and 
investigating depictions of Black or Latino minorities (for a comprehensive 
overview, see Larson (2006)). Crime reporting is prominent in ethnic minority 
coverage. Entman and Rojecki (2001, p. 67) find that “the network mainly 
discusses Blacks as such when they suffer or commit crime, or otherwise fall 
victim and require attention from government.” Romer, Jamieson, and Coteau 
(1998) content analysed local television news in the US. They find that when 
compared to real world data, white people were overrepresented as victims of 
violent crime, in contrast to people of colour that were overrepresented as 

                                                           
18 Since we are interested in ethnic attitudes, their antecedents and the role of news 
information, we in this overview refrain from considering studies on media use and its role 
for integration of ethnic minorities (see for instance, Husband, 1994, 2005 for an overview).  
19 It is emphasized that we consider only those media effect studies that employ outcome 
measures broadly related to ethnic attitudes. Studies of effect on, for instance, welfare 
support (e.g., Gilens, 1996) are not dealt with here.  
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perpetrators of violent crime (see also Entman & Rojecki, 2001, pp. 81-84). 
Numerous studies from the US consider this relationship between ethnicity and 
crime in the news, generally pointing towards a biased picture of the criminal 
ethnic other (e.g., Gilliam, Iyengar, Simon, & Wright, 1996; Dixon & Linz, 2000; 
Oliver, 1994; Heider, 2000; Klein & Naccarato, 2003).  

Wilson, Gutierrez, and Chao (2003) identify five phases in US news coverage 
of ethnic minorities, the exclusionary phase, the threatening issue phase, the 
confrontation phase, the stereotypical news selection phase and the multiracial 
coverage phase. Whereas the first phase is largely over, the fifth phase “looms as a 
promise on the horizon” (p. 133) and news is stuck somewhere between the second 
and the fourth phase. Simon and Alexander (1993) analyzed US news magazines’ 
coverage of immigrants over a period of 110 years, finding the most prominent 
messages calling for reduction of the number of immigrants and for exclusion of 
immigrants from certain countries or regions (with the latter differing across time). 
Larson (2006) concludes her review by stating that (1) there is fairly high 
similarity in the US media’s coverage of different ethnic groups (African 
Americans, Hispanic Americans, Asian American, and Native Americans) (see 
also Shah and Thornton (1994)) and (2) that these minorities are predominantly 
referred to in terms of problems such as crime or drug abuse. Entman (1994) also 
finds a negatively biased and stereotypical depiction of African Americans in 
television newscasts, portraying them in a narrower and less positive range of roles 
than whites (see also Fishman and Marvin (2003)).  

Turning away from the US context, the overall picture remains similar. 
Concluding one of the earliest investigations of ethnicity in the media, Hartman 
and Husband (1974, p.173) state that “the way race-related material is handled by 
the mass media serves both to perpetuate negative perceptions of blacks and to 
define the situation as one of intergroup conflict.” Poole and Richardson (2006) 
offer a series of studies looking at the coverage of Muslims in various contexts (see 
also Richardson (2004) for a discourse analysis of UK press coverage of Islam).  
Poole (2006) concludes that Muslims are portrayed as a threat to British security 
(mainly in terms of possible involvement in terrorism) and to mainstream British 
values. Richardson (2006) shows that Muslim sources in news are only used when 
the subject is criticism of Muslim actions, which would strengthen the distance 
between Muslims and non-Muslims. Manning (2004) finds that Muslims are 
depicted as violent and possible terrorists and with an emphasis on the difference 
between ‘them’ and mainstream Australian culture.  

The situation appears to be similar with regard to German news coverage (see 
Müller (2005) for a comprehensive overview). Ethnic minorities are predominantly 
covered in negative terms, with news emphasizing involvement in crime or more 
generally the costs and possible threats cause by immigrants to the interests of 
nation (e.g., Ruhrmann & Kollmer, 1987; Geißler, 1999, 2000; Meißner & 
Ruhrmann, 2000; Ruhrmann & Demren, 2000). A similar negativity bias was also 
shown to dominate ethnic minorities’ coverage in Dutch news media (see Brants, 
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Crone, & Leurdijk (1998) for an overview). Lubbers, Scheppers and Wester (1998) 
find a strong emphasis on crime and more generally on problems in Dutch 
newspapers’ coverage of ethnic minorities. Van Gorp (2005) looks at the coverage 
of asylum seekers in Flemish newspapers and identifies two dominant frames, the 
asylum seeker as victim or as intruder (studies concerning Germany and the 
Netherlands are discussed more elaborately in Chapters 6 and 7). Investigations of 
the coverage of ethnic minorities often rely on the implicit assumption that the way 
the news depicts ethnic others exerts an influence on how audiences think about 
them. The next section reviews studies that address this question making use of 
experimental research designs.  

Again, most of the studies come from the US context and investigate the 
impact of news about crime and race. Although Oliver (1999) did not find short-
term effects of manipulating ethnicity in crime stories, she reports that after a 
period of three months participants that were exposed to the white suspect 
manipulation were more likely to misidentify the race and report to have seen a 
black suspect. No such effect was found for those exposed to a black suspect – 
these participants consistently identified a black suspect even after a period of 
three months. Furthermore, Oliver Jackson, Moses, and Dangerfield (2004) found 
that when participants are exposed to crime stories featuring photography of the 
suspect, they are more likely to describe the suspect with facial features related to 
African-Americans compared to those who saw photographs of individuals in non-
crime stories (see also Oliver and Fonash (2004)). By exposing participants to 
crime stories briefly showing a black versus white suspect, Peffley, Shields, and 
Williams (1996) find that exposure to the African-American suspect was capable 
of activating racial stereotypes. Hurwitz and Peffley (1997) find that whites’ 
stereotypes of African Americans influenced judgments of crime and punishment 
only when the perpetrator was black and crime was violent. Finally, Mastro (2003) 
shows that exposure to negative stereotypical media messages regarding Latinos 
led to social judgements among White participants consistent with the message 
they received (other examples of experimental studies on media and ethnic 
attitudes include Armstrong, Neuendorf, & Brentar, 1992; Tan, Fujioka, & Lucht, 
1997; Fujioka, 1999). None of these experimental studies validated the stimulus 
material with external data on media content. By contrast, Gilliam and Iyengar 
(2000) investigated local television news and find that ethnic minorities accounted 
for 59 percent of the suspects in stories on violent crime. The authors then show 
that exposure to this dominant script of local television news increases negative 
attitudes towards African-Americans among white viewers.  

Some studies specifically address effects of the framing of ethnic minorities 
on ethnic attitudes. In a series of experiments, Kinder and Sanders (1996) framed 
survey questions (thereby mimicking frames from public discourse (p. 195)) to 
demonstrate elite framing effects on racial attitudes. The experiments show that 
“the underpinnings of opinion, and thus the very meaning of opinion, can be 
shifted by inducing citizens to think about issues in particular ways” (p. 192). 
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They, for instance, show that respondent who were asked a question about 
affirmative action that was framed in terms of ‘unfair advantage’ were more likely 
to let their racial resentment determine their racial policy attitudes than those 
respondents receiving a ‘reverse discrimination’ affirmative action frame. 
Sniderman et al. (2004) make use of a similar technique. By manipulating the 
salience of economic versus cultural (in their terms identity) threats they show that 
cultural concerns weigh much stronger than economic concerns when it comes to 
admitting new immigrants. Equally important, their results indicate that increased 
salience of a cultural threat mobilized people against immigration that otherwise 
were not concerned about these issues. They argue that their salience manipulation 
of identity threat would be similar to public attention being “drawn to the question 
of cultural conflicts between established norms and those of new immigrants, say, 
by stories in the mass media” (Sniderman et al., 2004, p. 43) – thus to a cultural 
threat frame.  

Taking a more media-centred approach, Domke, McCoy and Torres (1999) 
frame the issue of immigration in material versus ethical ways. Respondents 
exposed to a material immigration frame were more likely to recall material 
considerations with regard to immigration, and differential framing linked racial 
attitudes to policy judgments (see also Domke (2001)). Richardson (2005) looks at 
the activation of distinct social identities through framing editorials about a court 
decision on affirmative action. The editorials were framed in terms of remedial 
action, diversity and a combination of both. Exposure to frames did not affect 
support for affirmative action directly; however, the diversity frame moderated the 
relationship between racial attitudes and policy support and increased positive 
evaluations of Blacks among the white participants. Kuklinski et al. (1997) by 
contrast show that attitudes toward affirmative action are not fixed and can be 
swayed by applying a framing of affirmative action as ‘preferential treatment’ 
versus ‘an extra effort’. Last, Brader, Valentino and Suhay (nd) looked at the 
impact of threat frames on immigration policy support. They show that exposure to 
a threat frame both caused increases in anxiety about immigration and perceptions 
of immigration as threatening.  

In sum, there appears to be strong evidence that, in one way or another, ethnic 
attitudes can be affected by information presented to the public. Experiments are 
enlightening when it comes to demonstrating effects of a given stimulus – a media 
report about ethnic minorities – on the publics’ thinking and cognitive processes. 
They are, however, less conclusive about the whether these processes are also at 
work in a real-world setting. We now turn towards studies that take a larger 
approach to look at the question of media and ethnic attitudes.  

For instance, Vergeer (2000) investigates the effect of exposure to media on 
perceived ethnic threat in the Netherlands, showing that high exposure to television 
in general, and to commercial television stations in particular is positively related 
to perceived ethnic threat. The author, however, fails to suggest why these 
differential effects come about, since he does not consider the actual content that 



Hajo G. Boomgaarden   49  

people were exposed to and he only makes use of cross-sectional inferences. (see 
also Vergeer, Lubbers and Scheepers (2000)). Schorb (2003) has looked at the 
impact of television on the perceptions of foreigners among German children and 
youths. By means of a qualitative media content analysis and focus groups 
interviews, he shows that children tend to reflect upon stereotypical representations 
of foreigners they encountered in entertainment programs and talk shows, when 
describing their attitudes towards foreigners in general. In their pioneering study 
on the British mass media and racism, Hartman and Husband (1974) conclude, 
“that the mass media have played an important part in the defining for the white 
public the nature and meaning of the black presence in Britain” (p. 208) thereby 
disseminating and reinforcing a predominantly negative and threatening picture of 
blacks. Kellsted (2000, 2003) looks at the presence of egalitarian or individualistic 
news frames in 46 years of US newspaper/ magazine coverage and relates that to 
racial attitudes. His analysis shows that the news media, by emphasising core 
American values (egalitarian versus individualistic) shape public racial policy 
preferences over time. Unlike the present study, he considers value frames rather 
than frames relating directly to the issue at hand. B. Scheufele and Brosius (2001) 
find that violence and terror are the two themes that feature most prominently in 
newspaper reports mentioning Kurds between 1993 and 1996 in Germany and 
shows that in 1996 newspaper content is significantly related to violence against 
foreigners with a lag time of four weeks. Using a similar design, Brosius and Esser 
(1995) find the coverage of acts of violence against foreigners causing significant 
increases in violent acts.  

This review emphasizes the importance of taking the study of media and 
ethnic attitudes and in particular the relation between both outside the boundaries 
of experimental laboratories. The few studies that did so suggest that media content 
and exposure to media is related to ethnic attitudes. The notion of news framing 
and more generally media effects theories need to be more thoroughly integrated 
into investigations of these matters. 

3.4 Media effects 

The main interest of this study lies in the news media’s framing of ethnic 
minorities and the effects of the use of such frames on ethnic threat perceptions. 
Framing as a theoretical concept of media effects received steeply increasing 
attention throughout the past decade, especially in the realm of political 
communication. This section discusses news frames as content analytical 
indicators and their effects. With regard to the latter, we elaborately discuss a 
psychological process behind framing effects. Although the present study does not 
actually measure this process model, it is nevertheless important to base 
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expectations as to why certain information should influence attitudes on firm 
theoretical grounds. If we only demonstrate that frames matter, however, do not 
discuss why, an important aspect is missing. Subsequently, we synthesize the 
theoretical considerations introduced here and above into a framework for the 
present study. Before moving into framing theory, we briefly address two related 
media effects hypotheses. These will come up in elaborations of framing effects 
and discussions of the results presented later.  
 
3.4.1 Agenda-setting and priming 
Agenda-setting is one of the most investigated media effect concepts in the realm 
of political communication. Based on the seminal work of McQuail and Blumler 
(1968) and McCombs and Shaw (1972), agenda-setting refers to two related 
propositions: (1) the news media control their own agenda by deciding which 
issues are important and by selecting these for their news coverage, and (2) the 
prominence of these news issues eventually determines which issues are rendered 
important by the public (McLeod, Kosicki, & McLeod, 1994). The effect does not 
go beyond issue salience (for reviews of agenda-setting literature see Dearing & 
Rogers, 1996; Rössler, 1997).  

Whereas the general psychological notion of priming refers to a broad set of 
environmental stimuli that can increase the availability of certain aspects or 
information for the interpretation of subsequent issues or events, media priming is 
specifically concerned with the information distributed via the mass media. The 
term media priming applied to political communication was basically introduced to 
the greater public through the work of Iyengar and Kinder (1987, p. 63): “By 
calling attention to some matters while ignoring others, television news influences 
the standards by which governments, presidents, policies and candidates for public 
office are judged. Priming refers to changes in the standards that people use to 
make political evaluations.” Though theoretically applicable to a range of objects, 
influential priming studies deal with the influence of issue primes on judgements 
of the U.S. President (e.g., Miller & Krosnick, 2000; Pan & Kosicki, 1997) and are 
therefore confined to relatively narrow contexts.  

Agenda-setting and priming consider story selection as providing mechanisms 
for subsequent judgments. We contend, however, that research on ethnic attitudes 
should rather focus on emphasis of certain aspects within stories about the stimulus 
object, here ethnic groups. Accordingly, framing is proposed as the central 
mechanism by which news reporting affects ethnic prejudice.  

 
3.4.2 Framing  
Throughout the last decade or so, the concept of framing received an increasing 
amount of attention in the field of political communication (for overviews of 
framing theory, see Scheufele, 1999; D’Angelo, 2002). Despite its extensive use in 
recent research, the concept of framing is still in need of consolidation and further 
explication. So, what does framing refer to? Scheufele (1999) argues that news 
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media set frames in order to give meaning to the issue in question and that the 
audience uses these frames in order to interpret and relate to news events. Framing 
accordingly is described in terms of a process model that involves (1) the building 
of a frame which describes the process by which journalists construct a certain 
frame in a story, (2) the effects of a frame on individuals’ frames and their related 
attitudes, and (3) the impact of public (or cultural) frames back on journalists and 
their organization (de Vreese, 2002, pp. 21-52; see also Scheufele (1999, pp. 114-
118)).20 Whereas the first and the third aspect are integral for understanding the 
production of news frames being influenced by the context in which news are 
produced and by journalistic and institutional constrains, the second step refers to 
the main focus of this thesis – news effects on the public. Arguably, only if we 
know that news frames can and do affect public thinking, it is worthwhile 
assessing how they come about, which factors guide their coming into existence. 
 The literature presents two different but interrelated ways of looking at the 
concept of framing. The one considers how the news are presented, or framed, and 
the other looks at the public’s comprehension of these frames (Semetko & 
Valkenburg, 2000; Valkenburg, Semetko, & de Vreese, 1999). Gitlin (1980, p. 7) 
refers to framing as an instrument to “organise the world both for journalists who 
report it and, in some important degree, for us who rely on their reports.” Thus, on 
the one hand media frames are examined, whereas on the other hand framing 
effects are analysed. This study intends to explore whether the way news about 
ethnic minorities is framed has effects on the audiences’ perception of the groups – 
thus focuses on the use and the effects of media frames. We now come to defining 
both media frames and framing effects.  

What is a news frame and how does the exposure to a news frame affect a 
person’s attitude? These are the central questions to be dealt with to provide a 
mean to understand influences of exposure to certain kinds of news information. 
We start with the former aspect, the definition of a news frame. Table 3.1 provides 
a number of common definitions of news frames in well-established literature. This 
list is far from all-inclusive, however, highlights some of the most commonly 
encountered definitions. 

 
 

 
                                                           
20 The model proposed by Scheufele (1999, p. 115) does divide the influence of media 
frames on audience attitudes into two distinct steps, namely first influencing or building 
audience frames and secondly the impact of audience frames on attitudes and opinion. The 
crucial question then is to what degree and audience frames differs from an attitude and 
whether we can theoretically and empirically distinguish the two. This is arguably not 
necessarily the case and we do not specifically address the intermediate step. According to 
the psychological model outlined below, we can for now leave it at a combination of both 
processes into one arrow connecting news frames and attitudes. This is also in line with 
Chong and Druckman (2006, p. 7) who refer to the set of dimensions and the weight 
ascribed to these dimensions as an “individual’s frame in thought” (italics in original).  
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Table 3.1: Definitions of news frames  
Definition Source 
To frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and 
make them more in a communicating text, in such a way as to 
promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, 
moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation.  

Entman, 1993, p. 52 

A central organizing idea or story line that provides meaning to 
an unfolding strip of events. The frame suggests […] the 
essence of an issue.  

Gamson and Modigliani, 
1987, p. 143 

A frame […] is an emphasis in salience of some aspects of a 
topic.  

de Vreese, 2003, p. 27 

The news frame organizes everyday reality and [..] is part or 
parcel of everyday reality.  

Tuchman, 1978, p. IV 

Framing is a process by which a communication source […] 
defines and constructs a political issue or controversy.  

Nelson, Clawson, Oxley, 
1997, p. 567 

Frames are principles of selection, emphasis and presentation 
composed of little tacit theories about what exists, what 
happens, and what matters. 

Gitlin, 1980, p. 6 

[Frames are] conceptual tools which media […] rely on to 
convey, interpret and evaluate information.  

Neuman Just Crigler, 1992, 
p. 60 

 
Striking is that these (by and large) all note (1) salience or emphasis and (2) certain 
characteristics or aspects of a news story to matter. These aspects differ and range 
from problem specifications and solutions (Snow & Benford, 1988; Entman, 1993) 
to rather specific story characteristics such as policy evaluations (de Vreese, 
Semetko, & Boomgaarden, under review). These aspects, however defined, have to 
be central, highlighted, emphasized, or made salient in a news story as to constitute 
a certain frame that is identifiable and that may produce effects. No prescription is 
given as to where the frame in a story is located. A frame can be situated in any 
aspect of a news story and in any combination of these, for instance the headline, 
the lead paragraph, visual representations such as charts or photographs, in certain 
key-words, metaphors and many others. 

Often, if not always, framing has been defined with regards to a certain issue 
or a topic discussed in the news (see below for a distinction between generic and 
issue specific frames). In their guidelines as to how to identify a media frame in 
communication content, Chong and Druckman (2006, p. 8, italics in original) argue 
for the centrality of the framed object: “A frame in communication can be defined 
only in relation to a specific issue, event, or political actor.” This is also reflected 
in most empirical studies looking at news frames and framing effects (see below 
for some examples). Less frequently though, framing considers non-political 
individual actors or social groups as the framed entity. The present study contends, 
however, that it is rather irrelevant for an application of framing theory whether a 
topic is framed or a social group. After all, the construction of news frames as well 
as the psychological mechanisms underlying effects of frame exposure on an 
audience member should be largely the same, with the only exception that the 
object of interest differs. Whereas in traditional accounts the object is an issue or 
topic of social relevance, here the focus is on a socially relevant group of people, 
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namely ethnic minorities. Accordingly, we speak of a framing object to discuss 
what is actually framed.  

A working definition for a news frame, in line with de Vreese (2002) and 
Nelson et al. (1997) that guides the analysis takes into account the centrality of the 
object: A news frame emphasizes and endows certain aspects or considerations 
with regards to a given object. These aspects or considerations are broadly 
understood and relate, for instance, to policy positions concerning a topic or 
consequences of pursuing a course of action. Hence a frame consists of basically 
two features, the aspect that is highlighted and the strength with which this aspect 
is embraced. The latter can vary within news stories (intra-story frame strength) 
and across news stories (inter-story frame strength). To put it in other words, a 
frame can be very strongly present within a news story, but strength of the frame 
can also be expressed by continuous repetition of the same frame in coverage of 
the same object. The analysis of frame presence presented in Chapter 6 does take 
into account both variations in strength.  

Prior research has identified frames that apply to a broad range (if not the 
universe) of possible objects as distinct from frames that are exclusive to different 
objects. These were labeled generic and issue-specific news frames (de Vreese, 
Peter, & Semetko, 2001). Since drawing a cut-off point between clearly generic 
and issue-specific frames is challenging, one could maybe better conceive of a 
scale ranging from frames that can be applied to every news story regardless of the 
object it refers to, to frames that very specifically address a very confined issue. 
Even for the latter case, a very specific framing object, one could identify several 
frames with regards to that confined issue, so that we could think of the spectrum 
ranging from inter-object to intra-object frames. The present study employs ethnic 
threat frames that, in their current operationalization, should be applicable to 
immigration and ethnic minority issues in general, independent on the country or 
time period. However, differently operationalized one could conceive of threat 
frames also as being applicable to other social groups or to countries or political 
actors. We therefore deal with frames that on the continuum between applicable to 
all object versus to only one specific object can be placed more towards the latter 
end.  

 
3.4.2.1 Valence frames 
Whereas some frames can be classified as carrying an inherent valence towards the 
object they deal with, others appear to be more neutral. By the notion of valence 
we refer to those frames that indicate something ‘good or bad’ and more or less 
explicitly carry certain positive or negative aspects or considerations with regards 
to the framed object.21 By doing so, these valence frames are thought of being 
capable to pushing an attitude towards the object in a certain direction (de Vreese 
& Boomgaarden, 2003; Schuck & de Vreese, 2006). The ethnic threat and benefit 
                                                           
21 Owing the term valence from chemistry, where it indicates the charge of an ion based on 
the number of electrons transferred or shared. 
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frames employed in this study constitute such frames that would carry some sort of 
positive or negative valence toward the object of ethnic minorities. 

One of the influential framing studies in mass communication looks at the 
news coverage of airline accidents (Entman, 1991). The author showed how the 
frames carry implicit valuations by demonstrating that a US airline accident was 
framed in terms of ‘tragedy’ and ‘mistake’, whereas a similar accident of a Soviet 
airplane was predominantly framed in terms of ‘attack’ and ‘deliberate’. Other 
examples of valence frames include, for instance, the ‘Cold War’ frame (Norris, 
1995), which depicted international events in terms of rivalry between two major 
superpowers US and Soviet Union and defined other countries as ‘friends’ or 
‘enemies’ of these superpowers. Another study analyzes the framing of labor 
conflicts in US press and network news coverage of the closing down of a General 
Motors plant and shows that a ‘no option’ frame dominated the news coverage 
over an ‘alternative’ frame in which the closing of the plant was challenged and 
alternatives were offered (Martin & Oshagan, 1997). Rössler (2001) investigated 
the framing of the rise of the Internet in German news media, particularly whether 
there was generally a more positive or negative assessment of the Internet and 
found a positive framing of the Internet dominating the news. Conrad (2001) found 
a ‘genetic optimism’ frame to dominate US newspaper coverage of genetics 
debates. Bearing relevance for the present study, van Gorp (2005) considered two 
opposing frames, the ‘asylum seekers are innocent victims’ and ‘asylum seekers 
are profiteers and criminals’ frames in Belgium news coverage of asylum seekers. 
He showed that the degree to which these frames were employed depended mainly 
on the newspapers’ political orientation and their target audiences. Other prior 
studies consider, for instance, a ‘Holocaust’ frame (Tankard, 2001), an ‘anti-
feminism’ frame (Terkildsen & Schnell, 1997), a ‘discrimination’ frame (Gandy et 
al., 1997), an ‘advocacy’ frame (Tewksbury et al., 2000) or ‘pro-life’ versus ‘pro-
choice’ frames (Ball-Rokeach, Power, Guthrie, & Waring. 1990).  
 Whereas the amount of mass communication studies on the effects of valence 
frames slowly increases in recent years, studies in psychology discuss the effects of 
a positive versus a negative framing of an issue, or framing a problem in terms of 
risks or opportunities. Here the main focus is on decision making and these studies 
assess to what degree opposing framing of the same issue can yield different 
judgments and behavioral intentions (for overviews refer to Kuhberger, 1998; 
Levin et al., 2002). For example, classic studies by Tversky and Kahneman (1981; 
Kahneman & Tversky, 1997; see also Levin and Chapman, 1993) showed that the 
framing of the same problem in different ways could predictably alter perceptions 
of decision problems and affect outcomes.22 Prospect Theory assumes outcomes to 

                                                           
22 The ‘Asian disease problem’ is a classic example: An unknown Asian disease is to strike 
a country. Counter measures are taken. One group of people is presented with a choice 
between two programs, where one program (A) would predict that ‘200 people will be 
saved’ and the other (B) that ‘there is a one-third probability that 600 people will be saved, 
and a two-thirds probability that no people will be saved’. In such a situation, 72 percent of 
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be expressed as positive or negative deviations (gains or losses) from a neutral 
reference outcome. When making choices involving gains, people are often risk-
averse and when making choices involving losses, they are often risk-taking.  

In health communication, for instance, “gain- and loss-framed messages are 
constructed by the description of an outcome in relation to a particular reference 
point” (Rothman & Salovey, 1997, p. 5). An HIV testing frame that emphasizes a 
personal loss led 63 percent women to show up to a test for HIV within a two-
week period, compared to 23 percent in a gain condition and none in the control 
condition (Kalichman and Coley, 1995). Similarly, a study on the effectiveness of 
mammography screening information used gain framing (showing benefits of 
obtaining mammography) and loss framing (showing risks of not obtaining 
mammography) with factually equivalent information (Banks, Salovey, Greener, 
Rothman, Moyer, Beauvais, and Epel, 1995). The authors found that women who 
viewed the loss-framed message were more likely to obtain mammography 
screenings.  

This assumption can be perceived on a more general level as demonstrating 
that valence frames, frames that depict an issue in positive or negative terms, can 
affect people’s views on that issue. Schuck and de Vreese (2006, p. 8) contend 
these results to have “far-reaching implications because the outcome of many 
situations can be perceived in terms of loss or gain”, in terms of risks or threats or 
disadvantages versus opportunities or benefits or advantages (for differential uses 
of valence labels in different contexts or concerning different issues, refer for 
example to Jackson and Dutton (1988), Rutte et al., (1987) or de Vreese, 
Boomgaarden, & Semetko (under review)). This strength of risk frames when it 
comes to influencing attitudes is furthermore underlined by early studies in 
persuasion. Hovland et al. (1954) argue that what they label fear-arousing appeals 
would motivate information processing. So a message that contains evaluative 
information and refers to aspects that trigger fear or anxiety, such as the notion of 
threat, is more effective with regards to persuading the perceiver. 

These theoretical notions are informative for the present study since they 
suggest differential effects of frames carrying differential evaluative components. 
It appears that frames emphasizing a certain risk or threat are more effective in 
causing opinion change than positive frames. It is important to note though, that 
prospect theory frames are usually operationalized as carrying identical 
information in either positive or negative terms. This, however, is seldom the case 
in valence frames identified in mass media coverage.  Therefore, Druckman (2001; 

                                                                                                                                      
participants preferred program A and the remaining 28 percent were choosing program B. 
Another group of participants were presented with the choice between one program (C) in 
which ‘400 people will die’ and another program (D) in which ‘there is a one-third 
probability that nobody will die, and a two-third probability that 600 people will die’. Here, 
78 percent preferred program D while 22 percent were going for program C. In statistical 
terms, however, programs A and C and programs B and D are identical.  The difference in 
preference, accordingly, lies solely in the differential framing of the programs. 
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2004) distinguishes between emphasis frames and valence frames. Whereas 
valence frames provide the same information in either positive or negative terms, 
“emphasis frames focus on qualitatively different yet potentially relevant 
considerations” (Chong & Druckman, 2006, p. 22). These considerations, in turn, 
carry evaluative directions with regards to the frames object. Despite these 
different notions of frames carrying some kind of valence towards the framed 
object, a clear differentiation is not crucial to the present study. As will become 
evident, and as also acknowledged by Chong and Druckman (2006, p. 23), the 
psychological process model of framing effects can accommodate effects both 
types of frames. We, in the remainder, refer to valence frames, but take into 
account that these in media content are equivalent to emphasis frames.  

Beyond content analytic investigations of valence (or emphasis) frames, a 
number of prior studies have dealt with the effects of such frames on attitudes and 
opinions. McLeod and Detenber (1999) investigated the influence of the framing 
of television coverage of an anarchist protest on viewers’ support for the protest. 
The coverage differed in terms of the presentation of the protesters, ranging from a 
more positive to a more negative portrayal. This evaluative presentation affected 
viewers, so that less support in the news led them to be more critical of and less 
likely to identify with the protesters, less critical of the police, and less likely to 
support expressive rights. Similarly Nelson et al. (1997) investigated the effects of 
framing a Ku Klux Klan (KKK) rally either in terms of ‘disruption of public order’ 
or as a ‘free speech issue’. They found the framing to affect tolerance towards 
KKK speeches or rallies among the viewers in the positive ‘free speech’ condition 
compared to those exposed to the ‘public order disruption’ condition. The next 
section deals with the question of why such effects come about.  

 
3.4.2.2 Framing effects – a psychological model 
How does such a selective presentation of information as suggested by news 
framing affect people’s response to the media stimulus? Whereas a whole array of 
studies shows that framing does influence thoughts and opinions the question of 
how this process takes place remains oftentimes largely unaddressed. In order to 
argue for and be able to interpret framing effects, we need a psychological model 
that would explain the internal process by which a person would change an attitude 
due to framed information. This section accordingly does not raise the matter of 
whether frames are effective, but seeks to outline how these effects might occur. 
We, however, emphasize that the present study does not explicitly test the 
psychological process behind framing, but argue that we need a psychological 
understanding to interpret the process at large.  

Price and Tewksbury (1997) offer a parsimonious and broadly applicable 
theoretical model explaining framing effects, similar to the process described by 
Nelson et al. (1997a).23 They describe framing effects as “the ability of media 
                                                           
23 The chapter also includes very thoughtful discussion of the influence of news values, 
which is not considered in the present account. Furthermore, it relates the model to agenda-
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reports to alter the kinds of considerations people use in forming their opinions” 
(Price & Tewksbury, 1997, p. 175, italics added). “Frames tell people how to 
weight the often conflicting considerations that enter into everyday political 
deliberations” (Nelson et al., 1997a, p. 226, italics added). Basic to the 
psychological model is the notion of knowledge activation. News stories activate 
certain ideas (knowledge) about the object of interest (and neglect others) and 
thereby encourage people to think about the object along the same lines. Price and 
Tewksbury’s (1997) model consists of three main elements, the knowledge store 
(comparable to long-term memory), active thought (working memory) and the 
current stimulus (for instance exposure to a news story). The likelihood of a 
construct to be activated from the knowledge store into active thought depends on 
three aspects, its (1) chronic accessibility, (2) temporary accessibility, and (3) 
applicability to a given stimulus. That means a construct must have some ‘energy 
level’ and it should correspond with the stimulus object.  

Price and Tewksbury (1997, p. 192) define active thought as “the thinking 
with which perceivers are actively and consciously engaged as they interpret and 
respond to the external environment.” Once activated – thus present in active 
thought – a construct will be assessed in terms of its relevance, its “suitability for 
interpreting and responding” (p. 188) to a given stimulus. Active engagement with 
construct relevance might very much depend on a perceiver’s cognitive abilities 
and motivation to do so. If deemed relevant, a construct is used for object 
evaluation. With reference to news framing influences, Price and Tewksbury 
(1997, p. 198) refer to applicability effects: “This process refers to effects of the 
salient attributes of a message (its structure and points of emphasis) on the 
applicability of particular thoughts, resulting in their activation and use in 
evaluation.”  

Framing, however, is not conceptualized as being only effective in short-term. 
The authors argue that through routine activation via applicability effects a 
construct’s accessibility increases. “If and when the media distribute messages of 
highly consistent design […] then chronic accessibility of constructs relating to 
those attributes and features might be expected” (p. 199). So, framing effects differ 
from other mass media effects in that they activate certain considerations that 
should have a least been known at some point and stored in memory somewhere. 
This makes the concept of framing so useful for the present study. As discussed 
earlier, ethnic stereotypes are broadly culturally shared knowledge. Stereotyping 
and categorization are described as almost inevitable and automatic processes. 
Accordingly, we can assume that most people would at least know the 
considerations brought forward in the ethnic threat frames under analysis and 
exposure to certain frames increases their applicability and related relevance 
judgments. In the last section of this chapter, these thoughts are further specified. 
Before, we have to further dig into the concept of framing.  
                                                                                                                                      
setting and priming, which are of lesser interest to the present study and accordingly will not 
be discussed here.  
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3.4.2.3 Constituents of news frames 
To understand the relationships between the empirical results presented in the 
subsequent chapters, and also to provide more information about the 
conceptualization of news frames, this section addresses the questions of the 
constituents of a news frame – i.e. what makes a frame a frame? As mentioned 
above, the present study considers intra-object frames (elsewhere labeled content-
related frames (B. Scheufele, 2004) or issue-specific frames (de Vreese, Peter, & 
Semetko, 1999)), which are frames that relate to one common object. Therefore, 
the discussion here will focus on the components of this type of frames.24 
Moreover, the frames conceptualized to investigate the effects of news framing on 
ethnic attitudes are thought of a containing an inherent valence towards the object 
that should be represented by certain frame elements.    
 Pan and Kosicki (1993) describe a news frame as a theme, “an idea that 
connects different semantic elements of a story […] into a coherent whole” (p. 59). 
These elements could be action, event, or actor descriptions, sources and quotes, 
and other relevant information. They are thought to serve as journalists’ devices to 
structure a story, and as stimuli for audiences to understand and process the 
information (see also Valkenburg, Semetko and de Vreese (1999)). Similarly, 
Gamson and Lash (1983) refer to a frame as a media package that consists of 
certain devices such as visuals, metaphors, and source selections (see also van 
Gorp, 2005, p. 486). Next to these aspects some studies identify reasoning devices 
as constituents of frames. These, for instance could be problem definitions, causal 
attributions, prescribed solutions or references to certain values (e.g., Gamson & 
Modigliani, 1989; Snow & Benford, 1988). Such an approach is similar to Entman 
(1993) who identifies four elements of a frame: the definition of problems, 
diagnosis of causes, moral judgments, and suggestions of remedies (p. 52). 
Furthermore, concerning the manifestation of text frames, Entman (1993, p. 52) 
refers to the “presence or absence of certain keywords, stock phrases, stereotypes 
images, sources of information, and sentences that provide thematically reinforcing 
clusters of facts or judgments”.  
 Kohring and Matthes (2002), based on Entman (1993), define a frame as “a 
certain pattern in a given text that is composed of several different text elements” 
(p. 145). Ignoring those mentioned above, the authors focus on actors, evaluations, 
and themes (which, to not confuse the terminology, should be rather called sub-
issues with regards to the way they are conceptualized). They consider the 
clustering of certain aspects of these elements (e.g., positive evaluations and 
government actors and health-related themes) as representing a certain frame. 
Although providing an interesting approach, the authors miss two basic points. 
First and rather obviously, themes need to be identified prior to coding, and the 
identification of these themes is researcher-dependent which renders the approach 
less objective than argued by the authors. Second, and more importantly, such a 
                                                           
24 More generic or inter-object frames have been shown to be closely related to news 
factors, such as conflict, and therefore have to be conceptualized differently.  
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procedure misses underlying elements or latent framing. Pan and Kosicki (1993, p. 
64) argue that “framing analysis does not assume a one-to-one correspondence 
between the structural and lexical features and meanings of a news story.” Media 
bias in terms of tone towards a political actor, for instance, is hardly ever purely 
objectively measurable. Only seldom would we read news stories that explicitly 
say ‘Actor X is a bad politician’. Rather would certain elements within the story 
indicate or suggest that Actor X is not doing too well. These evaluative elements 
might be more or less clearly stated. In that sense it could be argued that Kohring 
and Matthes (2002) approach is rather exploratory than explanatory, i.e. that not 
the tone defines the frame, but that the tone is deducted from a framing device, 
such as a problem definition (Actor X fails to address Y) or a moral judgment 
(Actor X should not have done Y).  

This does not mean that every evaluation that could be coded in a news story 
of any actor or issue would be indicating a valence frame – some evaluations might 
be indeed very straightforward and not textually linked to any considerations – but 
that certain aspects put forward by a frame might, and in terms of valence frames 
oftentimes does, indicate a certain judgment of the object. Hence, although not 
one-to-one, there should be some overlap between evaluations of the object of 
interest and the valence frames used referring to the object. This assumption gives 
implications for the measurement of frames, namely that it is not sufficient to 
merely rely on evaluations and sub-issues to identify a frame but that one needs to 
identify whether and if how a frame connects different concepts or evokes certain 
considerations with regards to an object. Following van Gorp (2005) one needs to 
“determine how framing devices co-occur in a news text and […] form underlying 
patterns of meaning” (p. 486). Valkenburg and Semetko (2000) use lists of framing 
devices that then cluster to identify certain frames. The present study largely 
follows this approach.  
 The matter of constituents of frames is important to the present study for 
rather pragmatic and for more theory-driven reason. The pragmatic consideration 
refers to the usage of news content data. For two out of the three chapters looking 
at media effects on ethnic attitudes (Chapters 4 and 5) it was not possible to obtain 
data on the framing of ethnic minorities. Here, indicators for the frequency of 
covering ethnic minorities and the tone towards them are employed to interpret 
media effects. If, however, the theoretical framework of framing effects is to be 
maintained, then we need to address the question of the relation between 
evaluations and valence frames. This was theoretically done above and will be 
empirically assessed in Chapter 6.  
 Another question that relates to the discussion of valence frames and their 
effects is why these effects are not conceptualized as persuasion effects. The 
simplest answer lies in the fact that news media (in most instances) do not intent to 
persuade. The generally taken-for-granted value of news objectivity does not allow 
for clearly and directly persuasive messages (see for instance Bennett (1988) or 
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Beck, Dalton, and Huckfeld (1995)).25 The point of difference between a framed 
story and the organization of persuasive arguments lies to a large degree in the 
intent of the communicator. The framing of a news story can be a conscious 
attempt of a journalist to make a story more accessible for the audience, however, 
can also and oftentimes does occur rather unconscious as either the result of news 
production factors or as the result of existing cultural frames that influence the 
framing of new information (e.g., Noelle-Neumann & Mathes, 1987).  

No matter whether a frame is constructed consciously or unconsciously, its 
main purpose should not be conceived as the persuasion of the audience. Hovland, 
Janis and Kelley (1953, p. 10) refer to “the recommended opinion” as the key 
element of persuasive communication and furthermore state: “Even when a 
communicator does not give an explicit statement of his conclusion, the indirect 
verbal statements he presents must operate implicitly to pose a question and 
suggest an answer; otherwise we would not regard the communication as capable 
of inducing a new opinion” (pp. 10-11). So whereas a frame can present arguments 
– in terms of framing theory called devices or recommendations – it does not so 
purposely to convince the audience of a particular point of view. This, however, 
does not suggest that such a communication would be incapable of influencing 
attitudes as proposed by Hovland et al. (1954) and even the process might be quite 
similar. Rather framing effects research is more interested in the impact of a frame 
as pure communication content without any interest in the motivation behind this 
content. Persuasion, by contrast, is interested in how to build communication 
content in order for it to affect opinion. Here the intention behind the 
communication is one that is directed towards persuasion rather than towards 
information.26 Despite of these differences in interest and conceptualization, the 
two areas of inquiry can learn a great deal from each other.27 Setting aside the 
intention behind a communication, it is assumed by both persuasion and framing 
effects theory that the configuration of certain considerations or features in a 
communication text can affect attitudes. Furthermore, it has been argued that 
salience – i.e. the promotion of the considerations by emphasis and frequency – 
affects the effectiveness (Hovland et al., 1953, pp. 112-130; Chong & Druckman, 
2006).  

Zaller (1992, 1996) proposes a model of attitude change due to certain types 
of information flows that is theoretically based in the notion of persuasive 
                                                           
25 This might partly depend on the context. In the US or the UK it is very common that 
newspaper would embrace a certain party or candidate rather specifically. These 
endorsements, however, (should) occur mainly in editorials and not in factual news content.  
26 Gordon (1971, Chapter 3) discusses what he refers to as communicating intention. There 
is a motivation behind, a reason for a communication (p. 45). This could be to inform or to 
persuade and relates to the different functions of (mass media) messages. 
27 Also with regards to the impact of sources there is some overlap between early persuasion 
studies and recent studies on framing effects that consider to what degree the source of a 
(framed) message moderates the effectiveness of that message (Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 
1953, Chapter 2; Druckman, 2001; Jones, Sinclair, & Courneya, 2003).  
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communication. After exposure to persuasive communication, people accept the 
consideration and thereby change their attitude (1992, p. 119). He describes two 
situations to understand the “persuasive effect” (1996, p. 18) of mass mediated 
communication: one-sided versus two-sided information flows (1992, pp. 185-213) 
– thus differing intensities of opposing messages. A one-sided information flow 
refers to a situation in which, for instance, a positive message concerning an issue 
is much more intensely present in an (mass media) information environment than a 
negative message towards the same issue. Here, the positive information 
dominated and is expected to pull people’s opinion into a positive direction 
towards the issue. In a two-sided information flow, positive and negative messages 
are equally present in the information environment. Here, the opposing effects 
cancel each other out and no change in mass opinion is expected (see also de 
Vreese and Boomgaarden, 2006a).28 Zaller explains these different situations by 
means of reception gaps, i.e. the size of the gap between the chance of 
encountering positive versus negative information (1996, pp. 29-33).  

The interesting considerations, which now lead to linking Zaller’s attitude 
change model and persuasion studies with the theoretical notion of valence 
framing, relate to the conceptualization of information – in this case news content 
– that is to affect attitudes. Zaller leaves this a rather open question, speaks about 
persuasive information and does not go beyond acknowledging that information 
can be in support or opposition of certain political candidates or actions. As 
discussed above, Hovland et al. (1953) refer to argument organization in 
communicative texts providing a solution to a problem as content characteristic – 
thus supporting one solution while maybe opposing another. Valence frames 
should be perfectly capable of capturing both and go beyond in not only 
considering intentionally persuasive messages that would entail clear and explicit 
evaluations of an object but also more subtle and less into-your-face arguments.  

If, however, the only difference between persuasion and framing would lie in 
the conceptualization of the content of information then valence framing could be 
described as a content analysis notion that serves as input to persuasion studies. 
This could be the case, but then we would not talk about framing effects. Nelson, 
Oxley, and Clawson (1997) provide an important point of difference between 
persuasion and framing, namely the novelty of incoming information. They argue 
that in traditional persuasion studies “the message affects opinion because it 
contains positive or negative information about the attitude object not already part 
of the recipients’ knowledge or belief structure” (p. 225, italics in original) and 
that “frames operate by activating information already at the recipients’ disposal” 
(p. 225, italics in original) as discussed in the outline of the psychological model 
presented above. Based on this, the authors furthermore argue and demonstrate that 
political sophistication plays a crucial role in differentiating between persuasion 
                                                           
28 It should be noted that, whereas Zaller’s attitude change theory explains processes on the 
level of the individual, empirical tests are only conducted on the aggregate level (see 
Chapter 4).  
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and framing, since sophistication should inhibit persuasion effects but should be 
inconsequential for or even promote framing effects. Indeed, the latter now has 
been demonstrated in a number of studies that suggest that framing effects are 
stronger for those with high levels of political sophistication. Chong and 
Druckman (2006b, p. 18) also argue that “knowledge enhances framing effects 
because it increases the likelihood that the considerations emphasized in a frame 
will be ‘available’ or comprehensible to the individual” (for conflicting evidence 
on the moderating role of sophistication, see Kinder and Sanders (1990) or Haider-
Markel and Joslyn (2001)). So a framing effect is basically an activation effect of 
prior knowledge or considerations. This, however, does not say that a frame can 
only cause framing effects. Here we have to differentiate between the content 
analytical indicator (the frame) and its effect (framing effect). A frame can, for 
instance, contain new information unknown to the recipient hitherto. In such a case 
a frame would cause a learning effect. Or a frame could contain new considerations 
and arguments of a certain direction that were previously unknown to the 
individual which is exposed to the frame. In that case a frame could also have a 
persuasion effect. We, however, for now maintain that the present study is 
primarily concerned not only with the framing of ethnic minorities, but also with 
framing effects of ethnic minority coverage on ethnic attitudes. As states above, 
considerations about ethnic minorities – stereotypes – are widely known and 
therefore should be at people’s disposal. We now synthesize the aforementioned 
into a conceptual framework for the present study.   

3.5 News information and prejudice formation – a synthesis 

The importance of news information for ethnic attitudes has been acknowledged in 
prior studies. Bobo (1997, p. 7) writes that “images of racial minority groups in the 
media at once reflect and shape the attitudes and beliefs others will hold toward 
those groups.” and that “it is important to assess whether the general media 
environment is one that discourages thinking of racial inequality” (p. 8). Similarly, 
Coenders and Scheepers (1998, p. 410) state “perceptions of ethnic competition are 
partly based upon information that people receive through mass media.” And 
Sniderman, et al. (2004, p. 47) write “Oversimplified and erroneous images of the 
‘other’ play a part in conflict between national majorities and Muslim minority 
groups.” Few studies, however, have empirically addressed this claim, especially 
outside an experimental research design (see section 3.3 for a review). To speak in 
the word of Slater (2004, p. 175): “Experiments build theory and help elucidate 
processes, but these theories and models must be tested in the social environment 
as well.” This is the starting point for our investigations.  
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Drawing upon the theoretical considerations and conceptualizations discussed 
above, this section will provide a synthesis of notions of ethnic prejudice dynamics 
and framing effects. To do so, let us briefly recapitulate some major points that are 
integrated here. An ethnic attitude is an attitude that refers to the object of ethnic 
out-groups, or to put it differently, ethnic differences are the trigger or stimulus 
that results in the expression – in form of cognitive, affective, or behavioral 
responses – of an ethnic attitude. An attitude, as we have learned, consists of 
considerations about the attitude object, in this case ethnic out-groups. These 
considerations have an evaluative direction, i.e. are positive or negative towards 
the attitude object, and differ in weight or relevance assigned to them. An 
economic ethnic threat perception, accordingly, can be described as an expression 
of an aspect of an ethnic attitude: One responds to the ethnic category by 
considering the consequences of the presence of this group for the economic well-
being of the nation state and/or the personal economic security. This consideration 
has a clear negative evaluative component. The relevance one puts on this 
consideration for an overall evaluation of ethnic minorities, however, determines 
the valence of the overall attitude. If one considers the negative impact of ethnic 
minorities on the national economy, however, at the same time comes up with 
positive connotations, i.e. an economically beneficial role of ethnic minorities, it 
depends on the weight that is ascribed to these different considerations for the 
expression of an overall attitude. Whether this weighing is a conscious process or 
not depends on the motivation of the individual to do so. In terms of the present 
study, prior perceptions of out-groups as well as cognitive abilities might hinder 
the weighing of certain considerations. In sum, the overall ethnic attitude depends 
on considerations available to a person, the valence of these considerations and the 
weight put on different considerations.  
 A news frame emphasizes certain aspect with regards to the framed object, be 
it an issue or a social group. The psychological process of framing effects has been 
described referring to applicability of considerations put forward in frames, or lines 
of argument for that matter. Exposure to news frames, however, can also make 
certain concepts available that were not accessible in memory and thereby alter the 
way one thinks about an issue (or a social group). So, when a person encounters an 
ethnic threat frame this encounter will increase availability of a certain 
consideration (e.g., ethnic minorities threaten the economic well-being), and might 
make it more relevant for subsequent judgments. Kinder and Sanders (1996) 
similarly argue that whether certain considerations are used or ignored in 
Americans’ racial attitudes depends on the framing of the issue in public discourse: 
“As particular frames rise to prominence, some opinion ingredients are highlighted 
and made more accessible while others are shunted to the side” (p. 174).  
 The ethnic frames conceptualized in the present study do not come out of the 
blue, but rely on earlier investigations of ethnic minority coverage and on studies 
of public discourse about ethnic others (see section 3.3). Furthermore, we know 
that stereotypes are widely shared and commonly known. We have discussed the 
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similarity of stereotypes and frames. Hence for most people, especially those who 
are highly aware of ethnic minority information, the aspects put forward in the 
frames should be known and accordingly available and accessible. Hence, if those 
considerations are (largely) available, then framing effects should, in line with the 
model, be overall characterized as applicability effects. By rendering certain 
aspects more important and relevant than other aspects, or to put it differently, by 
increasing the salience of a given consideration for an overall attitude towards the 
stimulus object, a given news frame would affect the applicability of a 
consideration for the overall attitude. Whether the increased importance or salience 
of that consideration then pushes the overall attitude into a positive or negative 
direction depends on the valence of the consideration with regards to the attitude 
object and on the strength of the endowment of the consideration. However, one 
could also envisage accessibility effects of ethnic news frames on ethnic attitudes. 
The consideration, for instance, that ethnic minorities would be positively 
contributing to economic development in the host society might not be as such 
available to all members of the public. If news framing emphasizes this 
consideration, it arguably makes it accessible for subsequent weighing of its 
importance for overall attitude expression. In such a case both accessibility and 
applicability are presumed effects of frame exposure; we would not call both 
framing effects though. Whereas the sheer provision of a consideration previously 
not stored in memory is made accessible – hence a learning effect, in a real-world 
environment it depends on the strength and frequency of frame encounters as well 
as on moderating contextual and individual factors to what degree the 
consideration is subsequently deemed applicable in responses to the stimulus 
object.  
 The individual level psychological process is not at the heart of this study. But 
its basic premises serve to explicate, understand and interpret the results of ethnic 
frame exposure effects on ethnic attitudes. As reviewed in section 3.3, a vast 
number of experimental studies have considered the effects of media portrayals of 
ethnic minorities on some form of ethnic attitudes. For a valid test of the societal 
consequences of certain media portrayals of ethnic minorities, however, one needs 
to leave the lab and conduct studies in a more realistic setting. The psychological 
mechanism outlined above serves to understand the outcome of such studies. 
Thereby it can be assessed to what degree prior experimental findings can be 
‘replicated’ in a real-world setting.  
 Based on the discussion above, it is expected that exposure to news frames of 
ethnic minorities matter for the expression of ethnic attitudes. The content of a 
frame and its strength and repetition should matter. The content of the frame 
relates to the consideration that is emphasized and carries some inherent valence 
with regards to the overall attitude. In the present case, the content could be a 
notion of economic threat caused by immigrants.29 Encountering such a frame 
                                                           
29 It could also be argued that the content of the frame relates to economic considerations. 
Whether those considerations then have a positive or negative evaluative loading depends 
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makes the consideration of economic threat accessible for the formation of an 
overall ethnic attitude. Whether and if so to what degree that consideration then is 
applied when expressing the ethnic attitude depends on its salience. Frequent 
encounters of a frame and frame strength affect the salience of the economic threat 
consideration. If one is very regularly exposed to strong economic threat frames 
with regards to immigrants, the likelihood that the consideration is deemed 
relevant when giving an opinion about ethnic minorities is higher than for 
someone, ceteris paribus, who never encounters such a frame. Hence the attitude 
towards ethnic minorities uttered by the person with frequent exposure to strong 
threat frames should be markedly more negative than that of the person who never 
sees these frames. And vice versa: A frequent encounter of strong ethnic benefit 
frames should lead to a more positive attitude towards ethnic minorities.30   
 So far, the theoretical synthesis focuses on the impact of frames that already 
carry some inherent valence towards the object. One could wonder whether an 
ethnic frame would also affect ethnic attitudes if it were not carrying an (more or 
less explicit) evaluative component with regards to ethnic minorities. The 
assumption is that – yes, it could. We have seen above that categorization 
processes are triggered by the perception of group differences. Furthermore, we 
know that categorization into an out-group goes hand in hand with more negative 
evaluations of that out-group. Thereby, just by triggering the perception of group 
boundary makers, a frame in news about ethnic minorities can cause ethnic 
prejudice. This goes even for ethnic news coverage that is not framed in terms of 
threats and benefits at all, but shows in-group versus out-group boundary markers. 
Thereby, the sheer volume of ethnic minorities in the news might trigger negative 
ethnic attitudes. Or as Entman and Rojecki (2001, p. 67) write: “The news may 
construct images that partake of the first component of racial animosity, the 
exaggerated sense of group differences recoded in negative stereotypes.” By 
talking, and repeatedly doing so, about group differences, the news might 
contribute to negative attitudes towards these groups. Whether this is indeed the 
case or whether more than just the visibility of group boundaries is required in 
order for news to have an effect remains to be considered. Let us now have a look 
at what we find.   
 
 

                                                                                                                                      
on whether they presume a threatening and negative role of ethnic minorities or a positive 
and beneficial one.  
30 Whereas the following investigations, especially in Chapter 6, take into account the 
strength and the frequency of frames in news media and the effects on ethnic attitudes, 
making inferences about the differential effects of strength of versus frequency of exposure 
to frames is not the focus of the study.  



 

 

4. Modeling the impact of news exposure on ethnic threat 
perceptions.  

Information plays a role in explaining ethnic prejudice. This information can to 
some degree be relayed through the mass media. As outlined above, three sources 
of information are available for the formation of information-dependent attitudes, 
which are personal experience, interpersonal communication and the mass media 
(e.g., Mutz, 1998; see also section 1.1). Similarly, Gamson (1992) refers to three 
resources for understanding and making sense of issues, media discourse, 
experiential knowledge and popular wisdom. Experiential knowledge in Gamson’s 
terms relates also to information from experience of kin and friends and popular 
wisdom defines socially shared knowledge that arguably can be picked up through 
any of the three sources identified by Mutz (1998).1 The extent to which these 
sources of information are accessible or are accessed, and the degree to which they 
offer relevant information should accordingly determine the strength with which 
they affect attitude formation or change. If someone has daily personal contact 
with immigrants in both workplace and private life, for instance, and at the same 
time hardly consumes mass media content, ethnic prejudice (or ethnic tolerance for 
that matter) is likely to be activated according to these personal experiences. If, 
however, an individual relies solely on information about immigrants from the 
mass media, and at the same time has no regular contact with immigrants, the 
dependence on mass-mediated information is considerably higher. Therefore, not 
only the general usage of these information sources should matter for anti-
immigration sentiments, but more importantly the extent to which they are used 
complementary. The main purpose of the present chapter is to demonstrate that 
exposure to news affects anti-immigration sentiments. Taking account of the 
exploratory nature of these first analyses, we pose following research question. Is 
exposure to news outlets related to ethnic threat perceptions? We look at this 
question employing a strict and conservative model, controlling for an array of 
alternative explanations and information sources.  

 
 
 

                                                           
1 Mutz’ (1998) conceptualization of information sources is more readily applicable to 
empirical investigation and therefore will be the focus in the remainder of this chapter.  
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4.1 Information sources and ethnic prejudice – a model 

 
The question of why people hold prejudiced attitudes has been the focus of a great 
number of studies and different theoretical approaches were developed either with 
regard to individuals’ personal characteristics or inter-group processes (see section 
3.2.3). To provide convincing evidence on the role of information sources in 
explaining ethnic attitudes, one needs to control for the impact of these established 
theoretical accounts alongside that of information sources. By taking into account 
true exogenous factors, such as age and education, and attitudinal aspects, such as 
economic satisfaction and support for authoritarianism, and at the same time 
integrating effects of information sources, in this chapter a integrative and 
inclusive model explaining ethnic prejudice is presented and put to test. The model 
is introduced here in two main parts. On the one hand, antecedents of ethnic 
prejudice are considered that serve as control factors for the impact of news 
exposure and other information sources. On the other hand, different sources of 
information about ethnic minorities are introduced to the model, most importantly 
exposure to mass media. By employing this multifaceted model, we provide a 
rather conservative test of the impact of news exposure and other information 
sources on ethnic attitudes.  

The thick lines in Figure 4.1 display the more established part of the model 
explaining ethnic prejudice – here conceptualized as threat perceptions (see 3.2.2) 
– as introduced by Sniderman and colleagues (2000), though with a few 
qualifications. According to the right-shock model (see section 3.2.4) prejudice is 
influenced by feelings of economic security, by support for authoritarianism, and 
by trust in others - by expressive and instrumental factors developed on basis of the 
theoretical notions of realistic groups conflicts (e.g., Brewer, 1979; LeVine & 
Campbell, 1972 and prejudiced personalities (e.g., Allport, 1954; Adorno et. al., 
1950). People, who generally trust others, no matter whether they are members of 
their in-group or of some out-group, are expected to be less likely to be prejudiced 
against ethnic minorities (e.g., Allport, 1954). Those who feel economically safe 
and secure are less likely to feel that their personal well-being is threatened by 
immigrants and thereby are less prejudiced (e.g., Citrin et al., 1997). By contrast, 
those who support authoritarian values are thought to be more likely to express 
negativity towards ethnic minority members (e.g., Adorno et al., 1950). These 
factors are not exogenous though and they are influenced by socio-demographic 
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characteristics.2 Age influences support for authoritarianism, with older people 
being more likely to support authoritarian values, and trust in others, with older 
people being expected to be less trustful. Furthermore, education is an important 
exogenous variable, expected to relate to trust in others, economic security, and 
authoritarianism. Higher educated people are more likely to trust others, to feel 
more economically secure, and are expected to be less supportive of 
authoritarianism.  
 
Figure 4.1: Explaining ethnic prejudice – an integration of traditional approaches 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A last important consideration for establishing individual based models explaining 
the formation of prejudice and an addition to the Sniderman et al. model is the 
frequency of personal contact with minorities. According to the personal contact 
hypothesis, the more one gets to know personally individual members of a 
minority group, the less likely one is to be prejudiced against that minority group 
(e.g., Allport, 1954; Amir & Garti, 1977). This assumption is important, as it 
implies that people with frequent personal contact to ethnic minorities are less 
predisposed to activate certain stereotypes and engage in prejudiced thinking. 
Some argue that the contact hypothesis might not have a consistent effect, since it 

                                                           
2 The original Sniderman et al. (2000) model includes a ‘tolerant personality’ measure. 
Since this variable was not available in the data source, it is disregarded here. Please refer to 
Chapter 6 for more information and a model including the personality measure.  
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does not occur with regularity for different groups of people (e.g., Ray, 1983).3 
Nevertheless, considering the personal contact hypothesis for the final model not 
only provides a more thorough account of different explanations, but also takes 
into account one alternative source of information besides mass media content, that 
is personal experience. Personal contact is modelled to be influenced by trust in 
others, with the assumption that people who are more trustful of others in general 
are also more likely to be in direct contact with ethnic minority members (or to not 
avoid contact with them).  

In the next step, information-related measures are integrated into the model 
outlined above. The thick lines in Figure 4.2 show the information-related part of 
the model and the most important antecedents of employing information sources. 
As mentioned previously, three sources are at peoples’ disposal from which they 
encounter information that might influence their cognitions and attitudes, namely 
direct personal experience, interpersonal communication, and the mass media (e.g., 
Mutz, 1998). The model includes measures for the utilization of all three sources to 
cancel out information effects that are not related to news media exposure – our 
main interest here. Personal contact to ethnic minorities has a double role and not 
only serves as established antecedent of ethnic prejudice, but also as source of 
direct, personally experienced information about ethnic minorities. Although we do 
not fully know about the nature and ‘content’ of personal experience, i.e. about 
how people experience ethnic minorities when they have contact with them, the 
basic assumption on basis of earlier studies is that more and sustained contact 
would lead people to be less prejudiced. Second, political discussion serves as a 
measure for interpersonal communication about immigrants and ethnic minorities 
(for the role of interpersonal communication, see also Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & 
Gaudet, 1948). Again, we cannot assess the contents of these discussions and 
therefore it is problematic to formulate concrete expectations about the role of this 
factor in the model. 

The last factor relates to the usage of news. After initial analyses, a distinction 
is being made between exposure to television news and to newspapers. Again, a 
priori expectations are difficult to formulate. Evidence provided by previous 
studies is rather mixed with regard to different theoretical conceptualizations and 
outcome measures producing different results (see literature review in section 3.3). 
Since, however, an array of investigations from different countries repeatedly 
shows a rather negative and disadvantageous coverage of ethnic minorities (see 
Downing and Husband, 2005 for an overview) it can be tentatively assumed that 
the contribution of news exposure is rather likely to stimulate ethnic prejudice.  

 
 

                                                           
3 Ray (1983) argues that findings from research in Britain and Australia would point to the 
opposite of what is normally expected from personal contact with African-Americans in 
U.S. research. He argues that the context and the groups involved as well as the kind of 
contact matter.  
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Figure 4.2: Information sources and ethnic prejudice  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Again, the utilization of information sources depends on other exogenous factors. 
For the extent of news exposure and political discussion, political interest plays a 
crucial role. Conceivably, people who are more interested in politics are more 
likely to follow politics in the media and to discuss politics with others (e.g., Delli 
Carpini & Keeter, 1996). Political interest in turn is expected to be positively 
related to the exogenous factors age and education. Previous studies showed age to 
be positively related to exposure to news, both on television and in newspapers and 
education is a positive predictor of newspaper exposure (and to some degree 
television news watching) (e.g., Lauf, 2001; Schönbach, Lauf, McLeod, & 
Scheufele, 1999).  
 Whereas it can be reasonably assumed that information influences threat 
perceptions of immigrants, little is known about the kind of information and how 
to measure it. If information from news sources matters across the board, then the 
appropriate measurement of news information effects should combine both 
exposure to television news and to newspapers. Media effects research often 
distinguishes between exposure to television news and to newspapers, however, 
assuming and finding differential effects of these media types on, for instance, 
political cognitions or attitudes (e.g., Aarts & Semetko, 2003). A frequently heard 
assumption is that newspapers would affect people differently from television 
news because of the different modes of transmission. Television news is more 
visual and highly pre-selected, newspapers, however, require more attention and 
selection but also provide more information (e.g., Graber, 2001). More recently, 
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distinctions between exposure to certain media outlets have become more 
differentiated and patterns of exposure to types of news outlets, such as broadsheet 
versus tabloid newspapers, is considered. Due to data availability, the present 
analyses consider a measure of total news exposure (not shown in the model 
outline above) and newspaper versus television news exposure.  

4.2 Methods 

This chapter draws on data from the first wave of the European Social Survey 
(ESS) conducted in 2002/2003.4 One focus, a so-called rotating module, of the first 
wave of the ESS is on immigration, and accordingly the survey includes an array 
of relevant measures for the present study. In addition, the ESS contains measures 
of news exposure. The data allow for a rather close test of the model developed by 
Sniderman et al. (2000) that was introduced earlier, including additional measures 
of the use of relevant information sources. To provide general evidence, and to 
consider possible differential effects of exposure to news, the analyses presented 
below are conducted for a broad range of European countries, including Germany 
and the Netherlands. The model will be tested separately in 17 countries. These 
countries cover a wide range of European states with different experiences of 
immigration. Whereas some have been ‘receiving countries’ – that is countries 
with high rates of ethnic immigration – for the past few decades (e.g., Great 
Britain, France, Germany, Netherlands, Belgium, Sweden) others became 
receiving countries only during the past decade (e.g., Spain) and still others do 
have no considerable shares of ethnic migration (e.g., Portugal, Poland). This 
sample of countries allows for a broad overview of the relevance of information 
sources for ethnic attitudes in different contexts.  

 
4.2.1 ESS 2002 – measurement and descriptive statistics 
The measurement and descriptive information on the different variables presented 
here concerns the complete 17-country sample.5 The questions that were used, 
needless to say, were identical (though of course translated) across the different 
countries. The descriptive statistics, fieldwork dates, Response Rates and number 
of respondents for each country individually are provided in Table A1 in the 

                                                           
4 The European Social Survey is “an academically-driven social survey designed to chart 
and explain the interaction between Europe's changing institutions and the attitudes, beliefs 
and behaviour patterns of its diverse populations.” (www.europeansocialsurvey.org). The 
data is freely available from the website.  
5 The selected countries are: Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, 
France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, 
Spain, Sweden, and the United Kingdom.  
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Appendix. Since the study concerns attitudes of members of the majority 
population towards ethnic minorities, all respondents who reported belonging to an 
ethnic minority group in any of the countries were excluded from analysis. All 
missing values of variables relevant to the model were deleted listwise. After doing 
so, the total number of respondents is n = 23,797, ranging from n = 778 in the 
Czech Republic to n = 2,361 in Germany.  
 The dependent variable is a 5-item measure of anti-immigration sentiments, 
here conceptualized as perceptions of threat caused by immigrants to the integrity 
and the interests of the nation state. The perceived threat relates to economic 
concerns, as well as to cultural and security interests.  The five items were 
measured on 11-point scales and the specific question wordings were: [1] Would 
you say that people who come to live here generally take jobs away from workers 
in [country], or generally help to create new jobs? [2] Most people who come to 
live here work and pay taxes. They also use health and welfare services. On 
balance, do you think people who come here take out more than they put in or put 
in more than they take out? [3] Would you say it is generally bad or good for 
[country]'s economy that people come to live here from other countries? [4] Would 
you say that [country]'s cultural life is generally undermined or enriched by people 
coming to live here from other countries? [5] Are [country]'s crime problems made 
worse or better by people coming to live here from other countries?6 A factor 
analysis confirmed all items loading on a single underlying construct, with an 
Eigenvalue of 2.83 and 56.6 percent explained variance.7 A factor analysis reveals 
the strength of the relationships of the different indicators to the latent construct 
they are thought to measure. By using factor scores, an item related stronger to the 
underlying construct is weighted more heavily than an item that is less strongly 
related to the factor. A scale reliability analysis confirms the uni-dimensionality, 
alpha = .81.8 Accordingly, these five items form an index measure of anti-
immigration sentiment.9 In subsequent OLS regression and correlational analyses 
individual factor scores, saved by the regression function in SPSS, are used as 

                                                           
6 [1]: M = 6.57, SD = 2.19; [2]: M = 6.92, SD = 2.20; [3]: M = 6.20, SD = 2.31; [4]: M = 
5.34, SD = 2.42; [5]: M = 7.85, SD = 2.02. 
7 Factor loadings per item were: [1] = .76, [2] = .75, [3] = .82, [4] = .75, and [5] = .67 for the 
entire sample. Running individual factor analyses per country does yield rather similar 
results, and in none of the countries more than one factor was extracted.  
8 Alpha values are acceptable if higher than .70 (e.g., Santos, 1999). Alphas for the 
individual countries range from .75 to .86.  
9 The survey includes other measures that could be considered as dependent variable here, 
such as specific questions on more restrictive immigration policies and other economy-
related measures. Since, however, first the theoretical framework considers effects on threat 
and benefit perceptions of immigrants and immigration and second all other items are highly 
related to the five items employed here, the decision was taken to use these only as 
dependent measure.  
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dependent variable since these best represent the underlying construct (e.g., Aarts 
& Semetko, 2003).10  
 The independent variable of interest is news exposure. Specifically, 
respondents were asked to report the time spend consuming news or current affairs 
on television and in newspapers. The question wording was [1] On an average 
weekday, how much of your time watching television is spent watching news or 
programmes about politics and current affairs? [2] And how much of this time (the 
time spent reading a newspaper on a average weekday) is spent reading about 
politics and current affairs? Answers were given on a 7-point scale and ranged 
from ‘no time at all’ to ‘more than three hours’, [1] M = 2.02, SD = 1.30; [2] M = 
0.93, SD = 0.94.11 These are used individually as well as in form of an additive 
index of total news exposure, M = 1.48, SD = 0.89.12 Two other information 
sources are considered. The extent of personal discussions about politics was 
assessed on a 7-point scale ranging from ‘never’ to ‘every day’ by asking 
respondents how often they would discuss politics and current affairs, M = 4.25, 
SD = 1.99. Last personal experience is measured by respondents reporting personal 
contact to immigrants [1] Do you have any friends who have come to live in 
[country] from another country? and [2] Do you have any colleagues at work who 
have come to live in [country] from another country? Answer categories were 
recoded, so that ‘several’ and ‘a few’ equal one and ‘none at all’ and (for [2] only) 
‘not currently working’ are zero. Adding up these variables yielded a measure of 
personal contact ranging from zero to two, M = 0.85, SD = 0.86.  
 The model controls for a number of social-demographic variables that are 
known to affect ethnic attitudes. Age was measured by asking respondents for their 
year of birth of has been recoded into years of living, ranging from 18 to 102 (M = 
49.63, SD = 17.54). Gender was recoded so that one represents females and zero 
males (M = 0.51, SD = 0.51). Respondents were asked to report the highest levels 
of education that they achieved on a 7-point scale ranging from 0 = ‘not completed 
primary education’ to 6 = ‘second stage of tertiary’, M = 2.96, SD = 1.48.13 For 
reasons outlined above, political interest is included in the model. It was measured 
by asking respondents how interested they would say they are in politics with 

                                                           
10 For this variable and all other variables created by using factor scores, by default the 
Mean = 0 and the Standard Deviation = 1.  
11 Respondents were first asked how much time they spend watching television or reading 
newspapers in general. For the news exposure questions, respondent who reported 
previously that they would not watch television at all or not read any newspapers were 
represented by missing values. Since only news exposure is of relevance here, and we can 
assume that someone who does not watch television at all does also not watch any television 
news at all, those respondents that provided an answer but did not consume television or 
newspapers were given the value 0 for ‘not at all’.  
12 The quality of the news exposure measures will be discussed in detail below.  
13 The answer categories were either coded directly or bridged from more country-specific 
variables. 
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answers ranging from 1 = ‘not at all interested’ to 4 = ‘very interested’, M = 2.47, 
SD = 0.89.14 
 Moreover, the model includes measures of general trust towards others, 
support for authoritarian values, and economic satisfaction/security. The trust 
variable is made up of three items [1] Would you say that most people can be 
trusted, or that you can't be too careful in dealing with people? [2] Do you think 
that most people would try to take advantage of you if they got the chance, or 
would they try to be fair? and [3] Would you say that most of the time people try to 
be helpful or that they are mostly looking out for themselves?. Answers were given 
on 11-point scales ranging from 0 = ‘can’t be too careful’, ‘try to take advantage’ 
and ‘look out for themselves’ to 10 = ‘can be trusted’ ‘try to be fair’ and ‘try to be 
helpful’ respectively, [1] M = 5.00, SD = 2.45; [2] M = 5.58, SD = 2.34; [3] M = 
4.75, SD = 2.36. These three items together form an index measure of trust towards 
others. A factor analysis confirmed the single underlying construct, with an 
Eigenvalue of 2.06 and an explained variance of 68.75.15 The scale reliability was 
satisfactory with alpha = .77. Factor scores were computed for subsequent OLS 
regression analyses.  

Five items were used to construct a measure of support for authoritarianism. 
Agreement to the statement [1] The law should always be obeyed was measured on 
a 5-point disagree-agree scale.16 Furthermore, respondents were read out 
descriptions of people and they had to assess on a 6-point scale whether these 
people would be or would not be like them, ranging from 1 = ‘not at all like me’ to 
6 = ‘very much like me’. The wording of the descriptions was [2] S/he believes 
that people should do what they're told. She/he thinks people should follow rules at 
all times, even when no one is watching. [3] It is important to her/him to be 
humble and modest. S/he tries not to draw attention to herself/himself. [4] It is 
important to her/him always to behave properly. S/he wants to avoid doing 
anything people would say is wrong. [5] Tradition is important to her/him. S/he 
tries to follow the customs handed down by her/his religion or her/his family.17 A 
factor analysis confirmed the single underlying construct with an Eigenvalue of 
2.13 and an explained variance of 42.55 percent. The five items form a scale of 
authoritarianism, alpha = .67.18 Again, individuals’ factor scores are used in 

                                                           
14 The item was recoded in reverse order from the original data. 
15 The factor loadings per item were: [1] = .84, [2] = .85, [3] = .80. Again analyses for each 
individual country did not yield any significantly different results and in no country more 
than one factor was extracted.  
16 This and the following four items were recoded in reverse order from the original data.  
17 [1]: M = 3.93, SD = 0.96; [2]: M = 3.88, SD = 1.38; [3]: M = 4.17, SD = 1.29; [4]: M 
=4.31, SD = 1.24; [5]: M = 4.26, SD = 1.35. 
18 The advised cut-off value for acceptable alphas is .7 (e.g., Santos, 1999). We, 
unfortunately, do not have any better measure available here. A poor scale reliability 
reduces the chance to find meaningful relationships between variables. So if this measure 
turns out significant relationships in the analysis, this is not caused by the poor reliability, 
but in spite of it.  
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subsequent OLS regression models. Economic security/satisfaction is assessed by 
two items.19 The first is a measure of current sociotropic economic evaluations 
asking respondents [1] On the whole how satisfied are you with the present state of 
the economy in [country]? Answers on an 11-point scale ranged from 0 = ‘very 
dissatisfied’ to 10 = ‘very satisfied’, M = 4.48, SD = 2.37. The second item taps 
respondents’ feeling about their household’s income nowadays, with answers 
ranging from 1 = ‘very difficult on present income’ to 4 = ‘living comfortably on 
present income’, M = 3.04, SD = 0.82.20  

 
4.2.2 Analyses 
To demonstrate news exposure’s influence on anti-immigration sentiments, and to 
make a plea for improvements of exposure measures, the analyses presented below 
progress in a few steps. First of all, bivariate correlations between news exposure 
measures and the dependent variable are presented. Secondly, exposure variables 
are integrated into OLS regression models, before structural equation models are 
finally presented that consider the mediated, direct and total effect of the different 
variables introduced above and the causal structure of the data. Thereby causality 
problems associated with cross-sectional analyses are somewhat alleviated: 
“Causal models of cross-sectional data can provide useful initial evidence 
regarding the relative strength of reciprocal relationships, but can hardly be 
regarded as providing definitive evidence” (Slater, 2004, p. 172). The complete 
analyses for all individual countries are not presented here for reasons of space, 
however, can be found in the Appendix. By and large, the results of the separate 
models are consistent and only diverge with respect to the influence of information 
sources, as will be explicated now.  

4.3 Results 

Before turning to the relationship between news exposure and anti-immigration 
sentiments we look at the cross-national variation in ethnic threat perceptions. 
Figure 4.3 displays the mean values of the threat index for the individual countries. 
It is evident that for all countries the mean values lie above the mid-point of the 
scale, indicating more agreement than disagreement with statements on the 
individual threat items. Whereas in the medium ranges differences are rather 

                                                           
19 Initially, respondents’ occupational status was also included in the model, however, was 
dropped for pragmatic and substantial reasons. First, initial analyses revealed no substantial 
relation to the dependent variable of interest and second, measures on occupational status in 
the 2002 ESS had a considerable number of missing values, which would have reduced 
sample sizes dramatically.  
20 The item was recoded in reverse order from the original data.  
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marginal, some outliers are apparent towards the lower and the upper end of the 
scale. It appears that the lowest threat perceptions are found in Sweden, Finland 
and to some degree Spain, whereas the highest values are shown for Hungary, the 
Czech Republic and Greece. Overall the Scandinavian countries fare lower on the 
continuum, whereas Central and Eastern European countries are found mostly at 
the high end. These values provide some background for the analyses to follow and 
will be taken into account in the interpretation of the results.  

 
Figure 4.3: Cross-national variation in ethnic threat perceptions  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Note: Values are mean values of the threat perception index on a scale from 0 to 
11.  

 
So, how do these threat perceptions of immigrants relate to exposure to news? 
Measures of total news exposure and exposure to either television news or 
newspapers are considered. Figure 4.4 displays bivariate correlations between total 
news exposure and threat perceptions for each country and the entire sample.21 It is 
shown that overall total news exposure is negatively related to anti-immigration 
sentiments, i.e. the more one consumes news media, the lower the perception that 
                                                           
21 Since sample sizes in the countries show large differences, and since significance values 
depend on sample size, we refrain from specifically comparing significance values across 
countries but rather address the relative strength of the comparable unstandardized 
coefficients.  
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immigrants are threatening. France stands out as the only country with a positive 
relationship between news and threat perceptions, which is, however, not 
statistically significant. In Spain and the Czech Republic we see hardly any 
association between news exposure and ethnic threat perceptions. Does this mean  

 
Figure 4.4: Correlations between total news exposure and ethnic threat index 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note: Values are bivariate correlations of total news exposure and the threat 
perception index.  
 
that exposure to news is ‘good’, in the sense that it might diminish ethnic prejudice 
at least in most cases? And is that true for whatever news medium one consumes? 
And why is exposure strongly related in many countries, but does not show any 
relation in others?  

In order to shed more light on these questions, we look at the relation between 
ethnic prejudice and exposure to newspapers and television news separately. 
Reading newspapers overall indeed turns out to have a negative relationship with 
threat perceptions as shown in Figure 4.5. Besides Spain, this relationship is strong 
in all countries, with the strongest association in Belgium, Greece, and Sweden. In 
France, where overall exposure had a positive relation, reading newspapers turns 
out to be negatively related to ethnic prejudice.  
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Figure 4.5: Correlations between newspaper news exposure and ethnic threat 
index 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note: Values are bivariate correlations of newspaper exposure and the threat 
perception index.  
 
Does this negative relation also hold for television news exposure? Figure 4.6 
shows the correlations between television news exposure and the ethnic threat 
indices. The picture is very different from what has been found for newspaper 
reading. Whereas in some countries, such as the Netherlands, Ireland, and 
Portugal, television news watching also has a strong negative relationship with 
ethnic prejudice, the overall picture is much less clear-cut. In fact for France we 
see a significant positive correlation and also for the Czech Republic the 
relationship of television news exposure with anti-immigration sentiments is 
positive. These findings indicate that news exposure overall cannot be considered 
as overall contributing to lowering anti-immigration sentiments. Whereas in some 
countries the relationships of newspaper and television news exposure with the 
threat index are uniformly negative we find deviating relations in other countries. 
The Czech Republic and France are telling examples, in which the relationships 
between newspaper exposure and the ethnic threat index is negative, however, 
where television news exposure is rather positively related (see also Greece and to 
a lesser degree Finland). These results call for a differential use of medium type 
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specific exposure measures since it is not necessarily the case that exposure to 
either medium would yield consistently the same effect. Accordingly, all 
remaining analyses employ exposure to television news and newspapers as two 
distinct variables.  

 
Figure 4.6: Correlations between television news exposure and ethnic threat index 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note: Values are bivariate correlations of television news exposure and the threat 
perception index.  

 
Though the bivariate correlations presented hitherto are indicative of a substantial 
relationship between exposure and anti-immigration sentiments in several 
countries, other factors needs to be controlled for in order to provide more robust 
and conclusive findings. Table 4.1 shows the results of two regression analyses 
explaining ethnic prejudice in the two countries of main interest here, Germany 
and the Netherlands.22 To be able to compare the impact of the different variables 
within and across the two countries, we provide standardized and unstandardized 
coefficients. All explanatory variables included in the model are significantly 
related to the dependent measure in the expected direction in Germany. Not news 

                                                           
22 The fieldwork days in these countries were 20.11.2002 to 16.05.2003 (Germany) and 
01.09.2002 to 24.02.2003 (Netherlands).  
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exposure though. There are no significant effects of watching television news or 
reading newspapers on ethnic threat perceptions. In the Netherlands, by contrast, 
we see a negative influence of television watching and also a weak negative impact 
of newspaper reading, thus exposure to both reducing threat perceptions. Here, 
however, gender and age are not related to threat perceptions. The results are more 
generally interpreted now. Age is a weak positive explanatory variable, i.e. older 
people are more likely to hold negative attitudes towards immigrants in Germany. 
Gender is negatively but weakly related in Germany with females being less likely 
to be prejudiced. Higher educated people, positive income perceptions (in 
Germany only) and positive economic assessments are all negative predictors of 
anti-immigration sentiments. Whereas in Germany the influence of education is 
stronger than in the Netherlands, economic assessments are stronger predictors in 
the Netherlands than in Germany. Trust in others, as expected, relates strongly 
negatively, and support for authoritarian values relates positively to prejudice in 
both countries to approximately the same degree.  
 
Table 4.1 OLS regression explaining threat index 

 Germany Netherlands 

 b beta SE b beta SE 

Intercept 1.32  .116 1.097  .153 

Age 0.003 .050* .001 0.000 .013 .001 

Gender = female -0.104 -.052** .036 0.003 .001 .043 

Education -0.131 -.135*** .019 -0.096 -.128*** .018 

Income perception -0.095 -.069*** .026 -0.014 -.010 .032 

Economic 

evaluation soc. 
-0.070 -.142*** .009 -0.081 -.151*** .012 

Personal contact -0.296 -.255*** .022 -0.116 -.099*** .026 

Political discussion -0.028 -.050** .011 -0.027 -.052* .012 

Trust in others -0.218 -.218*** .019 -0.250 -.250*** .022 

Authoritarian 

values 
0.083 .084*** .019 0.092 .092*** .022 

Newspaper news

exposure 
-0.016 -.012 .025 -0.036 -.034(*) .025 

Television news

exposure 
-0.021 -.023 .017 -0.044 -.057** .017 

Adjusted R-square .25 .20 

N 2360 1873 

Note: Cell entries are unstandardized and standardized OLS coefficients and 
standard errors.  
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001, (*) p < .10.  
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We now turn to the impact of the rival information sources. Personal contact has a 
strong negative impact on the dependent measure, and also political discussions are 
negatively related. Whereas the influence of political discussion is about equally 
strong in both countries, the impact of personal contact is about twice as large in 
Germany compared to the Netherlands. The entire model explains about 22 percent 
of the variance in ethnic threat perceptions. Five factors have a substantial and 
strong relation with ethnic attitudes, which are education, economic evaluations, 
trust in others, authoritarianism and personal contact. These findings confirm the 
relevance of the control variables as outlined above and the contribution of news 
exposure measures. Above, we saw that news exposure has quite diverse effects in 
the different countries. Is the pattern shown for Germany and the Netherlands 
indicative for a more general relation between information sources and ethnic 
attitudes? We consider the effects of the news exposure measures in the 17 
individual countries below.  
 
Figure 4.7: OLS regression coefficients of newspaper and of television news 
exposure 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note: Values are unstandardized b coefficients from separate OLS regression 
analyses for the different countries. See Table A2 in the Appendix for complete 
separate country models.  
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Figure 4.7 displays the coefficients of newspaper and of television news exposure 
from the country-specific regression models (full models for each country can be 
found in Table A2 in the Appendix). Again, for most countries reading newspapers 
decreases the likelihood of holding negative attitudes towards immigrants and 
shown by the black bars. The relations are less pronounced though in a model 
controlling for other factors when compared to the bivariate associations discussed 
above. We find a strong negative relation for Belgium, Denmark, Greece, the 
Czech Republic and especially Sweden. In Spain, on the other hand, reading 
newspapers is a considerable positive predictor of negative immigration attitudes. 
So what about television news exposure effects? Illustrated by the grey bars in 
Figure 4.7, we see that a more conservative test decreases the strength of 
relationship between television news exposure and anti-immigration attitudes when 
compared to the correlations presented above. We find a strong positive effect of 
television news exposure in the Czech Republic, whereas clear negative effects are 
shown for watching television in the Netherlands and Portugal and to a lesser 
degree in Denmark and Finland.  

Now an adoption of the Sniderman et al. (2000) model with information 
sources included is put to test as outlined above. Thereby we can assess whether 
the causal relations between the various variables as hypothesized fit the structure 
of the data taking account of measurement error. Figure 4.8 displays the findings of 
the SEM procedure by means of standardized coefficients for each of the different 
paths again for the two main cases Germany and the Netherlands.23 All straight 
lines are significant at the .05 level, dashed lines indicate significance at the .10 
level, and dotted lines illustrate non-significant relations. In addition to the 
associations introduced above, modification indices suggested a few additional 
relationships that, after consulting their theoretical value, were added to the model. 
First, new paths from trust in others to authoritarianism and from authoritarianism 
to personal contact were added. One aspect of an authoritarian personality is 
labeled ‘destructiveness and cynicism’ and describes a general state of hostility and 
a tendency to put others down (Adorno et al. 1950). Accordingly, it can be 
reasoned that those who would be less trustful towards others would also be more 
supportive of authoritarianism. Since we had no steadfast a priori expectations 
concerning antecedents of personal contact, and since it may be likely that people 
scoring high on authoritarianism would avoid personal contact with ethnic 
minorities, the second path was added. Furthermore, modification indices 
suggested that age and education would affect personal contact. It appears that 
especially the highly educated young people would be more likely to have direct 
contact with ethnic minority members. Since this can be reasonably argued, paths 
running from the two exogenous factors to personal contact were included.  

 
 

                                                           
23 All SEM analyses were estimated with AMOS 5.0.  
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Figures 4.8: Structural equation models explaining ethnic threat perceptions   
Figure 4.8.a Germany 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Note: Figure displays standardized regression weights, n = 2,361. Fit indices: 
CMIN = 766.96, CMIN/DF = 4.28, CFI = .939, PCFI = .727, RMSEA = .038. 

 
Overall, the model as hypothesized above and with addition of the paths introduced 
here turns out to fit the data very well (see also further below) and all relationships 
with the exception of three are significant and work in the expected direction. In 
these two countries, age does not turn out to be a significant predictor of trust 
towards others. More importantly, the impact of television news and newspaper 
exposure is significant only in the Netherlands, however, not in Germany. 
Considering the results presented earlier in this chapter, this comes to no surprise, 
since previous regression models pointed already to these effects. This indicates 
that it is important to consider cross-country variations, since the impact of 
information sources can differ considerably between different countries. Personal 
contact had a considerable negative effect on ethnic prejudice in both cases, thus 
people who have friends and/ or colleagues from ethnic minority groups are less 
likely to hold negative attitudes towards ethnic minorities in general. Last, political 
discussion also negatively relates to ethnic prejudice. People who frequently 
discuss politics are less likely to perceive ethnic minorities as threatening. As 
expected, trust in others and economic security are negative predictors, and support 
for authoritarianism is a positive predictor of threat perceptions.  
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Figure 4.8.b The Netherlands 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Note: Figure displays standardized regression weights, n = 1,884. Fit indices: 
CMIN = 623.48, CMIN/DF = 3.48, CFI = .942, PCFI = .730, RMSEA = .037. 

 
Does the model hold when applied to all individual countries considered in this 
chapter? Table 4.2 displays the standardized total effect of each variable in the 
model on threat perceptions, thus the sum of direct and indirect effects.24 We 
consistently see education and economic considerations to turn out as most 
important predictors in the models in all countries. The more highly people are 
educated, and the more satisfied they are with their personal finances and the 
national economic situation, the less likely they are to be prejudiced against ethnic 
minorities. Economic concerns showed the strongest negative impact on ethnic 
prejudice in some of the Central and Eastern European countries, such as Poland 
and Hungary, and in France, Portugal and Great Britain. They were, by contrast, 
least effective in Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Ireland, Slovenia and Spain. The 
effect of education, on the other hand is not direct but mediated through an array of 
intervening factors, such as authoritarianism, trust in others, economic security, 
etc, and across-country differences are less pronounced. Trust and support for 
authoritarianism also play a considerable role in explaining threat perceptions, 
though not uniformly and across-the-board.  In many cases either one of the two 
measures has a strong impact on ethnic prejudice, whereas the other one does not, 
                                                           
24 Using standardized measures does allow comparing the effects of different variables 
within a country case – which is the focus here - but not across the different countries.  
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Table 4.2: Standardized total effects on threat perceptions  
 Educat

ion 
Age Trust 

in 
others 

Econo
mic 
securit
y 

Author
ita 
rianis
m 

Person
al 
contac
t 

Politica
l 
discuss
ion 

Televis
ion 
news 
exposu
re 

Newsp
aper 
exposu
re  

Politica
l 
Interes
t 

AT -.29 .14 -.05 -.43 .28 -.19 -.10 -.02 -.03 -.06 

BE -.29 .05 -.33 -.19 .09 -.20 -.08 -.05 -.10 -.07 

CZ -.24 .11 -.05 -.41 .22 -.15 -.13 .10 -.07 -.06 

DK -.28 .05 -.23 -.20 .13 -.21 -.14 -.02 -.06 -.08 

FI -.22 .06 -.14 -.25 .20 -.18 -.09 -.02 -.06 -.05 

FR -.29 .08 .09 -.53 .12 -.20 -.06 .04 -.03 -.03 

GB -.29 .03 -.08 -.49 .17 -.12 -.01 -.04 -.02 -.02 

GE -.25 .13 -.20 -.40 .17 -.29 -.07 -.01 -.01 -.04 

GR -.23 .03 -.16 -.42 .05 -.23 -.03 .02 -.07 -.03 

HU -.24 .04 .06 -.71 .07 -.06 .02 -.01 -.01 .00 

IR -.25 .00 -.19 -.27 .14 -.13 -.15 -.03 -.04 -.10 

NL -.27 .05 -.23 -.34 .14 -.11 -.07 -.07 -.04 -.06 

PL -.22 .02 -.07 -.51 .05 -.04 -.05 -.00 -.01 -.03 

PR -.27 .00 .06 -.57 .06 -.12 .13 -.08 -.06 .00 

SL -.23 .10 .04 -.25 .17 -.13 -.07 -.02 -.02 -.04 

SP -.18 .07 -.22 -.17 .07 -.25 -.15 -.00 .06 -.04 

SW -.24 .01 -.15 -.36 .11 -.17 -.03 -.01 -.14 -.06 

Note: Cell entries are standardized total effects coefficients.  
 

for instance in Austria, Belgium, or Slovenia. Only in a few countries both factors 
play a significant and about equal role in predicting threat perceptions, many of 
which are Northern European countries (Denmark, Finland, Ireland, Netherlands, 
Sweden and Germany). In those cases in which age is a substantial indirect 
predictor it enhanced ethnic prejudice. This was clearly the case in Austria, the 
Czech Republic, Germany and Slovenia. We now consider the impact of 
information sources. Of the three possible sources of information, personal contact 
with immigrants by far outweighs the importance of the two others factors. 
Personal contact, as expected, was overall negatively related to ethnic prejudice, 
indicating that frequent contact to ethnic minorities considerably reduces threat 
perceptions. This was most obviously the case in Germany, Spain, Denmark, 
Belgium and France and to a somewhat lesser degree in Austria, Finland and 
Sweden. Personal contact did not matter at all for ethnic prejudice in Poland and 
only marginally in Hungary. It appears that personal contact only matters in 
countries with substantial amounts of ethnic migrants – the traditional ‘receiving 
countries’ whereas it is ineffective in countries with little ethnic migration in the 
recent past. Political discussions affected threat perceptions in most countries apart 
from Sweden, Greece, Hungary and Great Britain. Political discussions strongly 
decrease ethnic prejudice in Ireland, Spain, the Czech Republic and Denmark. 
Only in one country, namely in Portugal, is political discussion actually a positive 
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predictor of ethnic prejudice, i.e. increases ethnic threat perceptions.  The latter 
point suggests that it would be important to know about how people discuss 
relevant topics in order to interpret effects. Overall, it is evident though, that 
political discussion with others also serves as a relevant information source for the 
perceptions of ethnic threat. For exposure to newspapers and to television news, 
we see diverse effects as already indicated by the analyses above.  

For reasons of space, the visualization of the individual county models can be 
found in the Appendix to this chapter. To nevertheless provide country specific 
information about the main factors of interest here, exposure to newspapers and to 
television news, Figure 4.9 displays the SEM unstandardized regression weights 
for both variables per country allowing for cross-country comparisons. 

 
Figure 4.9: Unstandardized regression weights of news exposure 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note: Values are unstandardized regression weights 
 

In about half of the countries under analysis, exposure to news in either television 
or newspapers or both had a strong effect on ethnic prejudice. A few cases are 
interesting to consider. Whereas in most countries newspaper exposure decreases 
ethnic prejudice, notably in Belgium and in Sweden, it has a weak but increasing 
effect in Spain. In the Netherlands both, television and newspaper use had a 
negative impact on ethnic prejudice, in contrast to the Czech Republic, where 
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television exposure was significantly positively and newspaper exposure 
negatively related to threat perceptions. Whereas in Portugal newspaper reading 
has no effect, television news exposure actually reduces ethnic prejudice. Overall 
the analyses do show effects of news exposure, but these are neither uniform 
across all countries, nor in the same direction within certain countries. These rather 
mixed results will be discussed subsequently. 

Finally, not only are path coefficients significant for the hypothesized model, 
also the entire model fit is satisfactory. Table 4.3 displays various model fit indices 
for the models for each individual country. Although the Chi-square statistics for 
the models are all significant, model fit is satisfactory, since we deal with rather 
large sample sizes, which tends to render qui-square values less useful for model 
fit assessments. Hair, Anderson, Tatham and Black (1998) advise to consider three 
categories of fit indices when evaluating model fit, (1) absolute fit indices (e.g., 
Root Mean Square Error of Approximation, RMSEA) (2) incremental fit measures 
(e.g., Normed Fit Index, NFI) and (3) parsimony fit indices (e.g., Parsimony-
adjusted Comparative Fit Index, PCFI).  

 
Table 4.3: Model fit for individual countries 

 CMIN CMIN/DF CFI PCFI RMSEA N 

AT 517.72** 2.89 .953 .738 .037* 1,452 

BE 480.27** 2.68 .944 .731 .035* 1,362 

CZ 337.28** 1.88 .955 .740 .035* 778 

DK 455.17** 2.54 .942 .730 .037* 1,162 

FI 598.72** 3.34 .934 .724 .038* 1,638 

FR 543.85** 3.04 .925 .717 .042* 1,182 

GB 584.84** 3.27 .944 .731 .039* 1,485 

GE 766.96** 4.28 .939 .727 .038* 2,361 

GR 687.63** 3.84 .949 .736 .039* 1,953 

HU 369.33** 2.06 .954 .739 .033* 1,018 

IR 480.78** 2.69 .950 .736 .036* 1,378 

NL 623.48** 3.48 .942 .730 .037* 1,884 

PL 535.56** 2.96 .935 .732 .038* 1,466 

PR 534.66** 2.99 .914 .708 .045*** 1,008 

SL 555.07** 3.08 .922 .723 .043* 1,165 

SP 516.97** 2.88 .928 .719 .042* 1,166 

SW 532.09** 2.97 .932 .722 .039* 1,339 

* PCLOSE >= .99; ** p < .001; *** PCLOSE >= .95 
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We report the qui-square statistics (divided by the degrees of freedom), the 
Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the Parsimony-adjusted Comparative Fit Index 
(PCFI) and the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA). Byrne 
(2001) advises cut-off values of .90 for the CFI and of .50 for the index 
considering parsimony, i.e. values below .90 and .50 respectively indicating 
insufficient model fit. A RMSEA below .05 indicates good and below .08 
acceptable model fit (Hair et al., 1998). PCLOSE indicates the probability that the 
RMSEA value is below .05. As shown in Table 4.3, the model for all countries 
yields satisfactory model fit according to all indicators. The model fits the data best 
in Belgium, the Czech Republic, Hungary and Ireland, whereas worst fit is found 
for Portugal, Spain, France, and Slovenia (see Lugtig (2006) who also finds worse 
fit for a similar model in Mediterranean countries). The overall satisfactory model 
fit in combination with the theoretical justification of all significant paths suggest 
that the model is indeed a good approximation of the data structure when it comes 
to explaining ethnic prejudice taking into account information sources.  

4.4 Conclusion and Discussion 

The chapter set out to provide evidence of effects of news exposure on anti-
immigration sentiments, whilst controlling for an array of competing explanations. 
Drawing on a thorough model explaining prejudice on the individual level 
provided by Sniderman at al. (2000) the impact of three competing sources of 
information about ethnic minorities was assessed in a range of different European 
countries. We first considered correlational evidence of total levels of news 
exposure and ethnic prejudice, which by and large suggested a negative 
relationship. Further analyses splitting up total exposure into exposure to 
newspapers and television news, however, demonstrated this relationship to be 
largely driven by newspaper exposure. For some countries we found very different 
correlations between newspaper and television news exposure and ethnic 
prejudice. Accordingly, differential measures were used in all subsequent analyses.  
 Introducing an array of control variables next to news exposure indeed 
reduced the strength of the relationship between exposure and prejudice 
considerably. Newspaper exposure was a significant negative predictor of ethnic 
prejudice in four countries, a positive predictor however in one country. Similarly, 
watching television news reduced prejudice in one country, but stimulated it in two 
other countries. Finally, and in order to provide more conclusive evidence about 
the causal structure of the relationships, structural equation models were computed 
in accordance with the model introduced above. It is again shown that exposure to 
news outlets does affect threat perceptions in a number of countries, even when 
taking into account competing information sources such as personal contact and 
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interpersonal discussion. As before, exposure effects were different for different 
countries, with newspaper reading being mostly negatively related to ethnic 
prejudice, however, positively in Spain. Similarly, television exposure reduces 
threat perceptions in two countries, and stimulates them in one country.  Next to 
news exposure, competing information sources such as personal contact and 
interpersonal discussion were in most cases reliable indicators of ethnic prejudice. 
Here, the explanatory power of personal contact clearly outweighs that of the other 
information sources.  
 Overall, two main conclusion can be drawn from the above. First, news 
exposure affects ethnic prejudice, even in a conservative test. Here it is interesting 
to note that the general model explaining ethnic prejudice does work overall in 
different contexts, which by and large supports the initial findings from Sniderman 
et al. (2000). But, whereas the initial model is inclusive in terms of its integration 
of different theoretical perspectives, we still see new exposure to have effects, at 
least in some circumstances. Second, the effect of news exposure is not across-the-
board but differs between countries and outlet type. The latter finding is in the 
focus of the following discussion.  

Although the present chapter provides interesting and rigorous evidence on 
the relation between exposure to news media and anti-immigration attitudes, and 
consequently argues for a wider acceptance of inclusion of information sources in 
studies assessing the formation and developments of ethnic prejudice, it – maybe 
more importantly – opens up an array of new questions and concerns. First, and 
evident from what is presented above it raises the question of appropriately 
measuring exposure to news content. As we have seen, the effects of exposure 
were (highly) contingent on type of medium that people use to consume news.  In 
some countries the direction of effects is contraire, with television exposure 
showing a positive and newspaper reading a negative relation. There is not 
theoretical argument, however, why ethnic prejudice should be contingent on the 
type of news outlet people are exposed to. If that were the case, we should see 
uniform positive effect of television and negative effects of newspaper exposure or 
vice versa. And in fact, the theoretical rationale to include exposure measures in 
models explaining immigration attitudes argued that it is the information 
encountered through mass media that should matter. Rather than medium type, the 
actual content of the news outlet that someone is exposed to matters and should 
explain differential effects (see also de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2006a). 
Accordingly, looking at the Czech example, it is much more likely, that in this case 
newspapers reported very differently about ethnic minorities and immigration than 
did television news.  
 If we, however, assume that it is the content of news coverage that matters 
rather than the medium type it is presented in, then measures of exposure to either 
television or newspapers are insufficient and unsatisfactory. In the end, not only 
newspapers and television newscasts could report very differently about ethnic 
minorities, but also newscast A and newscast B could differ substantially in their 
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coverage. The same applies of course to newspapers, where we cannot assume a 
tabloid paper to discuss immigration issues or ethnic minorities in the same way as 
a quality broadsheet paper. One should not only measure the time people spend 
watching television news or reading newspapers as done in the ESS, but (also) 
concisely assess which newscasts or parts of the newspapers are followed. If we 
follow this line of argument, then the interpretation of the findings presented above 
can be quite different. If effects of exposure to either television or newspapers 
come up, then we should assume that different outlets among these medium types 
report in a rather similar way about ethnic minorities. For instance, the strong 
negative effect of exposure to Swedish newspapers suggests a comparable 
reporting style or information conveyance in Swedish newspapers. The interesting 
argument following from this concerns the non-significant findings however. Do 
indeed both television and newspaper exposure in Germany have no effect on 
ethnic prejudice whatsoever?  According to the logic argued above, it could also be 
the case that different television news outlets as well as different newspapers 
contain very different information about ethnic minorities and immigration issues. 
If for instance newspaper A writes a lot about the beneficial effect of immigrants 
on the economy, however, newspaper B emphasizes constantly the contribution of 
immigration to rising unemployment, and if exposure to both papers is combined 
in one measure, then the otherwise possibly contrasting effects might cancel each 
other out. Consequently, the impact of mass mediated information could be shown 
to be more compelling if more detailed exposure measures were to be employed.  
 In addition to these more detailed exposure measures, an ideal design would 
assess information about the actual content of the news outlets to which people are 
exposed is needed. Otherwise, even if differential effects of more concise exposure 
measure could be shown, the point that these differential effects were caused by 
the information provided by the news outlet would be unfounded and merely 
speculative. Without knowledge about the information distributed by different 
news outlets any interpretation of news exposure effects is bound to be nothing 
more than speculation. In fact, as has been argued above, this is where most 
previous investigations of media effects on anti-immigration attitudes fall short. 
Therefore, Chapter 5 and 6 not only employ more detailed measures of news 
exposure in their analyses, but also relate exposure effects to the content of the 
news outlets to which people were exposed.  
 A second caveat of the analyses presented above lies in the issue of causality. 
Although analyses was conducted in ways to ensure a controlled and conservative 
test of news exposure effects, we still deal with cross-sectional data that makes it 
hard to conclusively attribute causal mechanisms. Selective exposure is an 
important concept in mass communication research (e.g., Sears & Freedman, 1967; 
Zillman & Bryant, 1985). After all, the often-encountered counterargument to 
news effects research – people only chose to watch and read what is in line with 
their opinions – cannot be proven wrong with the findings presented in this 
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chapter.25 So at this point we can be certain about a relationship between news 
exposure and anti-immigration attitudes, but whether it is really the content of 
news people are exposed to that affects opinions or whether opinions make it more 
likely to turn to particular news content is still an open question. The causal 
mechanisms shown in the structural equation models give a reasonable hint that the 
former is the case, but they do not entirely and convincing exclude the latter 
possibility. This shortcoming will be addressed in all subsequent chapters by 
employing aggregate time-series data that allows for tests of causality between 
news coverage and public opinion dynamics (Chapter 4), and by making use of 
panel survey data that provides opportunity to assess individuals’ attitude change 
(Chapters 5 and 6). 
 A last consideration should not go unnoted.  Whereas news exposure effects 
(or non-effects for that matter) can be attributed to the content of news coverage, 
they and the impact of competing information sources might also hinge upon 
contextual factors (see Chapter 2 for detailed context descriptions for Germany and 
the Netherlands). After all, news coverage might be threat-inducing but unrelated 
to reality, i.e. news emphasizes the negative effects of immigrants on the economy, 
but the economy is doing great and there are hardly any immigrants coming into 
the country. In this case, potential news effects would be countered by real-world 
developments. For instance, it is interesting to observe that personal contact was 
least effective in two countries with very low proportions of ethnic minorities 
living there (Poland and Hungary). The effects of discussing politics with others 
and media exposure can be interrelated. For instance, when ethnic minority issues 
are high on the news agenda, news effects might be more pronounced than those of 
interpersonal communication and when not much news about immigrants is 
featured, then interpersonal discussion could gain importance. Sweden and 
Belgium are examples of the former, and Spain and Ireland of the latter situation 
(see also de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2006a).  

                                                           
25 It should be noted that a reverse relation, namely from news exposure to threat 
perceptions turned out weakly or non-significant in the individual models.  



 

 

 

5. ‘Media Shocks’: Ethnic minority news coverage and anti-
immigration sentiments in over-time perspective 

The previous chapter demonstrated that exposure to information in the news 
matters when explaining anti-immigration sentiments. Whereas accounts of the 
formation of ethnic prejudice often are static, we also know that ethnic prejudice 
on an aggregate level is not a constant but changes over time and levels of 
prejudice can and do peak in certain periods in certain countries (e.g., 
Eurobarometer 47.1, 1997). Sniderman et al. (2000) contend that this variation is 
due to what they call external shocks. Based on work by Coenders and Scheepers 
(1998) and Quillian (1995) it is argued that a change in societal conditions, such as 
increasing numbers of ethnic immigrants or rising unemployment, represents an 
external shock that would affect the otherwise fixed individual level model of 
prejudice formation (Sniderman et al., 2000, p. 121). The present chapter argues 
that in addition to these societal contextual factors, news coverage needs to be 
taken into account as a contextual variable. Media might actually ‘create’ external 
shocks by framing news stories in a certain way and thereby ‘hyping’ certain issues 
and interpretations (Vasterman, 2005; Kepplinger and Brosius, 1990; see also 
Vliegenthart & Boomgaarden, forthcoming). This calls for an investigation of 
possible effects of the coverage of ethnic minorities on ethnic attitudes in an over-
time perspective. 

In the previous chapter it is argued that variation in the explanatory power of 
news exposure is likely to be accounted for by variation in news content to which 
people report being exposed. This assumption is made under the condition, 
however, that there is in fact a causal relation going from news content and 
exposure to anti-immigration sentiments. If that is indeed the case, then we should 
see that variation over time in news coverage explains over-time variation in anti-
immigration sentiments. This expectation is put to test in the present chapter, 
which is based on time-series analyses of news coverage and anti-immigration 
sentiments in Germany and the Netherlands for the period from the early 1990s 
until the end of 2005. The aim is to demonstrate causality from news content to 
public opinion on an aggregate level, which would support the basic theoretical 
argument of influences of news information on ethnic prejudice and would explain 
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the occurrence of peaks in ethnic prejudice by taking content characteristics into 
account.  

A consideration of contextual influences on the relation between news 
coverage and ethnic attitudes is also taken into account. Some prior studies on 
framing effects, for instance, have shown that whether and what kind of news 
frames affect attitudes depends on the context in which the frame is received (e.g., 
Sibley, Liu, & Kirkwood, 2006). More generally, media effects studies have also 
emphasized the possibly moderating role of context (e.g., Shah, McLeod, & Yoon, 
2001). It is argued that in times of, for instance, high levels of immigration, people 
are more susceptible to news information than when immigration levels are low. 
Accordingly, the present chapter tests whether and to what degree possible news 
effects interact with context variations. This test will be conducted in a rather 
exploratory manner, since we cannot formulate concrete expectations with regard 
to the influence of context due to the lack of previous research in this specific area.     
 A fundamental question in the remainder of the thesis deals with what kind of 
news information, what type of coverage would affect the formation and 
developments of anti-immigration sentiments. This chapter will make a first 
attempt to shed light on this matter. It considers on the one hand the visibility of 
immigration issues in the news and on the other hand the visibility and evaluations 
of ethnic minority actors featured in news coverage. As mentioned above, it is 
argued that high unemployment in a country and a high level immigration favor the 
development of ethnic prejudice and xenophobia (e.g., Coenders & Scheepers, 
1998). To provide conclusive evidence of news effects independent of societal 
developments, the analyses presented below control for both contextual factors.1  

5.1 News as context 

Before considering the impact of news content on anti-immigration sentiments in 
an aggregate level research design, it is important to discuss how news content is 
actually understood in relation to public opinion dynamics. Due to the analyses 
strategy chosen here, it is neither possible to detect whether people were actually 
exposed to the news coverage employed as dependent variable, nor whether people 
that are expected to be affected consume (news) media at all. Rather than 
understanding news content as the actual content to which people were exposed, 

                                                           
1 To what degree news coverage depends on these real world indicators is not focus of the 
present study. It has been demonstrated previously though, that real-world indicators do not 
exercise a considerable influence on news agendas (e.g., Ader, 1993) and we have 
demonstrated elsewhere that immigration levels and the number of asylum seekers do hardly 
affect the visibility of immigration issues in the news over time in the Netherlands 
(Vliegenthart & Boomgaarden, forthcoming).  
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here news is conceptualized as a contextual variable (for a similar approach see 
Soroka (2006)). This allows for a broader, and arguably more realistic 
interpretation of the data.  
 Conceptualizing news coverage as contextual factor implies that neither 
everyone who is affected by the news necessarily has to consume it directly, nor 
that an unmediated, direct relation between news and public opinion can be 
explicated. Agenda-setting studies have considered why a media issue gets on the 
publics agenda (see Dearing and Rogers, 1996). First of all, similarity between 
media in terms of issue coverage is a pre-requisite for aggregate level agenda-
setting effects. Studies have demonstrated a strong overlap in issue visibility 
between different news outlets (e.g., Rogers & Chang, 1991; see also McCombs & 
Shaw, 1997). That implies that peaks and declines in issue visibility in news media 
should become evident in different outlets at similar times. Through repetition 
then, the relative importance of an issue is relayed to the public: “The cumulative 
effect of media messages about an issue operates through the relentless, 
accumulated impact of a repeated message topic” (Dearing & Rogers, 1996, p. 62). 
Through similarity of coverage in different media then, a “consensus” about an 
issue’s priority for the public at large is transmitted. Accordingly, the process is 
described as an incremental one, in which the cumulative visibility of a media 
message about a given topic persuades the public to accept that issue as important. 
Beyond issue salience, the work by Zaller (1992; 1996) implies macro level effects 
of news content. Zaller considers news as providing information flows, which can 
be biased into different directions and with different strengths, i.e. one-sided versus 
two-sided information flows.2 So the general idea is that news media provide an 
information environment in which certain issues, aspects and considerations can be 
dominant compared to others, and that the aggregation of these features (i.e. the 
news environment) causes shifts in public opinion.   

This process, however, implies direct exposure. Our macro perspective, 
however, does not suggest that people have to be directly exposed to the news but 
could be influenced by the more general information environment. How could they 
be influenced then? Information relayed via the mass media, for instance, may be 
mediated through interpersonal communication, i.e. news consumers pick up 
certain reporting and subsequently tell others about it, sometimes adding their own 
interpretation. Lazarsfeld, Berelson and Gaudet (1948) and Katz and Lazarsfeld 
(1955) coined this process the ‘two-step flow of communication’ and argue that 
information from the mass media moves in two distinct stages. First it reaches so-
called opinion leaders that then pass it on to other members of society. Weimann 
and Brosius (1984) consider the two-step flow hypothesis in a longitudinal agenda-
setting design and find support for the general claim. They, however, also argue 
that the relationship is rather complex and depends on the issue, the time and 
                                                           
2 Other media (effects) approaches that use a macro perspective to conceptualize news 
content are for instance cultivation theory (see Gerbner, 1970) or the spiral of silence 
hypothesis (Noelle-Neumann, 1974).   
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location (see also Erbring, Goldenberg, & Miller, 1980). The present study does 
not look at the two-step flow hypothesis; however, if news content is understood as 
context, then it is important to interpret the findings also in the light of non-direct 
effects.  

5.2 Over-time perspectives on news and ethnic attitudes  

Only few studies have considered the impact of certain types of news coverage on 
ethnic attitudes and related variables in an over-time perspective, arguably due to 
the rather problematic nature of collecting appropriate data. Kellstedt (2000, 2003) 
considers how news coverage framed in terms of the core values of individuality 
versus egalitarianism influenced racial policy support in the United States from 
1950 to 1993. He shows that especially news reporting using egalitarianism frames 
has a positive impact on more liberal racial policy preferences. Related, Walgrave 
and de Swert (2004) have demonstrated effects of news coverage of immigration 
and crime issues on vote for the Vlaams Blok, an anti-immigrant party in Belgium 
(see also Boomgaarden & Vliegenthart, forthcoming). Koopmans and Olzak 
(2004) find that the visibility in media of right-wing violence has a significant 
effect on producing more violent acts against ethnic groups in Germany. Similarly, 
Brosius and Esser (1995) have shown that the reporting of key-events in terms of 
violence directed against foreigners triggered more violent acts. Though the latter 
three studies use behavioral acts as dependent variable (that can be partly 
influenced by ethnic attitudes), they provide additional relevance for looking at 
direct media effects on ethnic attitudes. Finally, Vergeer, Lubbers and Scheepers 
(2000) take a longitudinal approach to explaining ethnic prejudice considering 
newspaper exposure. Based on cultivation theory they test the impact of newspaper 
exposure in a pooled time-series whilst controlling for individual’s class position, 
education, age and political orientation. They find that people reading a newspaper 
that frequently features stories about ethnic crime were more likely to perceive 
immigrants as a threat than people reading newspapers with less frequent ethnic 
crime coverage. However, the strength of the relationship between exposure and 
threat perceptions did not vary over time in accord with developments in news 
coverage. Whereas the study provides some interesting insights, the measurement 
and conceptualization of news coverage is rather limited and confined to the issue 
of ethnic crime.  
 Most studies reviewed above consider the visibility of issue or actor coverage 
or a combination of both when assuming news effects. Kellstedt (2000, 2003) 
looks at effects of rather generic news frames on specific policy support and 
Vergeer et al. (2000) consider the news coverage of ethnic crime affecting general 
threat perceptions. The theoretical framework introduced above argues that 



96  Framing the Others 

visibility of ethnic actors, the tone of news towards them, and related - the framing 
of ethnic actors and groups would matter for the formation and dynamic 
development of ethnic attitudes (see section 3.4.3 on the relation between frames 
and other content analytical indicators). No longitudinal data on news framing is 
available, and accordingly the present chapter considers effects of visibility and 
tone of ethnic minority news coverage and ‘controls’ for the prominence of 
immigration issues.3 We discuss in subsequent chapters to what degree these 
indicators are related to threat and benefit frames.  

5.3 Hypotheses 

Based on the above, a number of expectations can be formulated with regards to 
the impact of the different independent measures on anti-immigration sentiments. 
The real-world context is supposed to matter and the focus lies on economic and 
immigration-related factors (Sniderman et al., 2000; Coenders & Scheepers, 1998).  

H1: The unemployment rate positively affects anti-immigration sentiments.  
H2: The immigration level and the number of asylum applications positively 
affect anti-immigration sentiments.  

Recent studies considering the impact of contextual factors on extreme-right voting 
have shown that unemployment levels only have an impact when immigration 
levels are high (e.g., Golder, 2003a; 2003b). Since a similar rationale can be 
applied to the impact on ethnic attitudes, we test the interaction between both 
factors.  

H3: The interaction between the unemployment rate and immigration levels 
has a positive effect on anti-immigration attitudes.  

Based on the agenda-setting notion (McCombs & Shaw, 1972; Dearing & Rogers, 
1996) it is assumed that issue visibility influences most important problem 
perceptions.  

H4: The visibility of immigration issues in the news positively affects anti-
immigration sentiments.  

                                                           
3 As will be seen, the dependent variable is very similar to measures employed in agenda-
setting research. Although it is argued that it presents a valid proxy for anti-immigration 
sentiments (see Footnote 4) the analysis takes an agenda-setting effect into account. By 
employing a measure of the visibility of immigration issues in the news, and at the same 
time considering the effects of ethnic actor visibility and evaluations, it can be ruled out that 
what the findings show is some sort of agenda-setting effect in which ethnic actor coverage 
is merely a proxy for the visibility of immigration issues. However, the distinction is not 
clear cut, and the visibility of immigration issues should also constitute a proxy measure of 
visibility of ethnic minorities.  
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Last, on basis of the theoretical account presented in Chapter 2, information about 
ethnic groups should affect ethnic attitudes. The presentation of ethnic minorities 
increases the visibility of group boundary markers and accordingly triggers 
categorization processes, and therefore high visibility should increase anti-
immigration sentiments. The tone of the news (possibly as part of a frame) should 
also affect attitudes, with negative coverage increasing and positive coverage 
decreasing anti-immigration sentiments.  

H5: The visibility of ethnic minority actors increases anti-immigration 
sentiments.  
H6: Positive evaluations of ethnic actors reduce anti-immigration sentiments.  

Last, and in a rather exploratory manner, a test of a possible moderating effect of 
context factors and news coverage is conducted. Since we can not draw on prior 
research to formulate a specific hypothesis, we put forward following research 
question.  

R1: Is the impact of news content on anti-immigration sentiment moderated 
by contextual factors, such as the level of immigration or unemployment 
rates?  

5.4 Methods 

The claims outlined above are tested by means of time-series analysis for Germany 
and the Netherlands for the periods from 1993 to 2005 and 1991 to 2005 
respectively. These time periods are restricted and slightly differ for reasons of 
data availability, however, also stretch across the latest phase of immigration in 
Western Europe (see Chapter 2). An over-time perspective allows assessing 
causality by estimating relationships between variation in the intensity and valence 
of news coverage and in public opinion data, which is a major advantage in 
comparison with cross-sectional survey data presented in the preceding chapter. In 
the words of Slater (2004, p. 178): “When such [time-series] studies are an option 
[…] they permit exceptionally robust inference concerning real-world effects of 
media exposure on national populations.”  

Obtaining over-time data concerning anti-immigration sentiments, however, 
was a real challenge. Whereas anti-immigration measures are recurrently included 
in publicly available public opinion surveys, the problems for a time-series design 
are that (1) the questions and answer categories differ over time and between 
different surveys and (2) that these questions are not asked frequently enough, i.e. 
monthly, to conduct a valid analysis which makes these data unsuitable for the 
present chapter. The ‘most important problem’ question provides a usable proxy 
measure for anti-immigration sentiment in Germany. People are regularly asked 
what they would consider the most important problem currently facing the country 
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and immigration and asylum are among the answer categories. By asking for the 
most important problem the question prescribes an evaluative component 
according to which the answer option is thought about. Accordingly, if people 
consider immigration the prime problem that the nation is facing, it is reasonable to 
assume that they would also consider immigration as a threat to (the integrity of) 
the nation state, which comes close to measures of anti-immigration sentiment.4 
For the Netherlands no such data could be obtained. Therefore, the remainder of 
the chapter concentrates on Germany; however, we will visually compare news 
and ethnic attitude data developments for the Netherlands at a latter stage to 
support the general claims.   

 
5.4.1 Data 
The data used for the time-series models can be divided into three components (1) 
contextual data or real-world trends, (2) public opinion data on anti-immigration, 
and (3)  media content data concerning the coverage of immigration and 
immigrants. By bringing together these data sources it is possible to establish 
aggregate media effects while controlling for real-world developments.  
 The dependent variable for Germany is the ‘traditional’ most important 
problem question: “What in you opinion is currently the most important problem in 
Germany?”.5 Two answer options – ‘foreigners, citizenship, immigration’ and 
‘asylum seekers, asylum’ - were combined into one variable subsequently referred 
to as anti-immigration sentiment. The data come from the Politbarometer, a 
monthly survey of political attitudes and voting behavior conducted since 1977.6 
For each month in the period 1993 to 2005 the percentage of respondents reporting 
immigration as most important problem or as second most important problem is 
considered. An index variable was created by adding percentages for most 
important problem and percentages for second most important problem divided by 
two (MIP_1 + (MIP_2/2)). 7 We weighted the second most important problem 
answers, since those respondents do consider immigration and foreigners 
problematic, but less so than those who have these concerns on top of their lists. 

                                                           
4 The operationalization has been validated by looking at cross-tabulations of identifying 
immigration as most important problem and a question probing whether people think there 
are too many foreigners in the country. The results consistently show that among those who 
identify immigration as a problem, a significantly higher proportion also thinks that there 
are too many foreigners in Germany compared to the group who identifies other problems as 
important. The claim is not that everyone who thinks immigration is a problem is 
necessarily prejudiced, however, that the values and especially their development over time 
constitute a sufficient proxy measure for anti-immigration sentiments.  
5The original question wording is: Was ist Ihrer Meinung nach gegenwärtig das wichtigste 
Problem in Deutschland? – Translation by author.  
6 The data was made available by the Zentralarchiv für empirische Sozialforschung at the 
University of Cologne.   
7 Polls were not conducted in August during a few years in the 1990s. The missing values 
were replaced by the mean of the previous and the following month.  
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Conducting the following analyses with a pure additional measure yields very 
similar results. For the Netherlands, we rely on two questions asked regularly over 
the period from 1991 to 2005 as part of the ‘Cultural Changes in the Netherlands’ 
survey series. The first asks for an evaluation of ethnic groups in the Netherlands, 
and the second probes opinions about the number of foreigners living in the 
country.8 These were asked six and ten times respectively over the 15-year period. 
The percentages of respondents that reported to think negatively about ethnic 
groups and to think that there are too many foreigners living in the country serve as 
dependent variable in subsequent visual analysis.    
 The independent variables of interest concern media coverage of immigration 
and ethnic minorities. The visibility of immigration issues is assessed. For the 
entire period from 1993 to 2005, data on the intensity of newspaper coverage of 
immigration issues was created by making use of computer-assisted content 
analysis. We, for this time period, do not have data on immigration in television 
news available. Therefore, we have to assume an overlap in the variation between 
newspapers and television news to make the argument that the content data derived 
from newspapers are indicative for a more general news environment. Having a 
broader content data base would strengthen the argument. Nevertheless, we are 
confident that in aggregation the newspaper data present a good proxy measure for 
the general news environment. Articles published in three German daily 
newspapers Süddeutsche Zeitung (SZ), Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ) and 
tageszeitung (taz) are available online via the LexisNexis database for the entire 
period.9 Employing an extensive search-string, articles about immigration and 
ethnic minorities in Germany are identified.10 The same strategy has been applied 
to identify immigration coverage in the Dutch newspapers NRC Handelsblad 
(NRC), de Volkskrant, de Telegraaf, het Algemeen Dagblad (AD) and Trouw.11 
                                                           
8 The original questions were: (1) Hoe staat u in het algemeen tegenover allochtone groepen 
in onze samenleving, zoals Turken, Marokkanen, Surinamen en dergelijk? Positief, negatief, 
of niet positief en niet negatief? (2) Wat vindt u over het algemeen van het aantal mensen 
van een andere nationaliteit dat in ons land woont? Zijn dat er te veel, veel maar niet te 
veel, of niet veel? Translation by author: (1) How in general do you think about ethnic 
minority groups in our society, such as Turks, Moroccans, Surinamese, and similar? 
Positively, negatively, neither positively nor negatively?(2) What in general do you think 
about the number of people from different nationalities that live in our country? Are that too 
many, many but not too many, or not too many? 
9 Articles were not available from the taz for 1993 and from the FAZ for 2005. These have 
been added by weighing the values of the available sources in those periods. 
10 The search string was translated and adjusted from a Dutch language search string, which 
was the basis of analysis for published research, e.g. Boomgaarden & Vliegenthart (in 
press). Again, it should be emphasized that values have to be understood as proxies. Due to 
the rather inclusive search string, oversampling might have taken place. We do not have 
reason to expect any bias in this oversampling though and therefore consider the values 
good proxy measures for immigration and ethnic minority news coverage.  
11 Again missing data has been replaced by a weighed measure, e.g. Telegraaf is only 
available from 1998 onwards.  
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The monthly values used are the number of articles published concerning 
immigration immigrant integration.12 Though possible deficiencies in relation to 
the use of automatic content analysis are acknowledged (Althaus, Edy, and Phalen, 
2001), for the present purposes it presents an appropriate strategy, since we only 
deal with salience and not with tone or direction of the news. Prior research has 
shown that intensity of reporting – as opposed to the tone of the coverage – can be 
measured appropriately using similar computer-assisted methods (Johnston, 2002). 
Furthermore, such an approach makes the analysis of large amounts of newspaper 
articles possible, as is desirable for studies considering media content over a long 
period of time.  

More importantly for the present account, the visibility and tone towards 
ethnic minorities is included as independent measure. The data for German news 
coverage were provided by Media Tenor for the period 1998 to 2005.13 The data 
comes from content analysis of the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ), 
Südeutsche Zeitung (SZ) and Die Welt and from the main evening newscasts on 
public and commercial news stations.14 All actors appearing in a news story were 
analyzed and the percentage of ethnic actors of all coded actors is provided as 
monthly aggregate.  Furthermore, evaluations of these actors were made available. 
Each actor is evaluated on a 5-point scale from very negative/disadvantageous to 
very positive/advantageous. Monthly mean values for all ethnic actor evaluations 
were computed. Subsequent analyses make also use of a combined variable of 
ethnic actor visibility and evaluation, ranging from -1 to 1, where -1 indicates 
highest visibility and highest negativity.15 
 Real-world data on net-immigration and unemployment in Germany were 
collected from the monthly publication of the Statistisches Bundesamt ‘Wirtschaft 
und Statistik’ for the entire period. We use the net number of monthly immigration, 
thus the subtraction of the number of emigrants from the number of immigrants, 
and the seasonally adjusted percentage of unemployment. Monthly data on asylum 
applications are available only from 1999 onwards and were obtained from the 
Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge. Since no statistical analysis for the 
Netherlands is possible due to data limitations, no alternative contextual factors for 
the Dutch case are considered here (for information about contextual variation, see 
Chapter 1).  

 
                                                           
12 Since neither the page number nor the length of articles was available for all outlets for 
the entire period, we present non-weighted values.  
13 Media Tenor is a commercial company conducting news content analysis of leading 
German news outlets on a daily basis. More information can be found on www.media-
tenor.de. Thanks goes to Christian Kolmer for providing the data.  
14 Data was missing for the FAZ for March 2001 and has been replaced by the mean score of 
the previous and the subsequent months.  
15 Media Tenor ensures reliability of the data by testing inter- and intra-coder reliabilities on 
a regular basis. Coders are only allowed to code material when they pass the regular tests 
that are compared to master codes done by the principal investigators and coder trainers.  
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5.4.2 Analysis 
Since for Germany it was possible to obtain complete monthly time-series 
concerning all three kinds of data, we are able to draw on ARIMA time-series 
modeling techniques. More specifically, we rely on Box-Jenkins transfer modeling 
(e.g., McCleary and Hay, 1980; Clarke, Mishler, and Whiteley (1990)). An 
ARIMA (Auto-Regressive Integrated Moving Average) model is superior to an 
analysis using cross-correlations since it takes into account a series’ past values in 
predicting present values. Autoregressive orders (AR) that represent the influence 
of previous values of the series on the current value and moving averages (MA) 
that represent the influence of residuals from previous values on the current value 
are used in this technique. A number of different models are tested, step by step 
adding the independent variables to the univariate ARIMA-models. This allows not 
only considering the effect of the individual variables, but also the explanatory 
power of the different models (Residuals Means Square) as well as their goodness 
of fit (Akaike Info Criterion) and thereby comparing different models. In the first 
step, we always test the univariate ARIMA-model.  

The contextual variables and our media variables are added successively. In 
the first series of analyses we take into account the complete period from 1993 to 
2005. Subsequently, to be able to add additional data on context (asylum 
applications) and most importantly news coverage (ethnic actor visibility and 
evaluations) we re-run the model for the periods 1998 to 2005 and 1999 to 2005 
respectively, periods for which these data are available. In addition to testing 
different data, this strategy allows estimating the robustness of our results. When 
similar results are found for the three periods, it indicates that the established 
effects are stable over time and thus not contingent upon differences in context or 
the trend in the dependent variable. Last, we consider possible interaction effects 
of news content and contextual measures for these periods. Before estimating the 
ARIMA models, all variables were standardized allow for easy comparison of the 
different independent variables’ strength of effects. The visual representation of the 
Dutch data will be interpreted in the light of the findings from the German models.  
 An ARIMA model can only be processed if all variables in the model have 
stationary means and variances. To test for stationarity, we conducted the most 
common test indicating for the presence of a unit-root, the augmented Dickey-
Fuller test (Enders, 2004). Results showed that all series were non-stationary and 
therefore we transformed them by differencing the values (t – t-1). Single 
differencing yielded stationary variables with the augmented Dickey-Fuller test 
suggesting no unit root. Similarily, we differenced the various independent 
variables added to the model in subsequent analyses. The autocorrelation and 
partial autocorrelation functions for the transformed dependent variable suggest a 
moving average at lag 1 and at lag 2, resulting in a (0,1,2) ARIMA-model. The 
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residual statistics indicate no significant autocorrelation in the residuals (Ljung-
Box Q over 20 lags) as for all other models to follow.16 

5.5 Results 

Before turning to the statistical analyses as outlined above, we first consider some 
descriptive information on the different variables to be employed in the ARIMA-
models. Starting with the contextual developments that might influence anti-
immigration sentiments and that might moderate news effects, Figure 5.1 displays 
monthly values of net-immigration, the seasonally adjusted unemployment rate,  

 
Figure 5.1: Net-immigration, asylum applications and unemployment, Germany 
1993(1999) – 2005.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
16 It is important to note that, although the different models are presented in sequence, the 
development of the models took into account all three time periods in order to consistently 
present one model with the same specifications for all time periods. For instance, whereas 
the Moving Average at lag 2 is not significant in the first model, it is in the second and the 
third model, which calls for its inclusion in the first model as well. Similarly, immigration 
levels do not turn out as significant predictor in the latter models, however, are still included 
for reasons of consistency.  



Hajo G. Boomgaarden   103  

and the number of asylum applications in Germany from 1993 to 2005. 
Unemployment is overall on the rise from 1993 until the summer of 1997 after 
which is decreases until mid-2000. From 2000 onwards unemployment increases to 
unprecedented levels before slightly falling again after early 2005. Immigration 
levels generally fall from 1993 to early 1999. There is a slight increase in 
immigration from 1999 to early 2002 and then it somewhat decreases again until 
2005. Overall there is considerable fluctuation in the immigration series. The 
number of asylum applications from 1999 onwards is first rather stable before 
clearly decreasing until 2005.  

Figure 5.2 shows the visibility of immigration issues in three German national 
newspapers between 1993 and 2005 and the visibility and mean evaluations of 
ethnic actors in newspapers and television newscasts from 1998 to 2005. First we 
consider issue visibility shown by the dashed line. The series is overall rather 
stable apart from a clear peak in late 2001 most likely caused by the September 11  

 
Figure 5.2: Visibility of immigration issues and visibility and tone of ethnic actor 
coverage, 1993/1998 – 2005 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

attacks in the U.S.. Furthermore, we see small peaks of visibility around the 
discussion of a new citizenship law during the Hesse election campaign in 1999 
and (arguably) as a consequence of the murder of Theo van Gogh in the 
Netherlands in late 2004. When looking at the visibility of foreign actors in the 
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news the peak of the 1999 citizenship law discussion is also clearly visible. The 
peaks for issue visibility after 9/11 and van Gogh are there, however, less 
pronounced as shown by the dashed line.  

The straight line displays mean evaluations of ethnic actors with values 
generally being negative, suggesting an overall negative coverage of ethnic 
minorities. In two instances news coverage of ethnic minorities is rather positive, 
however, subsequently drops to highly negative values (March 2001 and 
August/September 2002), trends we cannot clearly account for with real-world 
events. The bivariate correlation between the visibility of immigration issues 
(dashed line) and the visibility of ethnic minority actors (crossed line) for the 
period 1998 to 2005 is moderate and positive, r = .21, p < .05, n = 96. This 
indicates somewhat of an overlap between the two indicators.  

 
Figure 5.3: First and second most important problems facing the nation, 1993 – 
2005 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Last, we turn to a visualization of the dependent variable. Figure 5.3 shows the 
over-time trends of the percentage of people identifying immigration as the most 
(straight line) or the second most (dashed line) important problem facing the 
country and the index of both (crossed line). Over the entire period problem 
ascription to immigration decreases considerably coming from very high levels in 
the early 1990s. Again, a number of peaks are evident, such as 9/11, the 1999 



Hajo G. Boomgaarden   105  

debate and the murder of Van Gogh. The crossed line represents the dependent 
variable to be used in subsequent analyses.  

Let us now turn to statistical testing of these series and their relations. First 
the entire period from 1993 to 2005 is considered.17 As a general strategy the 
independent and dependent variables were pre-whitened using the univariate 
ARIMA-specifications of the independent variables and we cross-correlated the 
residuals of each independent variable with the residuals of the dependent variable. 
The analysis suggests effects of unemployment at a lag of 5, immigration at lag 2 
months, and news coverage at a lag of 1 month.18 In a first step unemployment is 
added to the univariate model (Table 5.1, Context Model 1). The unemployment 
rate has a significant impact to lower anti-immigration sentiments with a lag of five 
months. Thus, an increasing unemployment rate reduces the perceptions of 
immigration as a one of the two most important problems after five months, which 
is contrary to the first hypothesis. Decreases in RMS and AIC indicate a better 
model fit compared to the univariate model. Next, the measure for net-immigration 
is included. Immigration has a significant impact to increase anti-immigration 
sentiments with a lag of two months and the relevant measures indicate a better 
model fit, the results thus supporting the second hypothesis. The interaction term 
between immigration and unemployment, however, did not show a significant 
relation to the anti-immigration sentiments (disconfirming Hypothesis 3) and is 
therefore excluded from any further analyses. Last, the immigration news variable 
is added. News about immigration issues, in line with the fourth hypothesis, has 
albeit a weakly significant effect to increase anti-immigration sentiments as 
expected (Table 5.1, Media Model). The Ljung-Box Q test is non-significant for all 
models and thereby indicates that residuals of the model consist of white noise, i.e. 
there is no correlation in the residuals.19 What do these results substantially mean? 
If unemployment increases by 1 percentage point, it reduces perceptions of 
immigration as a problem by about 2.9 percent five months later (see the 
discussion for an explanation of this counter-intuitive effect).20 If net-immigration 
increases by 10,000, immigration problem perceptions increase with roughly 0.7 
percent two months later. Last, 1,000 articles more on immigration issues cause an 
increase in immigration-problem perceptions of 1.5 percent. The impact of the 
news variable is weak, not statistically significant, and does not contribute 
substantially to the overall model fit.  
                                                           
17 A general comments on the presentation and interpretation of the results should be noted. 
Significance levels of the coefficients have to be interpreted less strictly as usual, as the 
number of cases in the series is rather low. Therefore, coefficients with p-values up to .10 
are considered significant.  
18 We allowed a maximum lag time of six months for the independent variables to affect the 
dependent measure.  
19 This applies to all Ljung-Box Q values reported subsequently that do not show significant 
p-values below .05. 
20 Note that these data interpretations refer to changes in the differenced series. This applies 
to all subsequent similar interpretations in this chapter.  
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Table 5.1: Effects of immigration issues in the news on perceptions of immigration 
as important problem, 1993 – 2005 

Univariate Model 
Context 
Model 1 

Context 
Model 2 

Media Model 
 la

g
 

coeff 
t-

value 
coeff 

t-
value 

coeff 
t-

value 
coeff 

t-
value 

Moving 
average 1 -0.21*** -2.64 -0.10 -1.19 -0.10 -1.16 -0.09 -1.12 

Moving 
average 2 -0.11* -1.35 -0.03 -0.40 -0.01 -0.16 -0.01 -0.11 

Unemploym
ent 5 --- --- -0.17* -1.46 -0.20 -1.25 -0.17* -1.40 

Immigratio
n 2 --- --- --- --- 0.08*** 2.46 0.07** 2.33 

Immigratio
n News 1 --- --- --- --- --- --- 0.03 1.25 

RMS  17.11 14.19 13.62 13.48 

AIC  -2.18 -2.32 -2.35 -2.34 

LBQ  13.42 13.26 13.35 11.33 

N  155 150 150 150 

Note: Variables are made stationary by differencing. 
* p <0.10;  ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01 (1-tailed) 

 
We next turn to the results for the 1998 to 2005 period (using the same analysis 
strategy as above). Unemployment has again a significantly negative influence at a 
lag of 5 months, and immigration did not turn out as significant predictor in the 
Context Model in Table 5.2. As previously and shown in Media Model 1, 
immigration news coverage has a positive effect on immigration problem 
perceptions, with a one month lag. More interesting, though, is Media Model 2, 
where ethnic actor visibility and evaluations were added. The latter variable has a 
negative impact on the dependent measure, suggesting evaluations of ethnic actors 
to be a strong predictor at two months lag and thereby confirming the sixth 
hypothesis. The more often ethnic actors are covered in positive terms, the less 
people perceive immigration as a problem. An increase of positive evaluations by 
one unit causes a 1.6 percent decrease of problem perceptions.  The sheer presence 
of ethnic minority actors does not affect immigration problem perceptions, 
contrary to expectations formulated in Hypothesis 5. The RMS and AIC both 
decrease indicating superior model fit of those models including ethnic actor news 
coverage indicators.21 

 

                                                           
21 Due to the different number of cases in the first and the three subsequent models, we 
cannot validly compare the indices for model fit, which explains the better fit measures in 
the univariate model compared to the multivariate models.  
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Table 5.2: The impact of ethnic actor coverage and evaluations, 1998 to 2005 

 Univariate Model 
Context 
Model 

Media Model 1 Media Model 2 

 

la
g
 

coeff 
t-

value 
coeff 

t-
value 

coeff 
t-

value 
coeff 

t-
value 

Moving 
average 1 -0.12* -1.42 -0.12* -1.33 -0.13* -1.42 -0.08 -0.77 

Moving 
average 2 -0.54*** -6.10 -0.58*** -6.56 -0.59*** -6.29 -0.54*** -4.59 

Unemploym
ent 5 --- --- -0.35** -1.65 -0.39** -1.81 -0.33* -1.34 

Immigration 2 --- --- 0.01 0.16 -0.00 -0.01 0.03 0.37 

Immigration 
News 1 --- --- --- --- 0.08 0.98 0.05 0.58 

Visibility 
ethnic 
actors 

2 --- --- --- --- --- --- -0.08 -1.03 

Evaluation 
ethnic 
actors 

2 --- --- --- --- --- --- -0.08** -1.69 

RMS  28.20 26.64 26.31 25.26 

AIC  -1.17 -1.13 -1.12 -1.12 

LBQ  24.12 26.08 22.69 21.18 

N  95 90 90 90 

Note: Variables are made stationary by differencing. 
* p <0.10;  ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01 (1-tailed) 

 
In a next step, the number of asylum applications, which is available only from 
1999 onwards, is tested as contextual control variable. Unemployment has negative 
and asylum applications have a positive effect with lags of 5 months on 
perceptions of immigration as a problem, the latter lending further support to 
Hypothesis 2. So, we again find unemployment causing a decrease in concerns 
about immigration, whereas the new contextual variable asylum applications 
causes an increase of these concerns as shown in the Context Model in Table 5.3. 
Immigration, however, is only marginally related to perceptions of immigration as 
an important problem.  

Last, we assess the impact of news coverage. Media Model 1 in Table 5.3 
suggests that the amount of immigration news did not affect immigration concerns. 
Furthermore, and contrary to expectations, we find the visibility of ethnic actors 
significantly reducing problem perceptions, i.e. the more ethnic actors are covered 
in the news, the less people are concerned about immigration issues. Similar to the 
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previous time period, evaluations of ethnic actors in the news have a strong impact, 
with immigration concerns being reduced the more positive ethnic actor are 
covered. In the last model, Media Model 2, shown in Table 5.3, we make use of a 
combined measure of ethnic actor visibility and evaluations, since the earlier 
results indicate an effect of both measures into the same direction. Obviously it can 
be expected that the effect of a positive coverage of ethnic actors in a given month 
would only increase if ethnic minorities were also rather visible in that month. We 
label this newly created variable ‘ethnic actor news affect’. Indeed as expected we  

 
Table 5.3: The impact of ethnic actor news affect and asylum applications, 1999 to 
2005 

 Univariate Model 
Context 
Model  

Media 
Model 1 

Media 
Model 2 

 

la
g
 

coeff 
t-

value 
coeff 

t-
value 

coeff t-value coeff 
t-

value 

Moving 
average 1 -0.15* -1.39 -0.15* -1.34 -0.04 -0.35 -0.09 -0.78 

Moving 
average 2 -0.30*** -2.87 -0.36*** -3.26 -0.24** -1.88 -0.36*** -3.00 

Unemploym
ent 5 --- --- -0.45** -1.81 -0.24 -0.83 -0.41* -1.60 

Immigration 2 --- --- 0.07 1.26 0.08* 1.55 0.07 1.18 

Asylum 
applications 5 --- --- 0.25** 2.04 0.31*** 2.59 0.25** 2.09 

Immigration 
News 1 --- --- --- --- -0.01 -0.00 0.03 0.41 

Visibility 
ethnic 
actors 

2 --- --- --- --- -0.14** -1.70 --- --- 

Evaluation 
ethnic actor 2 --- --- --- --- 

-

0.10*** 
-2.48 --- --- 

Ethnic actor 
news affect 2 --- --- --- --- --- --- -0.13** -1.83 

RMS  24.91 14.17 12.75 13.48 

AIC  -1.16 -1.58 -1.61 -1.58 

LBQ  22.08 20.49 16.58 19.12 

N  83 78 78 78 

Note: Variables are made stationary by differencing. 
* p <0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01 (1-tailed) 
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find a strong negative effect on the dependent measure, suggesting that positive 
evaluations in combination with high visibility reduce, and negative evaluations 
with high visibility boosting immigration concerns. An increase in the constructed 
measure of visibility and evaluations of ethnic actors by one causes a decrease of 
immigration problem perceptions of almost four percent. Considering that the 
visibility and tone variable ranges from -1 to 1, news coverage at the extremes is 
able to cause changes of up to eight percent in immigration problem perceptions. 
The relevant indices again show that the Media Models are superior on terms of 
model fit and explained variance compared to the pure Context Model, with Media 
Model 1 showing the best fit characteristics. 

The measure of visibility and evaluations of ethnic actors turns out as a strong 
predictor of immigration problem perceptions. To make the statistical information 
easier to interpret, Figure 5.4 contrasts the trends in the dependent variable and the 
news content measure. Since the effect of the ethnic actor visibility and evaluation  

 
Figure 5.4: Visibility and evaluations of ethnic actors and most important problem 
immigration index, 1998 – 2005 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
variable is negative, one should pay attention to the opposing trends in the data 
lines, i.e. if visibility and evaluations increase (straight line), immigrant problem 
perceptions should decrease with a lag of two months (dashed line) and vice versa. 
Interesting to consider is also the period in 2003 and 2004 where ethnic actors 
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were largely invisible and the problem perceptions drop to unprecedented lows 
simultaneously.  

Finally, the possibly moderating role of context for news effects is considered. 
Since a priori expectations were not formulated due to lack of prior investigations 
into this matter, this question is approached in an exploratory manner and results 
will be discussed subsequently. Possible interaction effects of the three context 
variables, unemployment, immigration levels and asylum applications, were tested 
with regard to two different content variables, the sheer volume of immigration 
news, and the ethnic actor news affect variable. Results are somewhat encouraging 
and support Hypothesis 7. An interaction of any of the news content measures and 
unemployment could not be detected for any of the periods under analysis.  
 
Table 5.4: Conditioning effects of context on news impact.  

 1998-2005 1999-2005 1999-2005  
lag coeff t-value coeff t-value coeff t-value 

Moving average 1 -0.09 -0.96 -0.07 -0.60 -0.03 -0.28 

Moving average 2 -0.62*** -6.45 -0.29*** -2.39 -0.32*** -2.66 

Unemployment 5 -0.37** 1.77 -0.48** -1.76 -0.39* -1.48 

Immigration 2 -0.09 -1.01 0.08* 1.47 0.07 1.27 

Asylum applications 5 --- --- 0.23** 1.89 0.28 2.41** 

Immigration News 1 0.06 0.74 0.04 0.54 0.02 0.21 

Ethnic actor news 
affect 2 0.03 0.46 -0.15** -2.17 -0.15** -2.28 

Interaction affect 
and asylum 
applications 

5 --- --- --- --- 0.08** 2.09 

Interaction affect 
and immigration 2 0.11** 1.74 0.08** 1.91 --- --- 

RMS  25.28 12.84 12.72 

AIC  -1.11 -1.60 -1.61 

LBQ  16.86 14.17 15.35 

N  90 78 78 

Note: Variables are made stationary by differencing. 
* p <0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01 (1-tailed) 

 
Similarly, the impact of immigration news content did not interact with any of the 
context measures for any of the three periods. The ‘ethnic actor affect’ variable, 
however, turns out significant interaction effects with immigration-related context 
measures.22 For both periods, from 1998 and from 1999 to 2005, we see a 

                                                           
22 The affect variable has been recoded into inverse values before computing interaction 
terms to make an interpretation of the interaction effects more comprehensible. After all, the 
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significant interaction between the level of immigration and news affect towards 
ethnic minorities. This suggests that the impact of a negative coverage of ethnic 
minorities is stronger in times of high immigration levels than in times few 
immigrants come into the country. Alternatively, we tested the interaction of the 
ethnic actor news affect measure with the numbers of asylum applications. Here it 
also appears that the impact of news coverage is stronger in times with high 
numbers of asylum applicants. Overall these results provide indicative evidence 
that relevant contextual factors – in this case related to immigration patterns – 
matter and should be taken into account when modeling the impact of news content 
in an over-time perspective. 

 
Figure 5.5: News about Immigration in Dutch Newspapers, 1991 – 2005 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note: In years in which newspapers were not available, values have been computed 
by weighted from values of available newspapers.  
 
Having shown that news coverage has a causal influence on anti-immigration 
sentiments on the aggregate level in Germany, we briefly look at a visual 
inspection of similar data for the Netherlands. As mentioned above, it was neither 

                                                                                                                                      
expectation should be that in times of, for instance, high immigration, it is rather the 
negative content with regards to ethnic actors that matters.  
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possible to obtain a time-series of public opinion data on this issue, nor news 
content data beyond issue visibility. Figure 5.5 shows the visibility of immigration 
issues in five national Dutch newspapers for the period 1991 to 2005. We see the 
visibility of immigration issues in newspapers somewhat increasing throughout the 
years with a few very notable peaks. Immigration issues had a relatively low 
salience until late 1997 (see also Lubbers, Scheepers, and Wester, 1998, p. 420; 
Semetko and Valkenburg, 2000, p. 104). There follows a considerable increase in 
visibility in the year 1997, with visibility reverting to previous levels in 1998. 
Smaller visibility peaks following 1999 and in 2001. The trends change more 
dramatically in 2002 and 2003 due to the 9/11 attacks (see also Vliegenthart and 
Boomgaarden, forthcoming). The last great visibility peak is shown in late 2004 
and early 2005 after the murder of Theo van Gogh (see also van Atteveld, Ruigrok 
and Kleinijenhuis (2006)). At the end of this period, levels are back to almost pre-
9/11 values. All in all, immigration issues are on the news agenda throughout the 
entire period, however, their visibility shows considerable, and occasionally 
dramatic fluctuations especially in the period between 2001 and 2005.  

 
Figure 5.6: Immigration news and ethnic prejudice 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
If news effects are rather short-term with lags times of two to three months, one 
should expect fluctuations in public opinion especially for that latter period as well. 
The data situation unfortunately does not allow testing this conclusively. Figure 5.6 
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displays the visibility of immigration issues in all five newspapers (straight line) 
and values of anti-immigration measures at selected time points.23 The dots 
represent the percentage of people that think that too many foreigners live in the 
Netherlands. We see a slight increase in the early 1990s, somewhat following the 
visibility scores. In particular in 2000 agreement with the statement increases 
compared to previously, however, levels off again subsequently. There is thus only 
marginal overlap between the news visibility scores and the share of people 
thinking negatively about the number of foreigners. The squares, however, are 
more telling and more in line with the theoretical argument. They represent the 
percentage of people that think negatively about ethnic minority groups in the 
Netherlands. Whereas values were rather low during the 1990s – consistently 
below 15 percent, they increase somewhat in 2000/2001 and more clearly in the 
period 2002 to 2004 to more than 20 percent of people thinking negatively about 
ethnic groups. For this measure, there appears to be a clear overlap with the trends 
of news content about immigration with more reporting about immigration issues 
being clearly associated with an increase in negativity towards ethnic groups.24 
This corroborates the findings from the German context and when drawing on all 
analysis presented here allows concluding a causal relation from news coverage of 
immigration and ethnic minorities to some form of anti-immigration sentiments.  

5.6 Conclusion and Discussion 

The chapter set out with two main suppositions. There should be a causal 
relationship running from news to ethnic attitudes and both visibility of ethnic 
actor coverage and the tone matter, even when controlling for relevant real-world 
developments. Furthermore, we tested the idea that real-world context to some 
degree conditions the effects of news on anti-immigration sentiments. The 
empirical findings concerning the German case presented above lend support to all 
hypotheses, however, not always in the expected direction and for all time periods, 
and under the exclusion of the interaction effect of immigration and unemployment 
(H3). The amount of immigration issues in the news clearly and positively 
influences immigration problem perceptions (confirming H4) with a lag of one 
month respectively three months, i.e. the more news media coverage immigration 

                                                           
23 Since the Cultural Changes in the Netherlands surveys were usually conducted roughly 
between October and December each year, values are displayed for the month of November.  
24 The bivariate correlation between yearly issue visibility in the Dutch newspapers and 
aggregate negativity towards immigrants was computed for the years in which values were 
available. The correlation is strong and positive, r = .88, p < .05, n = 6. This is not 
conclusive evidence, however, strengthens the claim for a relationship between both 
measures.  
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issues, the higher immigration is on citizens’ problem agenda at a later point in 
time. This, however, was clearly only the case for the entire period, and 
immigration news was (in most cases) unrelated to problem perceptions after the 
other news variables were introduced. This indicates that news content needs to be 
better specified in order to show its effects. The finding that news issue coverage 
affects issue concerns is in line with prior studies looking at agenda-setting effects. 
Lags of up to three months are very common in agenda-setting research (Dearing 
& Rogers, 1996) which increases the confidence in the findings.  
 The coverage of ethnic minorities had a strong effect on ethnic attitudes, 
however, not entirely as expected. As assumed, evaluations of ethnic actors were 
strong negative predictors of immigrant problem perceptions (confirming H6), 
indicating that the more positively news outlets cover ethnic minorities, the less 
people assess foreigners and immigration a national problem and vice versa. The 
visibility of ethnic minority actors in the news, however, did not positively, as 
expected (H5), but instead negatively influence problem perceptions. The more 
often ethnic actors were featured in the news, the less people considered foreigners 
and immigration a problem. Ethnic actors’ evaluations, however, were comparably 
a stronger direct predictor than their visibility indicating that it is more about the 
content than just the sheer presence of ethnic actors in the news. When combined, 
visibility and tone of ethnic actor coverage yielded a strong effect decreasing the 
share of perceptions of immigration as a problem. These news content effects 
occurred with a lag of one, respectively two months, which is in line with previous 
research assessing media effects in time-series designs (e.g., Dearing & Rogers, 
1996, p. 68). For an interpretation of the decreasing effect of visibility of ethnic 
actors on ethnic prejudice we can turn to recent literature on an extended contact 
hypothesis. The study suggests that in line with personal contact fostering 
understanding, contact through mass media might also affect attitudes towards 
ethnic groups (for more information on the parasocial contact hypothesis, see 
Schiappa, Gregg, and Hewes (2005) and the discussion in Chapter 8). Hence, 
exposure to media with highly visibility ethnic others functions similar to personal 
contacts and accordingly decreases prejudice. Therefore, an increased visibility of 
ethnic others in the media might increase feelings of familiarity and sympathy and 
thereby reduce anti-immigration sentiments. 
 Furthermore, we have provided initial support for the idea that context matters 
for the strength of media effects (e.g., Shah, et al., 2001). We looked at the 
conditioning influence of numbers of immigration and asylum applications on 
media effects and found that the impact of news affect towards ethnic minorities is 
stronger in times when immigration and asylum application levels are high. This 
suggests that when modeling media effects, certainly over time or across countries, 
one has to take into account the relevant context in which these effects are 
expected to take place.  
 Contrary to expectations (H1) derived at on basis of the realistic conflict 
approach (e.g., LeVine & Campbell, 1972; Bobo, 1997) the analyses revealed a 
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negative effect of the unemployment rate on anti-immigration sentiments. Whether 
this finding is substantial or an artifact of the choice of dependent variable is 
debatable. An interpretation of this result is linked to the fact that a most important 
problem assessment was used as dependent measure. It is reasonable to assume 
that in times of high unemployment people would rather assess the employment 
situation or other economy-related variables as major problems for the country and 
therefore the share of people who perceive immigration and foreigners as 
problematic decreases. It should be noted, however, that Coenders and Scheepers 
(1998) find a negative effect of the unemployment rate on ethnic discrimination 
and that recent studies looking at effects of unemployment on extreme-right voting 
also emphasize negative effects of unemployment rates (e.g., Golder, 2003a, 
2003b; Knigge, 2001; Boomgaarden & Vliegenthart, forthcoming). Future studies 
need to disentangle the relationship between unemployment rates, their interplay 
with other societal indicators and ethnic attitudes.  
 Finally, the effects of the immigration level and the numbers of asylum 
seekers partly confirmed our expectations (H2). High levels of immigration caused 
an increase in anti-immigration sentiments in one out of the three periods and high 
numbers of asylum applications increased immigration problem perceptions. For 
the case in which asylum applications and immigration levels are both included, 
the asylum variable might account for some of the variation otherwise explained 
by immigration levels (the correlation between both measures is .29). There is, 
however, not substantial reason why immigration levels are a significant positive 
predictor for the entire period from 1993 onwards, but fail to have any effect for 
the shorter period from 1998. It could be that, after high levels of immigration 
from Eastern Europe and Russia in the early 1990s and an apparent reduction in 
immigration levels subsequently, this societal factor plays less of a role for ethnic 
attitudes (see Chapter 2 for more information on immigration to Germany).  

Whereas the chapter provides evidence with regards to the relation between 
aggregate trends in news coverage and anti-immigration sentiments, it at the same 
time opens up for new questions and leaves others unanswered. First, and most 
importantly, one needs to consider whether effects found at the aggregate level 
hold at the level of the individual. Our aggregate approach is based on ecological 
evidence. Due to an ecological fallacy, effects on the individual level might 
actually be weaker than shown in the aggregation (for a classic example of an 
ecological fallacy, see Robinson (1950) or Kramer (1983) who argues, however, 
that for certain questions aggregate designs are actually more appropriate). After 
all, we do not know whether the news coverage was really consumed by citizens, 
and if it was, by what part of the population. In this vein, Slater (2004) cautions 
that a time-series approach focuses on the possibility of peoples’ exposure rather 
than on actual or self-reported exposure. However, understanding news content as 
a contextual variable counters some of this criticism and suspicions of an 
ecological fallacy. The news has to be understood as providing an information 
environment that is picked up by the public either directly or indirectly rather than 
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as specified content related to specific exposure. News content when understood as 
a contextual factor cannot only be disseminated directly to the citizens, but also via 
interpersonal communication (the two-step flow of communication) or other media 
than core national news outlets (see Protess & McCombs (1991), Roberts & 
McCombs (1994) and Reese & Danielian (1989) on inter-media agenda-setting). 
Only investigating these concerns at the individual level can shed light on the 
direct impact of exposure to such news content as opposed to the effect of for 
instance discussing immigration issues with others.  

Slater (2004) also cautions that additional variables might explain both trends 
in news coverage and in public opinion. This was counterbalanced in the present 
analyses by controlling for theoretically justified real-world developments. 
Furthermore, we have shown elsewhere that news coverage of immigration is only 
weakly related to real-world trends (Vliegenthart & Boomgaarden, forthcoming). 
Nevertheless, we also have shown that for a related yet different dependent 
variable, namely voting intention for extreme-right parties, the effects of news 
coverage in a time-series design remain, even controlling for real-world 
developments and events (Boomgaarden & Vliegenthart, forthcoming). So, even if 
events matter, they are – for the largest part of the population – transmitted by the 
mass media. A certain event might influence both, media coverage and public 
opinion. Nevertheless, it is still the media that select and decide, intentionally or 
otherwise, what to cover, the prominence of coverage and how to cover it. 
Therefore, even if media coverage in certain times depends on outside events, the 
news media have great leeway to cover this event and thereby construct the reality 
in a certain way that might exaggerate or understate the importance of an event and 
that sheds an event in a rather positive or negative light.  
 A second aspect worth considering concerns the type of news content that 
produces effects. As mentioned above, news framing analysis is practically almost 
impossible to conduct over a period of almost 15 years. Therefore, we had to rely 
on other measures of news content, i.e. issue and actor visibility and actor 
evaluations. Especially the latter, actor evaluations, had a strong effect on anti-
immigration sentiments. This provides a first indication of the importance of 
recognizing different news characteristics that might affect attitudes. It appears that 
the evaluative loading of the news coverage is more important in explaining over-
time variation in ethnic prejudice than sheer visibility scores. At this point it is 
puzzling why the visibility of ethnic minorities, contrary to expectations, had a 
negative effect on immigrant problem perceptions. In subsequent chapters we will 
consider effect of visibility versus tone, relate these to threat framing, and attempt 
to shed light on the question whether the findings here hold at the individual level.  
 All in all, whereas providing evidence of aggregate level news effects, the 
chapter opens up for a number of questions. First, do news effects hold at the level 
of the individual? Second, what type of news content does affect attitudes? And 
third, can news effects be assumed for the entire population? The following two 
chapters will provide answers to these and other questions.  



 

 

6. ‘Decomposing’ exposure: News content and its effects in 
Germany 

The previous analyses suggest a relationship between exposure to news media and 
anti-immigration sentiments (Chapter 4) and also show a causal influence from 
news media coverage of immigration and ethnic minorities to public perceptions of 
immigration and foreigners (Chapter 5). Beyond these initial findings, however, 
the preceding chapters leave a number of questions unanswered. Does the causal 
relation from media to public opinion shown on the aggregate level, where media 
content has to be understood as a contextual variable, also hold on the level of 
individuals who report being exposed to certain outlets? And if so, does the actual 
kind of media coverage of immigration and ethnic minorities that individuals are 
exposed to, the way immigration issues and ethnic minorities are portrayed by 
different news outlets, matter when looking at effects on anti-immigration 
sentiment? Does the content of the news help to understand differential exposure 
effects? 

The purpose of the present chapter is to shed light on the questions raised 
above by considering causality and effects of different news contents on the 
individual level. In particular the chapter aims to provide further substantiating 
evidence for the claim of an impact of news exposure on ethnic attitudes and that 
the kind of information people encounter in the news actually conditions this 
relationship. To do so, media content data and panel survey data are utilized that 
independently and in combination will provide insights into the concerns left by 
previous analyses. We seek to address these concerns with a focus on Germany. 
Below, a few aspects of the theoretical considerations on media and ethnic 
prejudice introduced in Chapter 2 are briefly recapitulated. Furthermore, a section 
on news exposure paves the way for the analysis strategy with regard to 
disentangling measures of exposure to news in a series of regression analyses. 
Last, previous investigations of the coverage of ethnic minorities in German news 
media are reviewed and the rather limited number of German media effects studies 
in this area is considered (for a broader overview of content and effect studies with 
regard to ethnic minorities, see section 3.3). After the presentation of results, the 
chapter concludes with a discussion of news content features and their possible 
effects.  
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6.1 Media effects on ethnic attitudes 

Prejudice is not stable and steady, but depends on contextual factors or external 
support (Hagendoorn & Sniderman, 2001), on situational triggers (Sniderman, 
Hagendoorn, & Prior, 2004). Hagendoorn and Sniderman (2001) show that 
prejudice varies, “especially when individuals are confronted with ‘frames’ that 
challenge their views” (p. 28). As argued above, information relayed through the 
news media can affect perceptional processes of prejudice formation and 
accordingly influence anti-immigration sentiments. We assumed that the visibility 
of ethnic minorities and particularly the framing of them in terms of threats or 
benefits should affect attitudes. Accordingly, exposure to news content about 
ethnic minorities is expected to affect peoples’ attitudes towards immigrants. 
Whether and especially in what direction attitudes are affected, however, should 
depend on the type of information, the kind of relevant news coverage that 
audience members encounter. Accordingly, it is essential to know about what news 
content features (potentially can) affect attitudes and how these encounters are 
processed. The next section discusses content features in relation to media effects 
theories, followed by a discussion of news exposure measurement.  

6.2 Frequency, tone, and frames – media effects and media content 

Information with regards to ethnic minorities or immigration issues in the mass 
media, as outlined and demonstrated above, is capable of affecting ethnic attitudes. 
The question that remains is what kind of information actually causes such effects. 
Is it the mere presence of ethnic actors or discussions of immigration issues or is it 
other perhaps more subtle aspects of news reports that produce effects on public 
attitudes? In the previous chapter it is shown that both the frequency with which 
ethnic minorities are covered in the news but especially the tone of that coverage 
towards ethnic minorities matters in an over time aggregate analysis. The intensity 
of reporting on immigration issues also had an effect, albeit weak, on immigration 
problem perceptions. This suggests that the intensity of reporting on actors and in 
particular evaluative components of that reporting overall would matter on the 
macro level. On the individual level, however, further differentiation is important.  
Depending on the theoretical route that is expected to cause media effects, one has 
to consider different characteristics of media content (Scheufele, 2000, p. 310). As 
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outlined above (section 3.5) framing is a promising concept for understanding the 
impact of mass mediated information on anti-immigration sentiments. Therefore, 
to some degree this chapter and in particular the next chapter focus on how 
immigrants are framed in news coverage and whether this affects public attitudes 
towards them. For the present chapter frames have not been identified in media 
content and the analyses rely on frequency and tone of coverage of ethnic 
minorities. This, however, is in line with the theoretical conceptualization (see 
section 3.4.4). The frequency of the presence of a news frame matters for it to have 
an effect on the public (e.g., de Vreese, 2005), and issue-specific (or in this case 
group-specific (since focusing on the framing of ethnic minorities)) frames cannot 
be present if the issue (or group) is not covered. Moreover, it has been argued that 
frames in general, but especially issue-specific frames often carry an inherent 
valence emphasizing positive and advantageous or negative and disadvantageous 
sides of an issue (de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2003; Schuck & de Vreese, 2006). 
Concerning the coverage of asylum seekers, van Gorp (2005) looks at framing in 
Flemish newspapers and identifies frames that have clear evaluative connotations: 
the ‘victim frame’ and the ‘intruder frame’. We accordingly here contend and in 
the subsequent chapter empirically demonstrate a relation between ethnic actor 
visibility and evaluations and the presence of threat and benefit frames.  

6.3 Measuring media exposure to determine media effects 

Every assessment of media effects stands and falls on the quality of measuring 
exposure to media content (for an overview of the operationalization of exposure 
see Slater (2004)). After all, people need to encounter information that is expected 
to affect cognitions, attitudes or behavior. Slater (2004), based on McGuire (1989), 
defines exposure as “the extent to which audience members have encountered 
specific messages or classes of messages / media content” (p. 168). The more the 
researcher knows what content, what information someone is exposed to, the more 
validly and specifically effects of this exposure can be modeled and interpreted. 
Accordingly, controlled experimental designs are sometimes favored to determine 
media effects, since exposure to certain information is concisely known and 
prescribed.1 The generalization of experimental findings to the complex social 
world is, however, difficult and oftentimes little convincing.2 In survey research, it 
is considerably more difficult to measure exposure to mass mediated information 
reliably and as close to true behavior as possible. Problems of correct and accurate 
                                                           
1 Of course, even in a controlled experimental situation it is often not possible to determine 
how much attention an individual participant actually pays to the information.   
2 The recent development of survey embedded experimental manipulations somewhat 
reduces these problems.   



120  Framing the Others 

recall and self-selection of exposure (e.g., Sears & Freedman, 1967) arise. The 
exact nature of the actual content to which people report being exposed also 
remains unknown and unspecified and therefore effects found are difficult to 
interpret (see discussion in Chapter 3). The present chapter makes an attempt to 
deal with the problems associated with media effects research in the social world at 
large.  

Whereas for the purpose of an aggregate level analysis the conceptualization 
of media content as contextual variable is sufficient and satisfactory, on the 
individual level more concise information about the actual type of coverage people 
are exposed to is required. After all, different media outlets might cover issues (or 
in this case social groups) differently, and therefore individual differences in 
exposure to these outlets could yield differential effects. For instance, if individual 
A exclusively watches news on channel X, and individual B exclusively news on 
channel Y, and if channel X portrays ethnic minorities in a very positive light and 
channel Y in a very negative manner, then we would expect news exposure having 
a positive effect on anti-immigration sentiment for individual B, whereas exposure 
should have a negative effect for individual A. Accordingly, if we expect variation 
in contents, employing a measure of total exposure to television news is 
unsatisfactory and exposure to different outlets should be used as independent 
variables. The effects of exposure to different outlets should then be interpreted in 
the light of the actual coverage.  

Global self-reporting of exposure to media types and contents are preferred 
measures in most surveys designed to detect media effects, “not because it is the 
ideal method, but because for many research purposes it is the only measure 
available” (Chaffee & Schleuder, 1986, p. 78). Some studies in political 
communication research considered effects of exposure to newspapers versus 
exposure to television news on political cognition and attitudes (e.g., Neuman, 
Just, & Crigler, 1992). However, global exposure reports of especially television 
use produced misleading effects, since the content area that people were exposed to 
was not taken into account (e.g., Chaffee & Schleuder, 1986, p. 104; Johnson, 
Braima, & Sothirajah, 2000, p. 44). Exposure is of primary interest for the present 
study, and many different conceptualizations of measuring exposure can be 
identified in the literature. Beyond reports of exposure to news in different media 
types (such as television news, newspapers, or radio) differences in television 
channel categories (i.e. public broadcasting versus commercial television) or media 
use patterns are employed (Aarts & Semetko, 2003). 

Indeed Martinelli and Chaffee (1995) state that in political communication 
research it is rather common to compare the impact of information from different 
sources or channels (e.g., Moy & Pfau, 2000). What oftentimes remained largely 
open in these studies using different concepts of news exposure is a description of 
the content characteristics of the media that people were exposed to and that would 
produce effects on cognition and attitudes (see also de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 
2006, p. 320). Whereas for instance Slater (2004) argues that media use measures 
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should specify media types and media contents, a more appropriate consideration 
should be to classify exposure measures on the type of information that different 
outlets relay. For instance, if outlet X and Y show highly similar contents, 
exposure to them should be assessed in a combined measure, whereas if the 
content of X and Y differs considerable, then exposure should be measured 
separately (de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2006). This is in line with Slater (2004, p. 
169) who argues that uncertainty about the nature of the relevant content can 
“largely be removed when content analyses of those media [to which respondents 
are exposed] are conducted in conjunction with the survey of exposure self 
reports.” Only and only if we know specifically what kind of news outlets people 
consume we can relate the content of these outlets to the effects self-reported 
exposure yields (see also Bartels, 1993, p. 276; Shoemaker & Reese, 1990). Such a 
procedure is likely to increase the theoretical value of media effects research and, if 
content is linked to exposure, should increase explanatory power of effects models 
(Slater, 2004, p. 170). Accordingly, the present chapter makes an attempt to 
‘decompose’ exposure measures and relates exposure to content analytical 
indicators.  

Beyond sheer exposure, alternative and complementary measures of news 
reception have been advised. In an important study, Chaffee and Schleuder (1986) 
contend that attention to media content is a superior measure compared to 
exposure for explaining cognitive media effects. Their findings were confirmed by 
an array of studies and shown also to apply to attitudinal and behavioral effects 
(Drew & Weaver, 1990; Johnson et al., 2000; Pinkleton & Weintraub Austin, 
2002). Consistently it was shown though, that attention measures were more 
important explaining the impact of television exposure than that of newspapers. 
For substantial and for practical reasons attention measures are not taken into 
account here. The questions for television exposure used here are (as will be seen 
below) rather specifically probe respondents’ exposure to newscasts (and not 
current affairs programs or political talk shows) on selected channels. This 
alleviates problems previously associated with global television use measures. For 
newspaper reading, the measure is in fact a combination of exposure and attention, 
in that it asks respondents to report how often they would read the political news 
section of certain newspapers. This circumvents the possibility of attributing 
effects to newspaper content other than political news coverage. On the practical 
side, the survey used here simply does not include relevant attention measures 
beyond the exposure measures. 

In a different vein but with a similar concern as above, namely that beyond 
exposure to news it is important to consider who “actually “gets” the news” (p. 
134), Price and Zaller (1993) compared different measures for recall of news 
stories and found respondents’ background level of political knowledge to be the 
strongest predictor, clearly superior to both television and newspaper exposure. 
Based on their findings they argue that survey researchers looking at news media 
effects should “abandon their normal reliance on self-reported levels of news 
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media exposure and look instead to prior political knowledge as the preferred 
general indicator of news reception” (p. 160; see also Zaller (1992)). Whereas this 
might be true for situations in which news media report about an issue with a ‘one-
sided information flow’, thus with an consistent evaluative loading across all 
outlets (Zaller, 1992) it might not necessarily apply to other situation with rather 
mixed messages – a ‘two-sided information flow’. If certain outlets report about an 
issue differently from other outlets, it is essential to know what outlets people 
actually consume in order to find and interpret effects. Zaller (1996), indeed later 
also acknowledges that when media content is not similar across different outlets, 
it is desirable to include actual exposure measures of specific outlets rather than 
proxies for news reception (see also Bartels, 1993, p. 276; de Vreese & 
Boomgaarden, 2006a). The present chapter considers news exposure to different 
television and newspapers outlets as concisely as the data on media content and 
exposure allow.  

6.4 Media coverage of ethnic minorities and effects in Germany 

A range of previous studies considers the portrayal of ethnic minorities in German 
news media. Only a very limited number of studies, however, empirically 
investigate possible effects on ethnic threat perceptions or anti-immigration 
sentiments. In what follows the by and large empirical content analytical studies 
are reviewed, before discussing the few studies of media effects.  

By and large is it shown that German news media, both press and television, 
cover ethnic minorities in a negative light and portray them as a threat to national 
interests (see for a good overview Müller (2005)). An early study on the coverage 
of so-called Gastarbeiter in newspapers between 1966 and 1969 shows a high co-
occurrence with economic and crime issues and an overall rather negative portrayal 
(Delgado, 1972). Another early study of newspapers in the years 1963, 1972, and 
1975 confirms the focus on crime coverage of Gastarbeiter suggesting a “latent 
threat to the native population” (Segal, 1981, p. 786, translation by author). The 
analysis, however, reveals a more differentiated coverage in the Süddeutsche 
Zeitung. An analysis of daily newspapers and letters to the editor in weekly 
magazines again shows a strong concentration on crime, but also on portrayals of 
foreigners as threat to material and immaterial values. Foreigners were overall 
covered in a very negative light (Ruhrmann & Kollmer, 1987). A study of 
coverage of foreigners within Germany and abroad in 20 newspapers in 1986 
showed that foreigners are covered positively when acting as artists or guests in 
Germany or when in their home countries, but negatively when they work in 
Germany or seek asylum there (Merten, 1986). Part of this negative portrayal is 
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once more a focus on crime, especially in the sensationalist and tabloid-style 
press.3  

For the latter part of the 1990s studies confirm the strong focus on crime in 
the press coverage of ethnic minorities (Geißler, 1999, 2000; Meißner & 
Ruhrmann, 2000). Furthermore, studies show strong emphasis on problems with 
regards to foreigners (e.g., Ruhrmann & Demren, 2000). In general the studies 
show that reporting focuses on the threat that foreigners pose to Germany and 
Germans, especially in terms of crime, but also in relation to material resources 
(economics, finances) and to traditional German values. For the period 1998 to 
1999 is it furthermore shown that the coverage of ethnic minorities in the 
Frankfurter Rundschau is rather slightly positive, whereas Bild is clearly the most 
negative. Overall it can be concluded that German press coverage of foreigners is 
largely negative, there is a strong concentration on crime, and to a lesser degree on 
economic resources and German values and traditions, and that Bild consistently 
shows very negative portrayals compared to other outlets (Geißler, 2000; see also a 
discourse analysis by Geiger (1985) that shows that especially sensationalist and 
highly market-driven mass publications connect ethnic minority coverage with 
negative sensationalism). Recently, Ruhrmann and Sommer (2005) compared the 
results of some of the previous studies along a number of indicators, and show that 
the emphasis on crime news even increased throughout the past two decades, 
whereas, although the amount decreased, the share of negative news (in relation to 
positive news) remained rather stable.  

Studies of the portrayal of ethnic minorities in German television news are 
rare. A study considering the general (not only news) coverage in ARD and ZDF 
found an emphasis on problems and threat when relating to ethnic minorities 
(Kühne-Scholand, 1987). Ruhrmann, Sommer and Uhlemann (2006) look at the 
coverage of ethnic minorities in the newscasts of ARD, ZDF, RTL, and Sat.1 in 
2003. The main conclusion is that terrorism coverage dominated the news about 
foreigners. Unfortunately the authors do not address between-outlet differences 
that would allow to base interpretations of the findings presented below in their 
results. This chapter presents results of content analyses of German television news 
and broadsheet newspapers in order to substantiate claims about the effects of such 
coverage.  

Empirical investigations of effects of news coverage and exposure on anti-
immigration sentiment in Germany are also very rare. Walbot (1994) 
experimentally assessed the influence of mentioning the ethnicity of a perpetrator 
of crime on attributions of responsibility, perceptions of the crime and the strength 
of proposed punishments, and shows some effects on all dependent variables, 
moderated by gender. Women were more likely to perceive the crime more 
                                                           
3 Predelli (1995) does not find a negativity bias of the coverage of ethnic minorities in 
national newspapers in 1993; his findings, however, have to be interpreted in the light of 
high anti-foreigner violence in Germany and a consequential possibility of a conscious 
journalistic decisions to not kindle the events.  
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seriously when the perpetrator was of Turkish or African decent and proposed 
stronger punishment, whereas men attributed responsibility more often to the 
perpetrator when ethnicity was mentioned (personenbezogen). A range of studies 
considers news effects on anti-foreigner violence, thus as behavioral measure 
arguably related to ethnic prejudice. For the period between 1990 and 1993, which 
was characterized by a steep increase and high levels of anti-foreigner violence in 
especially East Germany, Brosius and Esser (1995) show that the coverage of anti-
foreigner violence in the mass media, especially around certain key events (see 
also Schönbach, 1993), led to a further diffusion of anti-foreigner violence in 
Germany in the aftermath of the coverage. This escalation model was only weakly 
confirmed in a similar study for the year 2000 (Esser, Scheufele, & Brosius, 2002). 
Concerning the press, Scheufele and Brosius (2001) looked at the coverage of 
Kurds in relation to crime and terror and report that this kind of reporting led, 
among other factors, to increased violence against foreigners. None of these 
previous effects studies has used more general measures of anti-immigration 
sentiments as dependent variable; such as we do in subsequent analyses.  

6.5 Hypotheses 

Based on the theoretical consideration and the literature review above, a number of 
expectations can be formulated with regard to the coverage of ethnic minorities 
and its effects. Prior investigations have shown negative portrayals of ethnic 
minorities to dominate news coverage, especially in commercially oriented, 
sensationalist news outlets (see also Müller (2005) for a review).  

H1: In general news outlets cover ethnic minorities in a negative light. 
Tabloid-style and sensational outlets are most negative about ethnic 
minorities. Quality outlets are more differentiated and at times positive in 
their coverage.   

The empirical analyses in Chapter 4 and the literature review presented here 
suggest that exposure to different news outlets affects ethnic prejudice in different 
ways. Effects might cancel each out each other if global measures of exposure are 
used.  

H2: Exposure to news affects ethnic prejudice. Differentiated exposure 
measures yield differential effects and better explain anti-immigration 
sentiments than global exposure measures. 

We have argued that the content of news coverage about ethnic minorities is 
important, and that different types of contents (or frames) might affect ethnic 
prejudice differently.  

H3: The amount and tone of the coverage of ethnic minorities conditions 
exposure effects.  
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6.6 Methods 

The subsequent analyses are based on two main data sources, a content analyses 
and a representative survey, allowing linking up the actual content of news outlets 
with individuals’ exposure patterns to these outlets to investigate effects on ethnic 
prejudice, while controlling for an array of possibly confounding factors. The 
findings from such an approach substantiate claims about content effects and 
causality. Slater (2004) identifies “the problem of reverse or reciprocal causality” 
(p. 172) as a major problem in many media effects research questions and proposes 
the analysis of longitudinal data in which one controls for the influence of prior 
scores of the dependent variable and effectively assesses the effects of media 
exposure on change in the dependent measure as a solution. The present analyses 
follow this suggestion by employing panel data.  

 
6.6.1 Content data 
In this chapter, the media content data to be used in combination with survey data 
is provided by Media Tenor (see Chapter 3 for more information and reliability of 
the data). Whereas for the analyses in the previous chapter the complete time series 
combined for all outlets under investigation was used, here the focus will be on the 
years 1998 until 2002 and on reporting in the individual outlets. The period of 
analysis runs from October 1998 until September 2002 – the time between the two 
panel waves of a survey to which the data will be linked. The political and 
economic news sections in three national broadsheet newspapers (Die Welt; 
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung; Süddeutsche Zeitung) as well as complete 
newscasts on public broadcasters (ARD Tagesschau (8pm) and Tagesthemen 
(10.30pm); ZDF heute (7pm) and heute-journal (9.45pm)) and commercial 
television (Sat.1 18.30 (6.30pm); RTL aktuell (6.45pm); Pro Sieben news (8pm)) 
were analyzed on a daily basis for the entire period. These outlets constitute some 
of the most-widely read national news sources in the country (see also Table 2.1).4 
Whereas the political leanings of the broadsheet newspapers span the spectrum 
from left to right, with the SZ being a rather progressive and liberal paper and the 
FAZ a traditionally conservative one, political leaning in television news is less 
imminent. The television newscasts, however, comprise the most watched news on 
all major television stations. The presence of foreigners living in Germany in news 
stories has been coded. These include foreigners in general, Turks, Kurds, 
refugees, ethnic Germans – so-called Aussiedler (see section 2.2), illegal 

                                                           
4 Data for the Bild, the most-read daily newspaper, was not made available. 



126  Framing the Others 

foreigners, and other foreign persons living in Germany. Their presence as 
percentage of all coded actors in considered, which makes the findings better 
comparable across outlets, since these might feature very different baseline 
amounts of actors in the news. Additionally, the tone of coverage of foreign actors 
was coded and will be presented on a scale ranging from very negative (-2) to very 
positive (2). Both frequency of coverage and tone towards ethnic actors are 
combined into an index variable by multiplying the scores.5 The strength of 
exposure effects should depend on both the degree of visibility and the evaluative 
loading of the coverage. After all, very negative evaluations of ethnic minorities 
that are hardly visible should not yield very strong effects, since we know that 
media effects also depend on the frequency of exposure to certain messages.  

 
6.6.2 Survey Data 
The survey data serves the purpose to address the questions of causality on the 
individual level and to test for moderating effects of the actual content of the news 
on the influence of news exposure on anti-immigration sentiments. The German 
Election Study Panel is a three-wave panel survey running from 1994 to 2002.6 
Fieldwork for the three waves took place around the German national elections in 
1994, 1998, and 2002 and the surveys include a cross-sectional and a panel 
component in each year. Measures relevant for this study are age, gender, 
education, political ideology, economic evaluations, occupational status, news 
exposure and anti-immigration items. These include variables important to the 
general model explaining anti-immigration attitudes with news exposure (see 
Chapters 3 and 4), but also relate to the use of news sources and therefore need to 
be controlled for in any explanatory media effects model (e.g., Bartels, 1993; 
Schönbach, Lauf, McLeod & Scheufele, 1999). 

Most variables were measured identically throughout the three waves and 
following information on measurement applies to the 1994/1998 and the 
1998/2002 panel respondents with complete data on all variables (1994/1998 n = 
1690; 1998/2002 n = 1394), since these will be considered in subsequent analyses. 
Age was measured in years (94/98: from 18 to 92, M = 50.26, SD = 15.51; 98/02: 
from 19 to 92, M = 51.58, SD = 15.57) and gender has been recoded so that male 
equals one and females represent the reference category (94/98: M = 0.55, SD = 
0.50; 98/02: M = 0.51, SD = 0.50). Education runs from low to high on a 6-point 
scale (94/98: M = 4.16, SD = 1.16; 98/02: M = 4.18, SD = 1.82) and ideological 
leaning was measured on a 11-point scale running from very left to very right 
(94/98: M = 5.11, SD = 1.95; 98/02: M = 5.38, SD = 2.08). Political interest was 
measured on a 5-point scale ranging from not at all to very interested (94/98: M = 

                                                           
5 No values were obtained for the FAZ for the months of March 2001. The missing data has 
been replaced by the mean of the values of the previous and subsequent months.  
6 Data was provided by the Zentralarchiv für Sozialwissenschaften at the University of 
Cologne. Principal Investigator of the National Election Study is prof. Hans Rattinger.  
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3.27, SD = 0.99; 98/02: M = 3.42, SD = 0.88). 7 Respondents stated whether they 
were presently unemployed and a dummy was created with non-unemployed as 
reference category (94/98: M = 0.08, SD = 0.27; 98/02: M = 0.06, SD = 0.24). 
Economic evaluations are current egotropic assessment, i.e. respondents were 
asked to evaluate their personal economic situation at present on a 5-point scale 
from very negative to very positive (94/98: M = 3.45, SD = 0.80; 98/02: M = 3.40, 
SD = 0.85).8  

Anti-immigration sentiment is an index variable constructed from two items 
for the 1994 and 1998 comparison, respectively three items for 1998 to 2002. 
Respondents’ agreement with following two statements was measured on a 5-point 
disagree-agree scale: (1) The Federal Republic of Germany is swamped 
(überfremdet) by foreigners, and (2) Foreigners living in Germany should marry a 
partner from their own ethnic group. For the panel 94/98 these two items combined 
constitute the control measure and the dependent variable respectively.  A third 
item is added for the 98/02 panel, namely a question directly tapping respondents’ 
agreement with further immigration restriction: (3) Immigration of foreigners 
should be further restricted, on a 7-point scale running from eased to restricted. 
Recoded to reverse values, the third item in combination with the two previous 
ones forms the control measure and dependent variable for the 98/02 analyses. 
These items combined form a latent measure of anti-immigration sentiment. Factor 
analyses and alpha scores confirm the one-dimensional character of the items. The 
construct combines a threat perception with a categorization concept and a policy 
position with regards to immigrants and immigration.9 To take into account the 
relation of the individual items to the underlying latent construct and to aim for a 
better representation of that construct, individuals’ factor scores are used in 
subsequent analyses. 
                                                           
7 The survey does not include an assessments of respondents political discussion behavior 
(see analyses Chapter 3) and therefore political interest was modeled to impact directly on 
anti-immigration sentiments as a proxy measure for political discussion.  
8 Due to data unavailability we cannot fully replicate the model tested in Chapter 4. For 
instance no measures of authoritarianism and general trust towards others could be included 
into the model. To remedy this, political ideological leaning was included in the model, 
which captures some of the variance of the authoritarianism dimension (e.g., Clarke & 
Legge, 1997). Furthermore, the time 1 control measure included in the model potentially 
captures some of the variance otherwise explained by the presumably rather static 
authoritarianism and trust measures. The analyses presented here also draw on an 
‘egotropic’ measure of economic evaluations rather than an assessment of economic 
(in)security. To remedy this, initial tests of the model contained a measure of personal 
income perceptions and a dummy for being unemployed. These, however, did not turn out 
as significant explanatory variables and are therefore not presented.  
9 It should be noted that only the first items relates to ethnic threat perceptions, whereas the 
other two items could be better classified as immigration policy support or aversion 
measures. We are, however, restricted by available data, and therefore use these items as 
dependent variable in all analyses in this chapter. After all, they still all should belong to the 
overarching complex of ethnic attitudes.  



128  Framing the Others 

Table 6.1: Factor scores anti-immigration sentiments 

 1994-1998 1998-2002 

     1994 1998/1 1998/2 2002 

GDR infiltrated by foreigners .876 .887 .876 .881 

immigration restrictive/eased --- --- .767 .787 

foreigners marry same ethnicity .876 .887 .786 .724 

Eigenvalue 1.54 1.58 1.98 1.92 

Variance % 76.74 78.76 65.78 63.97 

alpha .70 .73 .73 .70 

n 1690 1690 1394 1394 

Note: Factor Analysis. Extraction Method: Principal Component. 
 

Table 6.1 displays the results of principal components factor analyses for the four 
indices and alpha scores of scale reliability. Factor scores for each of the factors 
were saved by using the regression method in SPSS.10 Again, we use factor scores 
to create indices, since weight the strength of relationship of the individual items to 
the latent construct (see also Chapter 4).  

The key independent variable is news exposure. Respondents were asked how 
many days per week on average they would read or watch a range of news outlets, 
thus on a scale ranging from 0 to 7 days per week.11 More specifically, they were 
asked how often they watched news on a public broadcasting channel (94/98: M = 
5.28, SD = 2.25; 98/02: M = 5.46, SD = 2.25) or on a commercial television station 
channel (94/98: M = 3.16, SD = 2.66; 98/02: M = 3.10, SD = 2.72). Furthermore, 
respondents stated how often they read the political news section of the tabloid 
newspaper Bild (94/98: M = 0.85, SD = 1.88; 98/02: M = 0.90, SD = 1.93) or of 
one of the national broadsheet newspapers (94/98: M = 0.93, SD = 1.90; 98/02: M 
= 0.83, SD = 1.77). In 2002 only, respondents, after saying they read the political 
news section a national broadsheet at least once per week, were asked which of the 
big five newspapers they would read (FAZ: M = 0.13, SD = 0.74; SZ: M = 0.23, SD 
= 1.01; FR: M = 0.07, SD = 0.55; Welt: M = 0.12, SD = 0.68; taz: M = 0.06, SD = 
0.54).12 Subsequent analyses employ a combined additive measure of total news 
                                                           
10 All analyses were also conducted with an additive measure of anti-immigration sentiment 
and yielded very similar results. 
11 Chang and Krosnick (2003) demonstrate the superiority of reporting exposure in a 
‘typical’ (here average) week as compared to exposure in the ‘last’ week for effects on 
political cognition and attitudes.   
12 The specific question wording was: (1) An wieviel Tagen lesen Sie im Durchschnitt die 
Berichte über das politische Geschehen in Deutschland in der BILD-Zeitung? (2) An 
wieviel Tagen lesen Sie im Durchschnitt die Berichte über das politische Geschehen in 
Deutschland in einer der überregionalen Tageszeitungen hier auf der Liste? Und in welcher 
dieser Zeitungen lessen Sie am häufigsten die Berichte über das politische Geschehen? 
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exposure to all outlets, exposure to ‘quality’ versus ‘sensationalist’ news outlets 
and the individual outlet measures.  

 
6.6.3 Analysis 
The analyses are OLS regression models with the t2 measure of anti-immigration 
sentiment as dependent variable and its t1 measure as control variable, thereby 
bolstering causal inferences about exposure effects. Exposure measures are added 
to a base model in order to not only assess the impact of exposure on the dependent 
variable, but also to assess whether inclusion of news exposure adds to the 
explanatory power of the base model. All variables were standardized before 
model estimation and we report unstandardized coefficients throughout.  

6.6 Causality and content  

So, does the causal relationship between news exposure and anti-immigration 
sentiment hold on an individual level? And does it actually matter what kind of 
news people consume, what type of information with regards to immigrants they 
encounter? The German National Election panel data allows for causal inferences 
about the effect of news exposure on anti-immigration sentiments. Before turning 
to the multivariate analyses testing the effect of news exposure on anti-immigration 
sentiments, descriptive development of these attitudes are depicted. Figure 6.1 
shows how among the same respondents across all three panel waves (n = 1189), 
the two consistently measured items and their index developed. Compared to 1994, 
we see a rise in agreement with the statement that foreigners would ‘swamp’ 
Germany in 1998, slightly decreasing again in 2002. Agreement with the statement 
that foreigners should marry only people from the same origin, however, is 
decreasing over time with the lowest value in 2002. The index of both items 
remains therefore rather stable, with a slight peak in 1998.13 The stability of the 
aggregate mean scores over time is misleading however, when considering 
individual-level change. Between 1994 and 1998 only 20.3 percent of respondents 
show no change on the index, and between 1998 and 2002 this was 21.7 percent. 
                                                                                                                                      
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, Süddeutsche Zeitung, tageszeitung, Frankfurter 
Rundschau, Die Welt. (3) Wie oft in der Woche sehen Sie sich Nachrichtensendungen im 
Ersten oder im Zweiten Programm im Fernsehen an? Gemeint sind hier nur die 
Nachrichtensendungen von ARD und ZDF, also Tagesschau, Tagesthemen, heute und 
heute-journal. An wievielen Tagen in der Woche sehen Sie im Durchschnitt diese 
Nachrichtensendungen an? (4) Und wie ist es mit den Nachrichtensendungen der privaten 
Fernsehsender, z.B. Sat.1-Nachrichten oder RTL-aktuell? An wievielen Tagen in der Woche 
sehen Sie im Durchschnitt diese Nachrichtensendungen an? 
13 Also the analyses for 2002 have been conducted with the two individual items separately. 
This did not yield any significantly different results from the analyses presented below.  
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This makes it worthwhile to consider what is behind these dynamic developments 
between the panel waves.  

A series of regression models is used to demonstrate effects of news exposure 
and to disentangle differential exposure effects. By showing analyses from 1998 
and from 2002, claims about news exposure effects are substantiated. Table 5.2 
displays the results of three regression models including different measures of 
news exposure for the year 1998. The models control for the lagged term of anti-
immigration sentiments at time 1 (see Markus, 1979; Cohen, Cohen, West, & 
Aiken, 2003)14 alongside socio-demographic and attitudinal control variables 
introduced earlier, such as age, gender and education, ideology, economic 
evaluations and political interest.15 Consequentially, the model presents a  

 
Figure 6.1: Anti-immigration sentiments 1994 – 2002 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note: Figure displays mean scores on a 5-point disagree-agree scale.  
 

                                                           
14 Serial correlation can be a problem in OLS models making use of lagged terms as 
predictor variables. The correlations between the lagged terms, however, did not exceed 
values of r = .4 and therefore serial correlation should not be of concern here.   
15 The unemployment dummy was dropped from the model after initial analyses did not 
show any relation at all between this and the dependent variable for reasons of parsimony.  
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conservative test of predictors of actual change in attitudes towards immigrants 
between 1994 and 1998. Overall the control variables show effects in the expected 
direction. We see the lagged term of anti-immigration sentiment consistently being 
the strongest positive predictor. Education has a strong and negative effect, so that 
respondents with high education levels are significantly more likely to develop 
pro-immigration attitudes. Age has a strongly significant positive effect, indicating 
older people being more likely to have negative attitudes towards immigrants.  
Ideology again has a strong positive effect, so that respondents with a right 
ideological leaning are more likely to hold anti-immigration attitudes. Economic 
evaluations hold, as expected, a negative effect, with a positive economic outlook 
decreasing the likelihood of anti-immigration attitudes. Political interest also 
shows a negative effect, and gender turns out not to be a significant predictor in the 
model.  

If news exposure would matter overall and rather independent of the actual 
content of different outlets (or if content of news outlets would be highly similar) 
then a model including an additive measure of exposure to all news outlets should 
be superior to models looking at individual outlet exposure. This proves to be not 
the case. The ‘total’ model in Table 6.2 shows news exposure to have a significant 
effect to increase anti-immigration sentiments and the model explains 27 percent of 
variance in the dependent variable.16 In the ‘type’ model, news exposure is 
classified according to exposure patterns. An exploratory factor analysis of the four 
exposure measure yield two independent factors, one for exposure to commercial 
television newscasts and reading the Bild (sensationalist news), and one for 
watching news on public broadcasting channels and reading a national broadsheet 
paper (quality news).17 Including additive indices of the variable loading on the 
factors in the model increases the explained variance by two percent. More 
interestingly, however, the model shows a strong positive effect of sensationalist 
news exposure on anti-immigration sentiments, whereas the quality exposure 
measure yields albeit a weak but negative effect on the dependent variable. The 
third ‘outlet’ model breaks down exposure into its initial measures. It shows that 
again exposure to the sensationalist outlets – commercial television news and Bild 
– both has significant effects to increase anti-immigration attitudes, with the effect 
of commercial television news exposure being stronger than exposure to Bild. 
Watching public broadcasting news has no effect on the dependent measure, and 
reading broadsheet newspapers has an only marginal negative effect. This model, 

                                                           
16 All OLS regression models presented in this chapter have been checked for possible 
problems with heteroscedasticity and mutlicollinearity. Tests indicated no problems and 
models can be considered robust accordingly.  
17 The two factors explain 56 percent of the variance. Factor loadings for sensationalist news 
exposure were: commercial television news: .72; Bild: .79; Eigenvalue: 1.18. For quality 
exposure the scores were: public broadcasting news: .52; Broadsheet papers: .81; 
Eigenvalue: 1.07. Principal components extraction was used and varimax rotation converged 
in three iterations.  
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however, is not superior to the ‘type’ model in terms of its explained variance. 
These results lead to the tentative conclusion that exposure to different outlets does 
yield differential effects, with positive effects being found for exposure to rather 
sensationalist news outlets, and weak, if at all, negative effects for exposure to 
quality outlets. Let us turn towards the second panel in order to substantiate these 
claims and to consider the content of these outlets.  
 
Table 6.2: OLS regression explaining anti-immigration attitudes in Germany, 1998 

Total  Type Outlets 
 

B SE B SE B SE 

Intercept .000 .021 -.001 .021  .021 

Anti-immigration t1 .238*** .022 .228*** .022 .226*** .022 

Education -.185*** .024 -.163*** .024 -.162*** .024 

Age .151*** .022 .177*** .023 .171*** .023 

Gender=male .004 .022 .002 .021 .003 .021 

Ideology .154*** .021 .153*** .021 .154*** .021 

Economic eval. ego. -.084*** .022 -.074** .021 -.073** .021 

Political interest -.121*** .023 -.103*** .023 -.104*** .024 

All outlets .075*** .021 --- --- --- --- 

Sensationalist --- --- .129*** .021 --- --- 

Quality --- --- -.038(*) .022 --- --- 

Public TV --- --- --- --- -.013 .023 

Commercial TV --- --- --- --- .102*** .021 

Bild --- --- --- --- .070** .022 

News 
exposur
e 

Broadsheets --- --- --- --- -.039(*) .021 

Adjusted R2 .276 .287 .296 

N 1686 1686 1686 

Note: Cell entries are standard errors and unstandardized coefficients.  
(*) p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 
 
The advantage of the following analyses is that exposure to broadsheet newspapers 
can be broken down into individual outlets, and that any exposure effects can be 
related to the actual coverage in these outlets. Table 6.3 again displays a series of 
regression models explaining anti-immigration attitudes in 2002 by including  
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Table 6.3: OLS regressions explaining anti-immigration sentiment, Germany 2002 
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Note: Cell entries are standard errors and unstandardized coefficients.  
(*) p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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different exposure patterns as explanatory variables. Overall the models yield 
rather similar results as the 1998 models, although with higher explained variances 
of up to 38 percent. The battery of control variables has similar effects on the 
dependent measure as described above. Exposure to quality outlets in the ‘type’ 
model, and exposure to broadsheet newspapers in the ‘outlet’ model shows 
somewhat stronger effects on anti-immigration sentiments compared to the 1998 
models.  

In the ‘specified outlets’ model, overall exposure to national broadsheets is 
broken down into readership of the five national newspapers. We see that 
particularly reading the Süddeutsche Zeitung and to a lesser degree the 
tageszeitung has a negative effect on anti-immigration sentiments, thus reducing 
ethnic prejudice, whereas reading the tabloid Bild still has a positive impact and 
thus enhances ethnic prejudice. By contrast, reading the FR, FAZ or Welt does not 
show any significant effects. Whereas inclusion of exposure measures more 
differentiated than a total exposure measures yielded higher explained variances, 
the break-down into outlet-specific exposure did only very marginally improve the 
explanatory power of the model. These findings clearly confirm those presented 
above, and overall suggest that it is important to take exposure to different media 
outlets into account when considering the influence of mass mediated information 
on ethnic prejudice, thereby confirming Hypothesis 2. A logic consequence of  

 
Figure 6.2: Visibility of ethnic minorities in television news 
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these results is to ask why these differential effects are found, what it is in the 
content of news that might produce these effects. The question also arises as to 
what degree exposure measures need to be decomposed. If, as the case here, 
exposure to Bild and commercial newscasts yields similar effects and if it shows 
that the relevant coverage is highly similar as well, then using a combined index is 
arguably sufficient.  The question is: Do the findings so far ‘make sense’ in the 
light of the actual content of the news? To shed light on this matter, the content of 
a range of the news outlets included in the analysis above for the period between 
the 1998 and the 2002 panel waves is presented.  

Since the analyses draw on a secondary data source, we are restricted by what 
data is available for this period. We consider the visibility of foreigners living in 
Germany and the tone of the coverage towards these actors in public and 
commercial television news and in three national broadsheet papers, FAZ, SZ and 
Welt for the four-year period from October 1998 to September 2002. Data for Bild 
is not available, however, the effects demonstrated here are very much in line with 
the findings of previous studies that consistently show a very negative portrayal of 
ethnic minorities in this medium (e.g., Geißler, 1999, 2000). In what follows, first 
the monthly scores are presented by medium and then mean values for the entire 
period are displayed. Figures 6.2 and 6.3 present the visibility of ethnic minority  

 
Figure 6.3: Visibility of ethnic minorities in newspaper coverage 
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actors as percentage of all actors appearing in the news. In all outlets we see 
somewhat of a downward trend in visibility over the 4-year period, however, with 
considerable fluctuation. Looking at television newscasts, there is evidence of high 
similarity between public and commercial news. In some periods foreigners are 
more visible in public tv newscasts (e.g., mid-2001) and in other periods in 
commercial newscasts (e.g., 2000). We see a dramatic peak in visibility in the early 
months of 1999, when a new immigration and citizenship law was discussed 
during the election campaign in the state of Hesse. Smaller visibility peaks are 
found in late 2000 and in the summer of 2002. Among broadsheet newspapers we 
see foreigners clearly more visible in the SZ than in the two other papers 
throughout the entire period. The development over time is comparable to that in 
television news, however, with a more pronounced peak in visibility after the 9/11 
attacks in the US.  

 
Figure 6.4: Evaluations ethnic minorities in television news 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Next, we turn to the tone of the coverage towards ethnic actors displayed in 
Figures 6.4 and 6.5.18 The overall pattern for television news indicates a fairly 
negative portrayal of foreigners with values most of the time remaining below the  

                                                           
18 Interruption in the data lines in Figures 5.5 and 5.6 indicate that in those months no ethnic 
minorities featured in the news, and therefore no evaluations could be coded. To not confuse 
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neutral line. Again the development over time is rather similar in public and 
commercial newscasts, however, with public news in general being more positive 
than its commercial counterparts. We see a few positive peaks in the coverage of 
both types of news in early 2000 and in spring 2002. It should be noted that just 
before the 2002 elections (and thus the t2 panel wave) the tone reaches a negativity 
peak for both public and commercial news. The tone of broadsheet newspaper 
coverage is overall more centered on the neutral line, with a tendency towards 
negativity. Towards the end of the series, there is a clear trend towards more 
negative coverage and higher fluctuations in all three papers. Overall, visual 
inspection indicates the SZ to be less negative than FAZ and Welt.  

 
Figure 6.5: Evaluations ethnic minorities in newspaper coverage 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figures 6.6 and 6.7 present a final look at the over time developments by 
combining visibility and tone into a multiplicative index measure, referred to as 
news affect. After all, evaluations of ethnic actors should only matter if they are 
visible as well. Here, negative values indicate negative tone, and the deviation 
from the center line indicates the intensity of visibility and tone. Taking affect into 
                                                                                                                                      
those months with months in which the evaluation was indeed on average zero, it was opted 
to present values as missing rather than as zeros. In the multiplicative index shown further 
below, lines are complete and zero values indicate both, months with zero visibility and 
months with neutral evaluations.  
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account, the series for both television news and newspapers show a very strong 
negative peak in the early months of 1999. Whereas coverage in broadsheets again 
peaks negatively in the aftermath of 9/11, this is not evident in television news. 
Again coverage is mostly negative on television; however, there is a clear positive 
peak in June 2002, followed again by considerable negativity. The same downward 
trend toward the end of the series is visible for newspaper coverage.  

 
Figure 6.6: Affect in television news 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6.8 looks at overall values concerning visibility of ethnic actors and tone of 
coverage for the 4-year period. The lower part of the figure shows mean balance 
ratios per outlet, whereas the upper part present mean visibility. Whereas 
foreigners were equally visible in public and commercial newscasts, they less often 
featured in the FAZ and Welt compared to the SZ. Public broadcasting news 
portrays ethnic actors markedly less negatively than its commercial counterparts. 
The SZ is also less negative than the FAZ and Welt. This is somewhat in line with 
our first hypothesis, and furthermore confirms findings of previous studies that 
also find a more nuanced coverage of ethnic minorities in the SZ (e.g., Segal, 
1981).  
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Figure 6.7: Affect in newspaper coverage 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
So, can the exposure effects discussed earlier be interpreted in light of the content 
of the news that people reported being exposed to? What would the findings with 
regard to the content lead us to expect when speculating about exposure effects? 
Overall, exposure to the outlets considered here should have positive effects on 
anti-immigration sentiments. This prejudice-increasing effect should be markedly 
stronger for exposure to commercial newscasts than for exposure to public 
broadcasting news, considering the differences in tone. The effects of newspaper 
exposure should overall be weaker and should be weakest if not negative for 
reading the SZ –it featured more ethnic actors (which according to the results 
presented in Chapter 4 decreases prejudice) and it was also more positive towards 
them. Going back to the results presented in Table 6.3 we see that indeed there was 
a strong positive effect of exposure to commercial news. Exposure to public news 
yielded, however, not only a weaker effect but rather no effect at all. Instead of 
showing the smallest increasing effect, reading the SZ had actually a decreasing 
effect on anti-immigration sentiments and exposure to the FAZ and Welt did not 
yield any significant effects. Although the results follow the pattern of expectations 
based on the content, they are not fully in line with the assumptions.  
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 Figure 6.8: Average visibility of and tone towards ethnic minorities 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Another way of looking at the explanatory capacity of actual news content for 
exposure effects is to integrate content findings into the regression model. 
Therefore, exposure to the individual outlets was weighted by the affect (i.e., 
frequency * tone) mean scores for the individual outlets.19 The weighed measures 
then were added up to a weighed index of exposure to television news and the 
three broadsheets. Table 6.4 displays two regression models, the first of which 
using an un-weighted measure of exposure to public and commercial television 
news and the FAZ, SZ and Welt as independent variable. The second model then 
includes the weighted measure of exposure. We see the weighted model explaining 
slightly more variance than the un-weighted model, and more importantly the 
effect of the weighted measure being a stronger predictor of anti-immigration 
sentiments than the un-weighted exposure variable. The weighted measure has a 
negative effect, since positive values would indicate positive coverage and 
negative values negative coverage. Accordingly, the higher the negativity of 
coverage in interaction with higher visibility of ethnic actors, the higher the 

                                                           
19 We use the averages across the entire 4-year period, although news effects are arguably 
shorter than that. The models were estimated also with averages for the past year and the 
past nine months prior to the second panel wave and yielded rather similar results. 
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likelihood for strong anti-immigration attitudes.20 Altogether the findings presented 
here suggest two things. First, exposure to different outlets rather than overall news 
exposure matters and second, the actual content of the different outlets at least 
partly explains the effects of specific exposure, thereby largely supporting 
Hypotheses 2 and 3. 
 
Table 6.4: Effects of unweighted versus weighted exposure measures 

Unweighted exposure Weighted exposure 
 

B SE B SE 

Intercept .001 .021 .002 .021 

Anti-immigration t1 .289*** .022 .284*** .022 

Education -.211*** .023 -.202*** .023 

Age .147*** .022 .147*** .022 

Gender=male -.013 .022 -.016 .022 

Ideology .201*** .023 .202*** .023 

Economic eval. soc. -.105*** .024 -.100*** .024 

Political interest -.082*** .022 -.082*** .022 

Un-weighted exposure .051** .022 --- --- 

Weighted exposure  --- --- -.098*** .023 

Adjusted R2 .36 .38 

N 1386 1386 

Note: Cell entries are standard errors and unstandardized coefficients.  
** p < .01, *** p < .001. 

6.8 Conclusion and discussion 

This chapter set out to address three concerns brought up by the findings presented 
in previous chapters. First it deals with the issue of the direction of causality on an 
individual-level which is said to move from news exposure to anti-immigration 
sentiments. Secondly exposure to different (types) news outlets rather than across-

                                                           
20 The explained variance is lower than in previous models, since exposure to Bild, which 
had a strong positive influence, was not included here.  
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the-board exposure is considered. And thirdly the chapter addresses the question of 
whether content of news reporting explains differential exposure effects. We 
employ panel data and thereby use a rather conservative model of explaining anti-
immigration attitudes at a latter point in time while controlling for previous 
attitudes. Moreover, we relate the dynamics between the two measurement points 
to news exposure and news content. Thereby it could be quite convincingly shown 
that news exposure does affect changes in attitudes toward ethnic minorities. The 
effect was consistently demonstrated for both periods under analyses, in 1998 as 
well as in 2002, thereby excluding the possibility of findings to be attributable to 
chance.21 The control measures used in the model are admittedly not ideal and do 
deviate from the model as introduced in Chapter 3 and thereby the model tends to 
be underspecified. We, however, believe that the proxy measures used here capture 
some of the variation otherwise ascribed to missing indicators such as 
authoritarianism and trust in others (see also Footnote 7). All in all, the model 
presents an appropriate and substantive test of the relationship between news 
exposure and anti-immigration sentiments. With regards to the general claim that 
information matters to ethnic prejudice as outlined in section 3.5, we provide 
further evidence that it does. It indeed appears that images of ethnic minority 
groups shape attitudes (Bobo, 1997) and that perceptions of ethnic minorities are 
based on mass mediated information (Coenders & Scheepers, 1998).  
 We contend that by employing a panel design we are able to address and solve 
possible problems of causality. Does ethnic prejudice drive media consumption or 
– as we postulate – does media consumption influence ethnic prejudice? We assess 
influences of news exposure on the dynamics of ethnic prejudice between the two 
panel waves rather than correlating news consumption with a static level of 
prejudice. Although thereby we do not fully exclude the possibility that to some 
degree ethnic attitudes drive media exposure (since exposure patterns also might 
change between panel waves) such a procedure adds confidence to our findings 
regarding media effects not being attributable to underlying reverse causality.  
 The models for 1998 and 2002, although employing an identical design and 
highly similar measures, yield rather different explained variances. Whereas in the 
first models almost 30 percent of the variance in anti-immigration attitudes could 
be explained, this was almost 40 percent in the second series of models. If one 
compares the effects of the different variables in the models for the different time 

                                                           
21 A possibllity that potentially confounds findings of change  in panel studies is that of the 
possibility of ‘regression to the mean’ (see Cohen, Cohen, West & Aiken, 2003, pp. 36-37; 
van der Eijk & Niemöller, 1983; for an elaborate discussion, see also Campbell and Kenny 
(1999)). We checked whether this was of any concern to out models, by reversing the 
direction of relationship, i.e. by exchanging the t1 with the t2 measure and vice versa. If 
dynamics are not due to regression to the mean, then the signs of our independent measure 
should reverse, which was actually the case. Therefore, our findings are considered robust 
and not due to, for instance, measurement error (or other mechanisms) causing regression to 
the mean.  
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periods, a great overlap becomes evident. Only the impacts of ideology and of 
reading national broadsheets and Bild are considerably higher in 2002 than in 
1998. Whether these latter differences can be explained by news content has to be 
left unanswered at this point, since we have no means to compare the content of 
news with regard to actor visibility and evaluations between 1998 and 2002 with 
that between 1994 and 1998. It could also explained by differences in context, as 
suggested in Chapter 4. However, as was shown in the previous chapter, the 
visibility of immigration issues was overall higher and showed higher peaks in the 
later period, which tentatively suggests that news effect might be stronger in times 
of more visible coverage.  
 Exposure to news matters, but not necessarily across-the-board. Attributing 
effects to exposure to any type of news outlet, as has been shown above, would 
mean burying more detailed and more specific influences. While overall news 
exposure does show an influence on ethnic prejudice, decomposing the exposure 
measure yields much more differentiated and, in terms of the explanatory power of 
the model, superior results. We see that exposure to certain outlets actually causes 
the overall effect, and might in certain instances even suppress total exposure 
effects if the influence of different outlets goes into different directions. It is 
demonstrated that in particular exposure to rather sensationalist and commercially 
driven outlets, such as news on commercial television or tabloid newspapers 
causes increases in anti-immigration attitudes among those exposed to them. 
Exposure to public television news, however, did not show any substantial 
influence and only reading certain broadsheet newspapers was related to a decrease 
in ethnic prejudice. This indicates that it is indeed important to not only consider 
peoples’ overall consumption of news media, but differentiate exposure to specific 
outlets. Admittedly, the data situation is again not ideal. It would have been 
beneficial to consider differences between specific public or commercial newscasts 
rather than overall public or commercial television news exposure. A measure of 
attention to or interest in ethnic minority-related news also could have refined 
exposure measures (see Slater (2004)). It has been demonstrated for the German 
case, however, that people tend to cluster in their use of news sources, with some 
watching public broadcasting news and reading broadsheet papers, and others 
following commercial newscasts and reading tabloid papers (Brettschneider, 
2003). Anyway, the data and analyses shown here provide some substantial reason 
to consider specified and narrow measures of news exposure when explaining anti-
immigration attitudes.  
 This raises the question of why differential exposure effects emerge in the 
analyses. Since it does not make sense that the financing source or the general lay-
out of a news source would affect ethnic prejudice, the answer most likely was to 
be found in the actual content of the news that people consumed, the concrete 
information with regards to ethnic minorities that was presented to them. 
Therefore, in the next step, exposure effects were interpreted looking at the content 
of some of the news sources that were included in the model. The visibility of 
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ethnic minority actors and the tone of the coverage towards them were considered 
for the period between the panel waves. It appears that both variables, but 
especially tone of coverage help to interpret the effects, with a highly negative 
reporting on commercial television news being related to a strong influence of 
exposure to this coverage to enhance ethnic prejudice. By contrast, only very 
limited negativity and a high visibility in certain broadsheet papers might explain a 
weak but suppressing effect on anti-immigration sentiments which would be in line 
with the prejudice reducing effects of ethnic actor visibility shown in the previous 
chapter. An overall medium level of negativity seems to be largely 
inconsequential, however. Exposure to broadsheets and public television news that 
showed some negativity toward immigrants did not yield any effects, indicating 
that it is not negative reporting per se that increases ethnic prejudice, but rather a 
high critical level of negativity that has an impact. If an index of frequency and 
tone of ethnic minority coverage is integrated into the survey data by weighing 
individual exposure measures, the effect strength increases and the model 
improves. Changes are rather marginal, but still point towards a likelihood of 
content being the explanation for differential exposure effects.  
 Again, the content data is not ideal, since analyses for the 1998 to 2002 period 
draw on a secondary source. First of all, not all outlets initially included in the 
model could be taken into account. Previous studies reviewed above, however, 
repeatedly showed a very negative and disadvantageous coverage of ethnic 
minorities in the Bild (e.g., Geiβler, 2000), which explains the strong positive 
effect of Bild exposure on anti-immigration sentiments. Also, a rather nuanced and 
in times advantageous coverage of ethnic minorities in the SZ (e.g., Segal, 1981) 
underlines the results shown above being attributable to content. Moreover, the 
frequency of ethnic minorities in the news and the tone of their portrayal were 
considered. These results, however, strongly support the notion of differential 
exposure measures to be used in any analysis of media influencing attitudes. 
Detailed exposure measures in combination with detailed knowledge about 
relevant content in the news outlets contributes to our understanding of media 
effects and non-effects. The next chapter deals with the relationship between the 
content analytical indicators used here and the presence of ethnic threat framing 
and its effects on threat perceptions. 



 

 

7. Frame exposure, political cognitions and threat perceptions: 
the differential roles of the news 

News frames affect how we think about others. By highlighting and emphasizing 
certain aspects in the coverage of ethnic minorities, news media at least in part 
influence their public perceptions of immigrant groups. Framing ethnic minorities 
in terms of threats to or benefits for the integrity of the nation state – thus attaching 
an evaluative component to news frames – affects opinion. This is the basic 
premise developed in the theoretical account in Chapter 2 with regard to threat and 
benefit framing effects. So far the evidence provided in previous chapters lends 
exploratory evidence to the assumption. Nevertheless, the concept of news frames 
and framing effects has not been specifically addressed yet. The central idea of the 
present chapter is threefold. First, it deals with the impact of news frames on ethnic 
attitudes and thereby provides a test of the theoretical framework as drawn in 
Chapter 3. Second, the framing of ethnic minorities is related to content analytical 
indicators employed in previous chapters. Thereby the relation between media 
effects demonstrated so far and the theoretical premise and the findings of the 
present chapter are integrated. Last, framing effects are specifically addressed 
using a conservative design making use of original data sources. By linking a 
framing analysis of news to panel survey data, exposure effects of news media’s 
coverage of ethnic minorities are assessed. 
 In addition to considering the impact of news frames on ethnic attitudes, 
possible moderators of these framing effects are investigated. Prior research has 
shown that media effects depend on people’s cognitive abilities (e.g., Druckman & 
Nelson, 2003). Political sophistication is thought to affect the strength of political 
mass communication effects; however, results are unclear as to whether people 
with low or with high cognitive skills are more likely to be affected (Krosnick & 
Brannon, 1993; Nelson, Clawson, & Oxley, 1997; see also section 3.4.2). 
Furthermore, it previously has been shown that framing effects might depend upon 
previous attitudes and values (e.g., Shah, Domke, & Wackman, 1996). The present 
chapter addresses the possibility of moderating effects of political sophistication 
and of previous levels of ethnic threat perceptions. By taking account of these 
possible moderators this chapter presents an integrative account of ethnic minority 
news frames and their effects on attitudes about ethnic minorities. We in this 
chapter focus on the Dutch case and thereby supplement the results from Germany 
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using more appropriate and original data sources. It tells the whole story of 
framing effects as outlined in the theoretical framework and further explicated 
here.  

7.1 Valence news frames and framing effects  

This chapter considers the impact of news framing of ethnic minorities on anti-
immigrant sentiments, specifically by looking at the presence of threat and of 
benefit frames in Dutch news outlets and linking that presence to self-reported 
exposure measures to these outlets. The news frames under consideration here 
carry clear inherent valence concerning the social groups they frame. From the 
point of view of ethnic actors, threat frames carry an inherently negative tone 
towards ethnic minority or immigrant groups and emphasize disadvantages and 
risks of ethnic migration. By contrast, benefit frames presents ethnic minorities in a 
more favorable light and highlight advantages and opportunities of ethnic 
migration.  

Before elaborating on the notion of valence news frames and framing effects, 
a brief discussion of the relation between frames and other content analytical 
indicators employed in earlier chapters is warranted. It was previously 
demonstrated that the visibility of ethnic actors and in particular the tone of 
coverage towards them matters for ethnic attitude dynamics. A question that 
remains is whether these content analytical indicators affect opinion dynamics in 
their own right, or whether they should be instead considered as some sort of proxy 
for threat and benefit frames. After all, chances are that a story that stresses 
negative aspects of ethnic migration on, for instance, the economy would also 
include – if evaluative at all – rather negative evaluations of ethnic minority 
groups.  

Furthermore, our cognitive media effects theories proscribe differential 
content characteristics to matter for the assumed effect (see Scheufele, 2000). On 
the individual level, we have to consider how different information influences 
attitude formation and change. The agenda-setting hypothesis looks at the 
frequency of issue coverage that is to affect issue perceptions (e.g., Brosius & 
Kepplinger, 1990; McCombs & Shaw, 1972). The concept of media priming also 
considers volume of issue coverage, which is then cognitively linked to (actor) 
evaluations (e.g., Krosnick & Kinder, 1990; Miller & Krosnick, 2000). Zaller’s 
notion of one-sided versus two-sided information flows emphasizes the tone of 
coverage about certain issues and events (e.g., Zaller, 1996; see also de Vreese and 
Boomgaarden, 2006a) and framing considers an emphasis on certain characteristics 
of how an issue or a specific social group is reported in the news (see section 
3.4.1). The latter part of this chapter focuses on how immigrants are framed in 
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news coverage and whether this affects public’s attitudes towards them. It has been 
argued that frames can carry an inherent valence emphasizing positive and 
advantageous or negative and disadvantageous sides of an issue (van Gorp, 2005; 
Schuck & de Vreese, 2006; de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2003). The present chapter 
relates the framing of ethnic minorities to the tone of coverage about them and 
their visibility in the news. 
Ethnic threat and benefit frames are considered in this chapter. The former relate to 
threat perceptions that previously were shown to relate to stereotypic and 
prejudiced thinking about ethnic minority groups (e.g., Sniderman, et al., 2004). 
Specifically these are perceptions of immigrants posing a threat to the personal and 
national economic situation, cultural life and traditions and security concerns. 
Accordingly, ethnic economic, cultural and security frames are identified in media 
content and their presence is linked to ethnic attitude dynamics due to news 
exposure. Besides threat frames, ethnic benefit frames are investigated since it is 
likely that news media would not exclusively rely on threat frames. Specifically, 
economic and cultural benefit frames are considered.1 An interesting question to be 
addressed concerns the interplay between threat and benefit frames and their 
effects. Studies on information processing and also on media effects suggest that 
negative information has a stronger impact on attitudes than positive information 
(e.g., van der Pligt & Eiser, 1980; Soroka, 2006). Does this suggest that threat 
frames matter more for threat perceptions? 

Whereas previous literature provides evidence for effects of exposure to 
valence frames in experimental settings (e.g., Kinder & Sanders, 1990; Domke, 
McCoy, & Torres, 1999), these are less often demonstrated in a broader societal 
setting. A major difference of considering framing effects outside an experimental 
setting is that people are most likely exposed to not only one particular frame 
emphasizing one side of a given issue, but to multiple and contradictory framing. 
News outlets, in their striving for objective reporting (see for instance Schudson 
(1978) or Tuchman (1972)), presumably do not frame ethnic minority issues 
exclusively relying on threat or on benefit frames but would employ these and 
other kinds of frames to a stronger or lesser extent. Accordingly, a relevant 
question is whether the visibility of competitive frames in a given outlet, i.e. threat 
and benefit frames, matters when looking at framing effects of exposure to this 
outlet. Or, in the words of Sniderman and Theriault (2004, p. 142): “…it is 
essential to consider how citizens will react when they are exposed […] to 
opposing ways to think about an issue.” Only two studies so far consider 
competitive framing effects in experimental settings (Chong & Druckman, 2005; 
Sniderman & Theriault, 2004; see also Brewer, 2003; Brewer & Gross, 2005). 
Sniderman and Theriault (2004) manipulated, i.e. framed, survey questions about 
government spending and about a rally of a protest group so that different and 
                                                           
1 Since no convincing rationale was found as to why ethnic minorities should be beneficial 
for the security situation, i.e. should increase security in a given country, an ethnic security 
benefit frame was not considered here.  
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contrary considerations were emphasized. They demonstrate ‘exposure’ to a ‘one-
sided framing’ yielding the expected framing effect, namely swinging opinions 
into the direction advocated by the given frame. Exposure to competing frames, 
however, reduced framing effects into one or the other direction but strengthened 
people’s reliance on previous beliefs: “Being exposed to opposing sides of an 
argument increases consistency among decisions taken on specific policies and 
underlying principles” (p. 147).  

Chong and Druckman (2005) extended this research design by taking into 
account not only the valence of competing frames, but also their strength and the 
frequency of frame exposure.2 They distinguish three situations. The first is a non-
competitive situation, in which respondents are only exposed to a frame 
emphasizing one side of an issue. The second is labeled a dual condition, in which 
respondents are exposed to competing frames in equal quantity, and the third 
condition is called asymmetric two-sided, in which participants are exposed to both 
competing frames but in unequal quantities. The authors argue that rather than 
canceling out each other’s effects, competing frames would draw respondents into 
the contrary direction of their prior opinions. Indeed their results show that 
exposure to competing frames triggers more deliberative evaluation of the different 
arguments and pulls respondents on either side of an issue towards the middle 
position: “Competition between frames motivates conscious processing of 
information and integration of opposing viewpoints” (p. 28). As will become 
evident when turning to the results of the content analysis, certain news outlets 
carry both threat and benefit frames concerning ethnic minorities. The crucial 
question for the present study accordingly is, whether exposure to mixed or 
competitive framing would indeed lead people to either retreat to previous opinions 
or to move into a more neutral position concerning ethnic minorities. Of course 
these claims are almost impossible to test in a real-world design without forced 
exposure to manipulated messages; however, through linking a news frame 
analysis to exposure between panel waves, a first step is taken to test the effects of 
competing frames in a realistic setting.  

 
7.1.1 Framing effects and political cognition 
Some previous studies of media effects argue that the strength of an effect depends 
on a person’s political cognitive abilities (e.g., Krosnick and Brannon, 1993). In 
developing a theory of framing effects, Nelson, Oxley and Clawson (1997) show 
that – in contrast to traditional persuasion – individuals with high sophistication are 
more susceptible to framing effects than people with low cognitive skills. Their 
argument – based on the idea that framing effects are largely a memory process in 
which information already at a person’s disposal is activated – is that only those 
with high knowledge about a certain issues are able to integrate the information 
                                                           
2 Since the strength of news frames is neither assessed in this study nor can strength effects 
easily be shown in non-experimental designs, frame strength effects are not further 
discussed here.  
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given to them with their existing opinions and weigh its importance in contrast to 
other aspects (pp. 225 – 228). Druckman and Nelson (2003) confirm these results 
with regard to the role of political sophistication and also find those respondents 
with higher levels of knowledge to be relatively more influenced by exposure to 
frames. In contrast to these findings, other studies have demonstrated framing 
effects to be stronger for individuals with low levels of political sophistication, 
since those respondents are less likely to hold strong opinions and therefore are 
more susceptible to be influenced by incoming information (e.g., Kinder and 
Sanders, 1990). The present study considers the role of political sophistication in 
moderating the effects of exposure to threat or benefit frames. If the assumption of 
the psychological process of framing effects as outlined in Chapter 3 applies, then 
we should indeed expect to see stronger framing effects for those with high 
cognitive abilities whereas we should find weak or no effects for those with low 
levels of political sophistication.   

 
7.1.2 Framing effects and existing attitudes 
Just as framing effects are unlikely to occur in similar strength for all people 
regardless of their levels of, for instance, political sophistication, also existing 
attitudes or beliefs might render certain frames more effective for certain people 
than for others. For instance, a person with strong negative opinions about ethnic 
minorities might react very differently to an ethnic threat frame than a person that 
thinks very positively about ethnic minority groups. Few studies have considered a 
moderating role of prior values or beliefs for the effectiveness of frames. Shah et 
al. (1996) for instance show that the influence of ethnical versus material framing 
of a health issue depended on whether subjects belonged to the Christian or the 
undergraduate student population. Slothuus (2005) showed that party identification 
mattered for the impact of party cues in a news frame. By and large these studies 
demonstrate that indeed prior attitudes and beliefs can condition the impact of 
frames. We cannot, based on this evidence from previous studies, convincingly 
formulate expectations as to how prior attitudes towards minorities affect the 
framing process. What is certain though is that we need to consider beliefs that are 
relevant to the outcome variable, thus being present in someone’s reservoir of 
relevant considerations. Someone already perceiving strong ethnic threat might 
react very differently to threat frames than someone who does not perceive ethnic 
minorities as threatening. Since we draw on a panel design, we use prior ethnic 
threat perceptions as moderators of framing effects on ethnic threat perceptions at a 
later point in time.  

 
7.1.3 Framing of ethnic minorities 
So what do we know about the way in which ethnic minorities are framed in news 
media and possible effects of this representation on the way audience members 
think about ethnic minorities? With regards to news media’s framing of ethnic 
minorities, little is known for the European context (see also the literature review 
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in section 3.3). We, however, know that news coverage of ethnic minorities is in 
general rather negative and unfavorable and focuses on problems caused by 
immigrants, especially on ethnic crime which has also been shown to apply to 
Dutch news outlets (e.g., van Dijk, 1987, 1991; Hartman & Husband, 2005; 
Lubbers, Scheepers, & Wester, 1996). 
 A number of – mainly experimental – studies have considered effects of news 
coverage on ethnic attitudes (e.g., Domke, 2001; Domke et al., 1999; Kinder & 
Sanders, 1990). Most relevant for the present investigation Brader, Valentino and 
Suhay (n.d.) looked at the impact of threat frames on immigration policy support. 
They argue that the impact of information in form of threat frames on respondents’ 
attitudes is mediated by anxiety about immigration. The findings show that 
exposure to a threat frame both caused increases in anxiety about immigration and 
perceptions of immigration as threatening. These in turn explained immigration 
policy preferences.  

7.2 Hypotheses 

Based on the discussions above we formulate a number of hypotheses. First, prior 
studies almost consistently find a negative and problem-oriented portrayal of 
ethnic minorities. We expect these to be indicative for the presence of threat and 
benefit frames.  

H1: News outlets frame ethnic minorities in terms of both threat and benefit to 
economic and cultural concerns and as threat to security. Threat frames 
dominate the coverage above benefit frames.  

The framing of ethnic minorities should condition exposure effects. And threat 
frames should be more effective than benefit frames, due to a negativity bias in 
information processing (e.g., Soroka, 2006).  

H2: Exposure to threat and benefit frames affects threat perceptions. The 
influence of exposure to threat frames is stronger than that of exposure to 
benefit frames.  

Framing effects depend on individual characteristics. Political sophistication and 
prior beliefs have been identified in the literature (e.g., Druckman & Nelson, 2003; 
Shah et al. 1996). Whereas the former can be applied to the present study, the 
literature does not provide evidence to formulate an expectation with regard to the 
moderating role of prior beliefs.  

H3: Framing effects are stronger for people with high political sophistication.  
RQ: Do existing ethnic threat perceptions moderate framing effects?  
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7.3 Methods 

To test the claims about news effects outlined above conclusively, this chapter 
draws on a two-wave panel survey and a content analysis of news coverage 
between the panel waves conducted in the Netherlands. By employing such data 
sources, we are able to (1) provide evidence of causal directions of news effects 
(see also the previous chapter), (2) rather concisely assess to what kind of news 
content people were exposed to that might moderate exposure effects, and (3) test 
the possibly moderating role of pre-existing cognitions and attitudes on news 
effects. In what follows, the relevant measures of the data are introduced before 
outlining the subsequent analyses.  

 
7.3.1 Content analysis 
The primary focus of the content analysis was to assess the visibility and the 
framing of ethnic minority news coverage in news outlets. We content analyzed the 
two main Dutch television newscasts on public and commercial channels and the 
five most-widely read national newspapers (Bakker & Scholten, 2004) for a period 
of four weeks during November and December 2004.3 Whereas three of the 
newspapers can be placed on the quality side of the spectrum (de Volkskrant, NRC 
Handelsbald, and Trouw) the other two are being described as rather sensationalist 
oriented (De Telegraaf, Algemeen Dagblad).  For television news we coded every 
story in the newscast, resulting in a total of 507 stories (NOS Journaal n=250; RTL 
nieuws n=257). For the newspaper sample, we relied on an automated procedure to 
select relevant news articles. A search string applied to a digital database identified 
stories that dealt with immigrants and ethnic minorities and produced a full text 
sample of these stories (see Boomgaarden & Vliegenthart (forthcoming) for further 
information on this procedure). This resulted in a total of n=411 newspaper 
stories.4 Coding was done by the author with reliability being assured by re-coding 
a sub sample (10 percent) of newspaper articles. Intra-coder reliability for the 
relevant actor-related variables and the framing items ranged between satisfactory 
values of Cohen’s Kappa of .72 and 1, where values higher .6 present a substantial 

                                                           
3 The exact period of analysis was from November 18 to December 16.  
4 Initially the computer assisted selection procedure turned out 568 relevant stories. Further 
analysis showed that 157 of these, however, did not focus on the Netherlands or Western 
Europe or were letters to the editor and editorials and were therefore excluded from further 
analysis. See also selection procedure for television material.  
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and higher than .8 an almost perfect degree of reliability (Landis & Koch, 1977).5 
Coding instructions for the relevant measures are given in the Appendix.  

A two-step coding procedure was applied to the television material. The first 
step identifying general story information and the main topic of each item was used 
to filter out those stories that did not feature ethnic minorities or immigrants. Only 
stories that were geographically focused on the Netherlands or another Western 
European country and that specifically dealt with immigrants or ethnic minorities 
were considered for the subsequent analyses (n = 47). In total, n = 458 news stories 
from both television newscasts and newspapers are included in subsequent 
analyses (NOS journaal n = 19; RTL nieuws n = 28; Het Algemeen Dagblad n = 
77; De Telegraaf n = 61; NRC Handelsblad n = 98; de Volkskrant n = 84; Trouw n 
= 91).6 In order to at a later stage integrate findings of the content analysis into the 
survey data, a visibility index per outlet was computed. Thereby the placement of a 
story within a newspaper or its appearance on television news as well as the length 
of the different stories is taken into account. The likelihood of a news consumer 
having encountered the information that was identified through the content 
analysis is most likely dependent on the placement and length of a news story 
within a news outlet. For newspapers we can assume that exposure to a story is 
more likely when it appears on the front page as opposed to being in the back of 
the newspapers.  Furthermore, using a newspaper the reader can decide him/herself 
which article to read and what pages to look at, by contrast to television, where this 
selection is pre-arranged. However, also for television we can consider it to be 
more likely that a story in the first part of the newscasts is noted than a story in the 
latter part of the news. Similarly, it is more likely that news consumers take note of 
large and long stories as opposed to small and short news items (for more 
information on computation of the visibility index, see section 7.3.3 below).  

After having identified all relevant stories (i.e. stories featuring ethnic 
minorities) the remainder of codebook was applied to all relevant televisions items 
and newspaper articles. Whether immigrants were framed in terms of an economic 
threat was captured by looking, for instance, at whether the story refers to 
immigrants possibly taking away jobs from the Dutch, or weighing heavily on the 
welfare system. Further, a security threat frame was considered, focusing on the 
potential threat of terrorism on the one hand, but also by looking at depictions of 
the ‘criminal foreigner’ in news stories. Lastly, we looked at what can is labeled a 
cultural threat frame that assessed to what degree immigrants were framed in terms 
of threatening Dutch traditions and identity, the Dutch ‘way of life’ or established 
norms and values (normen en warden). Moreover, positive framing was also 
considered. Specifically, the appearance of an economic benefits frame and a pro-
multiculturalism frame was assessed. Whereas the former identifies news items 
                                                           
5 Cohen’s Kappa presents the proportion of agreement between coders after accounting for 
chance (Cohen, 1960).  
6 Also, only news stories were included. This excludes letters to the editor, commentary or 
the editorial.  



Hajo G. Boomgaarden   153  

that emphasize the actual or possible importance of immigration for the national 
economy, for instance in terms of providing a workforce to fill gaps left by aging 
population, the latter distinguishes stories that stress the positive sides of living 
together with people from multiple cultural backgrounds.  

Frames were identified by means of several items per frame that measured 
whether a certain aspect was present in a given news story (see Semetko and 
Valkenburg (2000) for a similar approach). Threat frames were identified through 
six items per frame, and the two ‘positive’ frames were identified through four 
items per frame. The items were constructed in line with findings of previous 
(discourse) analysis of news content about ethnic minorities and a pre-test of the 
material used here. An example of an economic threat framing item is “Does the 
story mention that immigrants have a negative effect on the Dutch job market?” 
and of an multiculturalism item “Does the story suggest that immigrants enrich the 
cultural life in the Netherlands?”. A list of all items and the descriptive information 
can be found in the Appendix.  

A confirmatory factor analysis showed all items loading on the frame they 
were intended to measure. The five components explain 58 percent of the variance 
and have Eigenvalues ranging between 2.17 and 4.27. Table 7.1 shows the 
component loadings per item. Only for four items the component loadings are 
below satisfactory values, however, still show a clear relationship with that 
component (enrich Dutch culture, threat to economic prospects) when compared to 
their loadings on the other factors. Items per frame were added up and divided by 
the total number of items, yielding a scale of strength of frame presence from 0 to 
1, with 0 indicating no aspect of the frame present, and 1 indicating a strong 
presence of the frame in the news story.  

Last, and in order to consider the relation between ethnic actor-specific 
variables and their framing, the appearance of ethnic actors and the tone of the 
coverage towards them was assessed. An ethnic actor is defined as either 
individual person of ‘visible ethnicity’ or a group of individuals belonging to a 
visible ethnic minority. The total number of ethnic actors per news items is used in 
the subsequent analyses. For each ethnic actor appearing in a news story the tone 
was coded on a 5-point scale ranging from negative = -2 to positive = 2, with 
mixed or neutral as middle category.  
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Table 7.1: Factor loading of framing items  

Components 

 Security 
threat 
frame 

Cultural 
threat 
frame 

Economic 
benefits 
frame 

Pro 
multicultu

ralism 
frame 

Economic 
threat 
frame 

Pose a threat to security .875 .026 -.034 .012 .007 

Perpetrator of crime .858 .002 -.039 -.096 .008 

Dutch victim of ethnic crime .855 .079 -.009 -.080 .023 

Likely to be criminal .818 -.005 -.022 -.004 .026 

Involved in terrorist attacks .653 .139 -.037 .096 -.068 

Suspect of acts of terrorism .597 .156 -.026 .144 -.042 

Differences in norms and 
values 

.067 .829 -.030 .100 .049 

Clash of cultures .118 .738 .056 -.013 -.069 

Inherently have a different way 
of life 

.028 .734 -.048 .094 -.034 

Difficulties to adapt to Dutch 
culture 

.022 .709 -.027 .036 .054 

Challenge. threaten or 
undermine Dutch culture 

.105 .631 .091 .148 .015 

Feel alienated .065 .602 -.058 -.056 .140 

Fill workforce gap left by aging 
populations 

-.034 .005 .852 .015 .001 

Important to keep economy 
going 

-.032 -.060 .850 .018 .096 

Fill shortages of workers -.047 .099 .838 -.039 .103 

Positive effects on the 
economic prospects 

-.046 -.070 .837 .005 -.022 

Good if different cultures are at 
home 

.016 -.099 .133 .855 -.026 

Cultural interaction valuable for 
all involved .141 .063 -.025 .837 .025 

Knowing immigrants is 
interesting. attractive 

.002 .088 -.047 .833 -.014 

Enrich Dutch culture -.085 .301 -.059 .524 -.017 

Negative impact on job market  -.127 .052 -.031 -.024 .815 

Lower education .005 .003 .021 .081 .733 

Unwilling when it comes to 
working 

.048 -.006 -.101 -.020 .718 

Immigrants get more out of 
the welfare system .005 .303 -.062 -.046 .511 

“Flood” of immigrant workers .115 .039 .191 -.020 .510 

Threat to the economic 
prospects -.093 -.085 .135 -.013 .450 

Note: Extraction Method: Principal Component. Rotation Method: Varimax with 
Kaiser Normalization. Rotation converged in 5 iterations. 



Hajo G. Boomgaarden   155  

7.3.2 Panel survey 
A two-wave panel survey is employed to assess the impact of ethnic minority news 
coverage on ethnic attitudes. This allows us to not only test the impact of news on 
anti-immigrant sentiments, but more importantly to consider the relation between 
news content and exposure, and the dynamics of ethnic attitudes between the two 
panel waves. The online survey was administered among a sample of the Dutch 
population in November and December 2004.7 Respondents were drawn from the 
database of CentERdata – a Dutch institute for survey research.8 The composition 
of the database is comparable to the composition of the adult Dutch population 
according to the Central Bureau of Statistics in terms of age and gender. 
Individuals with higher levels of education are slightly overrepresented in our 
sample compared to the census information. A total of n = 1,630 respondents filled 
in the survey which produced a Response Rate of 73.6 percent.9 Rather stable 
variables, such as age, gender, education, income, support for authoritarianism, 
trust towards others and personality factors were measured in the first wave and 
attitudinal measures, such as anti-immigrant sentiments or economic evaluations 
were repeatedly measured in both waves.  

The dependent variable in the model is an index of ethnic minority threat 
perceptions. We use a five-item index to measure attitudes towards immigrants by 
asking respondents to ascribe responsibility to immigrants for social problems such 
as crime, lack of jobs or weakening norms and values and thereby suggest them to 
pose a threat to these commodities, w1: M = 16.71, SD = 4.19; w2: M = 16.08, SD 
= 4.05 (for specific question wordings and distributions of all variables, see 
Appendix, Table A4).10 A factor analysis confirmed all five items to load on a 
single underlying construct and scale reliability is satisfactory.11  Trust in other 
people was captured by a two-item index measuring whether people think that 
others can generally be trusted and whether they believe that most people would 

                                                           
7 Specifically, the fieldwork dates are: wave 1 November 14 to 18 and wave 2 December 17 
to 20.  
8 For more information, see www.centerdata.nl  
9 The data provided by the research institute do not reveal panel attrition. We have to 
assume that respondents did not drop-out between wave 1 and wave 2, which is a real 
possibility considering that respondents are drawn from a database and generally consented 
to take part in survey research.  
10 Sniderman et al. (2000) demonstrate that the consistency of responses towards 
immigrants. They contend that it does essentially not matter whether people are asked to 
judge immigrants’ character traits or responsibility for social problems, since these are both 
facets of the same underlying dimension. Moreover, they show that also in terms of the 
groups that are assessed there is great consistency, with no real differentiation made 
between African or Eastern European immigrants. Therefore we are content that our 
measure of blame for social problems indeed captures what is labelled elsewhere as anti-
immigrant sentiment.  
11 Wave 1: Eigenvalue 2.77, 56 percent of explained variance and a Cronbach’s alpha of .79. 
Wave 2: Eigenvalue 2.72, 55 percent of explained variance and a Cronbach’s alpha of .78. 
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try to be fair, w1: M = 5.77, SD = 2.04.12 A tolerant personality was measured by a 
three-item index based on a shortened version of the Tolerance for Inclusion Scale, 
w1: M = 2.43, SD = 0.72 (Sniderman, et al., 2000, p. 72) .13 Support for 
authoritarian values was captured by two questions probing respondents whether 
they believed in strong laws and being tough when educating children, w1: M = 
3.37, SD = 0.88.14 To assess perceptions of economic security, we rely on a 
measure asking respondents to provide sociotropic prospective economic 
evaluations, w1: M = 2.95, SD = 0.82; w2: M = 2.88, SD = 0.82. Political 
sophistication is a multiplicative index of political knowledge based on four 
questions and a fifth question on political interest measured on a 4-point scale, w1: 
M = 8.48, SD = 4.76.   

Respondents reported their gender (1=female), their age in years), their 
education (coded into six categories ranging from low to high), and their household 
income (coded into four categories running from low to high).15 The use of 
information sources was also captured. We asked about exposure to those news 
outlets that were subject of the content analysis, by asking how many days per 
week respondents would be watching a certain newscast or reading specific 
newspapers. Television newscasts are shown seven times a week (NOS: M = 4.93, 
SD = 2.39; RTL: M = 2.93, SD = 2.43) while newspapers appear Monday through 
Saturday only (Volkskrant: M = 0.63, SD = 1.71; Telegraaf: M = 0.90, SD = 1.94; 
Trouw: M = 0.29, SD = 1.21; AD: M = 8.46, SD = 1.45; NRC: M = 0.48, SD = 
1.52). Furthermore, we asked respondents to report on the frequency of political 
discussions on a 5-point scale and their personal contact with ethnic minorities at 
work and in private life.  

 
7.3.3 Linking media content and exposure measures 
To demonstrate that the actual content of news outlets that people report to be 
exposed to matters for effects on ethnic threat perceptions, we integrate the 
findings of the content analysis into the survey data. As argued before, it is very 
likely that news consumers would differentially notice news stories placed at 
different locations in a newscast or newspaper and that are presented at divergent 
prominence in terms of length and placement. Since we know which news outlet 
people consumed, but not to which particular stories they turned their attention, we 
need to take into account different story-specific likelihoods of exposure. For each 
news outlet, an ethnic minority news visibility score was computed to assess and 
compare the intensity of reporting about ethnic minorities. This visibility score is 
computed by taking the length of a news items (number of words or seconds) and 
dividing it by the standard deviation (SD) per outlet. Page numbers were recoded, 

                                                           
12 Eigenvalue 1.68, 84 percent of explained variance and a Cronbach’s alpha of .81. 
13 Eigenvalue 1.53, 52 percent of explained variance and a Cronbach’s alpha of .52. 
14 Eigenvalue 1.40, 70 percent of explained variance and a Cronbach’s alpha of .56. 
15 For pragmatic reasons, in this analysis we rely on income as a proxy measure for 
occupational status. 
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so that articles on the front page have the value 2, articles on the second to tenth 
page the value 1.5 and all other articles the value 1. For television, items in the first 
half of the newscasts got the value 2 and all other items the value 1.5. Now, the 
length measure, divided by SD, was multiplied with the page number, yielding a 
per-item visibility score that ranges from .11 to 7.47 (M = 1.73, SD = 1.19). The 
lowest score was a newspaper article on page 17 with a length of 59 words and the 
highest score was again a newspaper article on page 5 with a length of 1513 words. 
Per outlet, the mean of the visibility score is multiplied by the total number of 
articles (divided by 100) published in that outlet to represent visibility of ethnic 
minority coverage (effectively taking the per outlet sum of visibility scores divided 
by 100). To assess the visibility of the framing of ethnic minority news coverage, 
the per-story visibility score was multiplied with the framing scores, which range 
from 0 (no frame present) to 1 (frame heavily present). The mean of these then was 
multiplied with the number of articles per outlet divided by 100 to yield frame 
specific visibility scores. By taking the frame visibility scores and multiplying 
these with exposure measures per outlet and then adding up outlet-specific 
exposure measures, self-reported exposure was weighed with the relevant content 
of the different outlets (see also de Vreese and Semetko (2004) for a similar 
procedure). To be sure, this procedure of calculating visibility is rather based on 
assumptions than on empirically established facts. In the absence of literature 
devising on this issue, however, we believe the procedure is a sensible one and will 
yield more valid findings than if we would not take into account the prominence of 
different news stories.  

 
7.3.4 Analysis 
The presentation of results below proceeds in four distinct steps. First, and in order 
to interpret exposure effects, the results of the content analysis are presented with 
regards to the framing of ethnic minorities. The degree to which the presence of a 
frame in a news story is related to the frequency and the tone of ethnic actor 
coverage in that story is also assessed. Thereafter, we assess the impact of weighed 
exposure measures on threat perceptions by means of a structural equation model 
in which we control for other information sources as well as relevant control 
measures. We assess the strength and causal direction of the relation in OLS 
regression models controlling for threat perceptions at the first wave (t1). Fourth 
and last, split-file procedures and interaction terms are used to assess the 
moderating roles of political sophistication and pre-existing ethnic attitudes, i.e. the 
survey sample was split according to certain characteristics (e.g., high versus low 
political sophistication) to show and interpret differential effects of news exposure. 
Again, all variables were standardized prior to model estimation and we report 
unstandardized coefficients.  



158  Framing the Others 

 

7.4 Results 

News effects can only be validly modeled and interpreted if one knows about the 
content of the news outlets to which a person is exposed. We first consider how 
ethnic minorities and minority groups are framed in the coverage of Dutch national 
news outlets.  

 
7.4.1 Framing ethnic minorities  
Before looking at the coverage of ethnic minorities in the different news outlets, it 
is important to take a quick look back at the findings of earlier chapters and relate 
these to the present inquiries. Earlier it is demonstrated that the visibility, and 
especially the tone of ethnic minority coverage, affects ethnic attitudes. Here, 
however, we contend that news framing matters for opinion dynamics. On basis of 
what has been outlined above, we test the relationship between the occurrence of 
threat and opportunity frames and ethnic actor appearances and evaluations. To do 
so we use the threat and benefit framing scores and relate these to our measures of 
the number of ethnic actors per story and the tone of coverage towards these ethnic 
actors aggregated to the story level. The bivariate correlation between ethnic actor 
frequency and threat frames is r = .43, p < .01, n = 458 and between ethnic actor 
frequency and benefit frames r = .13, p < .05, n = 458. For the tone of ethnic actor 
coverage the bivariate correlation between tone and threat framing is r = -.49, p < 
.01 and between tone and benefit framing r = .04, p = .51. So, especially for threat 
frames there appears to be a considerable overlap between negative tone of a story 
towards ethnic actors and presence of a threat frame.  

 
Table 7.2: Explaining the presence of threat and benefit frames 

 Threat frames Benefit frames 

 beta SE beta SE 

Intercept  ,044  ,029 

Ethnic actor frequency ,226*** ,031 ,219** ,020 

Ethnic actor(s) evaluation -,361*** ,087 ,160* ,057 

Adjusted R-square .28 .04 

N 458 458 

Note: Cell entries are standardized beta coefficients and Standard Errors.  
*** p < .001; ** p < .01, * p < .05 
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Table 7.2 shows the results of OLS regression analyses explaining the occurrence 
of threat and benefit frames by frequency and tone of ethnic actor appearance. The 
threat frame occurrence could be explained considerably by the two factors 
visibility and tone, with more actors making threat framing more likely and 
prominent and positive evaluations of ethnic actors reducing the likelihood and 
strength of threat framing. For benefit frames the relations are less clear, however, 
the tendency points into the expected direction. More actors again lead to more 
prominent framing but here the tone has a positive effect, indicating a higher 
likelihood of benefit framing in stories in which ethnic actors are evaluated 
positively. The latter weak results are arguably due to the little variation in the 
benefit framing measure as will become evident below. These findings are 
augmented and supported by an identical analysis of ethnic threat frames in 
German news media (not depicted here, see Endnote 14) in which the frequency of 
ethnic actor appearances as well as their tone explain approximately 50 percent of 
the variance in threat framing.16 Let us now turn towards the visibility of the 
different frames in the different news outlets.  

Framing effects do – arguably - not exclusively rely on a single exposure 
incident, but in order for them to have lasting effects it should matter how often 
people were likely to be exposed to a certain frame (de Vreese & Semetko, 2002; 
de Vreese, 2005). In order to assess the visibility of frames, we first comparatively 
consider  

 
 

 
                                                           
16 Results from an identical content analysis of four German television newscasts from 18 
November to 16 December 2004 confirm this pattern. The intensity with which ethnic 
minorities are depicted is significantly and positively related to the occurrence of threat 
frames, r = .62, p < .001, n=68. The more ethnic actors appear in a story, the more often a 
threat frame is used. Furthermore, we find a strong negative correlation between evaluations 
of ethnic actors and threat framing, r = -.59, p < .001, n = 68, indicating that a positive 
coverage does not go hand in hand with threat framing. When considering both intensity and 
tone of coverage as independent variables in a regression analysis explaining the occurrence 
and strength of threat framing, we find these significant relations supported. As shown in 
Table F1, tone of coverage is significantly negatively and intensity significantly positively 
related to the strength of threat framing and the model explains more than 50 percent of the 
variance in threat framing occurrences. Results for benefit frames are not presented since 
these were hardly evident in German news coverage.  
Table F1: OLS explaining occurrence and strength of threat framing 
  SE Beta 
Intercept  .177  
Ethnic actor evaluations .047 -.404*** 
Ethnic actor intensity .028 .452*** 

Adjusted R-square .51 
N 68 

Note: Cell entries are standard errors and standardized beta coefficients.  
*** p < .001.  
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Figure 7.1: Visibility index of ethnic minority news 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note: Values are the ethnic minority visibility index, for computation see section 
7.3.3.  

 
the base of stories that could have framed ethnic minorities in a certain way. How 
visible are ethnic minority actors in the news? Television news presented a total of 
47 stories featuring ethnic actors and newspapers 411 articles.17 To assess visibility 
of ethnic minority news more concisely, the length of news items and their 
placement were taken into account. Figure 7.1 displays this visibility index per 
news outlet. Among the newspapers, we see ethnic minority coverage most 
prominently covered by the NRC by contrast to considerably less coverage in the 
Telegraaf. In  

 
 

                                                           
17 A direct comparison in terms of the presentation of ethnic minorities is hard to make on 
basis of these data. To validly compare the visibility of ethnic minority coverage, 
proportional values would have to be computed, which would require information about the 
total amount of news presented per outlet. Since we do not have these data, we do not draw 
fundamental comparative conclusions about the representation of ethnic minorities in the 
different news outlets, but understand these analyses as the information that was available 
about ethnic minority issues in a given outlet for those reporting having been exposed to that 
outlet.  
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Figure 7.2: Threat framing indices by outlet 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Note: Values are the ethnic threat frame visibility index, for computation see 
section 7.3.3.  

 
the other newspapers, Trouw, Volkskrant and AD information about ethnic 
minorities was approximately equally visible. Of the television newscasts, RTL 
covers ethnic minorities more visible than NOS. To assess framing effects, the 
question arises of how many of these stories used the six news frames of interest, 
and to what degree the frames were present in the stories.  

Figure 7.2 displays the visibility of the different threat frames per outlet. First, 
threat frames are overall more visible in three out of the five newspapers, namely 
Trouw, Volkskrant and NRC. These outlets put special emphasis on cultural threat 
and to some degree security threat framing. Economic threat framing plays less of 
a role. Trouw has the highest visibility indices for cultural and for economic threat 
framing. The least threat framing was found in the NOS journaal, with security 
threat framing being fairly, however, cultural only marginally visible and 
economic threat framing not present at all. RTL nieuws, by contrast, emphasises 
especially cultural and security threat aspects and AD and Telegraaf use all three 
threat frames to more or less the same degree, with again economic threat framing 
being least visible.  
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Figure 7.3: Benefit framing indices by outlet 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Note: Values are the ethnic benefit frame visibility index, for computation see 
section 7.3.3.  
 
Did the news only portray ethnic minorities in terms of threat or did they make use 
of benefit frames as well? Figure 7.3 displays the visibility of economic benefits 
and pro-multiculturalism frames in the different outlets. Interesting between-outlet 
differences arise. We see opportunity frames almost not present in RTL nieuws and 
only marginally present in AD and Telegraaf. By contrast, benefit frames are 
highly present in the NRC and to a lesser degree, but still fairly visible in the NOS 
journaal, Trouw, and Volkskrant. Economic benefits frames were slightly more 
visible than cultural threat frames in the NOS journaal, in Trouw, Volkskrant, eand 
AD and pro multiculturalism frames more visible in RTL nieuws and the NRC.  

Since all outlets to a stronger or lesser degree employed both threat and 
benefit frames, we compare the visibility of these in Figure 7.4. The highest 
visibility of threat framing was found in Trouw, closely followed by NRC, in 
contrast to little threat framing visibility in Telegraaf and AD. From the television 
newscasts, RTL nieuws had threat frames being about two-thirds more visible than 
NOS journaal.  
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Figure 7.4: Threat versus benefit framing indices per outlet 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note: Values are the ethnic threat and benefit frame visibility indices, for 
computation see section 7.3.3.  

 
The latter had about an equal visibility of threat and benefits frames, whereas RTL 
nieuws had almost no benefit frames at all. We find the highest visibility of benefit 
frames in NRC and rather marginal benefit frame visibility in Telegraaf and AD. 
These results somewhat confirm our first hypothesis. Whereas threat frames clearly 
dominated the coverage of ethnic minorities, benefit frames are present to a 
considerable degree as well. Do stories about ethnic minorities in some instances 
use both frames simultaneously? The answer is no since the correlation between 
the visibility of the two kinds of frame is r = .14. Moreover, only 9.3 percent of all 
ethnic minority stories feature some aspect of a threat frame and of a benefit frame. 
So, whereas there is some overlap in the presence of threat and benefit frames in 
the same story, they are largely used independently from each other. Let us now 
turn towards the more interesting question of whether it does actually matter how 
much different news outlets rely on threat or benefit frames.  

 
7.4.2 Framing effects on ethnic prejudice 
Based on the results of the framing analysis it is expected that news exposure 
contributes to threat perceptions, since threat frames prevail in the ethnic minority 
coverage of all outlets. We first test a full model explaining threat perceptions 
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while simultaneously integrating different forms of news exposure measures while 
controlling for threat perceptions at time 1 and other possibly influential factors.18 
When looking at the effect of the unweighted total exposure variable in Table 7.3, 
we see that it does, although the relationship is in the expected direction, not 
significantly affect threat perceptions. Similarly, the exposure measure weighted 
with visibility of threat frames does not show a significant relation to threat 
perceptions. Exposure to benefit framing, however, does significantly and 
negatively influence dynamics of attitudes towards ethnic minorities. The more 
people are exposed to benefits frames in ethnic minority news coverage, the less 
likely they are to have increased ethnic threat perceptions between the panel 
waves. This is in contrast with Hypothesis 2, expecting stronger effects of negative 
information. We address this deviation from our expectations in the discussion.  

 
Table 7.3: Unweighted and weighted news exposure explaining threat perceptions.  

 
Unweighted exposure 

model 
Benefits framing 

exposure 
Threat framing 

exposure 

 B  SE B  SE B  SE 

Intercept .000 .020 .000 .020 .000 .020 

Threat index t1 .510*** .022 .501*** .022 .507*** .022 

Age -.030 .022 -.009 .022 -.042* .022 

Education -.030 .021 -.022 .021 -.028 .021 

Income -.021 .022 -.019 .022 -.024 .022 

Personality .015 .020 .012 .020 .014 .021 

Economic evaluation -.022 .023 -.022 .023 -.022 .023 

Mistrust .091*** .021 .089*** .021 .086*** .021 

Authoritarianism .113*** .021 .108*** .021 .114*** .022 

Political discussion .014 .021 .023 .021 .009 .021 

Personal contact -.010 .022 -.006 .022 -.013 .022 

Total news exposure -.024 .022 --- --- --- --- 

Exposure benefit 
framing --- --- -.074** .021 --- --- 

Exposure threat 
framing 

--- --- --- --- .031 .020 

Adjusted R-square .37 .39 .37 

N 1630 1630 1630 

Note: Cell entries are unstandardized coefficients and Standard Errors.  
*** p < .001; ** p < .01, * p < .05 
 

                                                           
18 As in previous chapters, all OLS models were tested for possible problems of 
multicorrelinearity. VIF values did not exceed 1.3 and  consequentially multicollinearity 
does not pose fundamental problems.  
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Furthermore, the time 1 measure of threat perceptions is a strong predictor of threat 
perceptions at time 2 and also mistrust and authoritarianism positively affect, i.e. 
increase, ethnic threat perceptions. All remaining variables remain non-significant. 
This is especially interesting since personal contact was a strong predictor in 
previous analyses, however, it does not relate to ethnic attitudes in the present 
model at all. The frequency of political discussions, another potential source of 
information about ethnic minorities, also shows no substantial relation to ethnic 
threat perceptions. These two alternative information sources, personal contact and 
political discussion, are therefore excluded from further analyses.  

Results are similar when testing the relationships between the different 
variables in a structural equation model. As shown in Figure 7.5 exposure to 
frames emphasizing positive or beneficial aspects of ethnic minorities strongly 
diminishes threat perceptions whereas exposure to threat frames yield an 
insignificant positive effect on these perceptions. The remainder of the model 
operates largely as expected. We find positive effects of mistrust towards others 
and support for authoritarianism and a negative effect of economic security on 
perceptions of ethnic threat. The influence of the four exogenous variables 
education, age, income and tolerant personality are mediated through mistrust, 
authoritarianism, economic evaluations and exposure patterns. Their standardized 
total effects are: Income .02; Education -.08; Age .00; and Personality .23; and the 
intervening variable political interest has only a marginal standardized total effect 
of -.03. The various fit indices suggest a satisfactory model fit, i.e. indicating that 
the model fits the data structure (see also Chapter 4).19 

 
7.4.3 The role of political sophistication 
As outlined above, previous studies have considered the role of political 
sophistication as a moderator of framing effects. The evidence so far is rather 
mixed, with some claiming that high political sophistication leads to stronger 
framing effects (e.g., Nelson, Oxley, & Clawson, 1997) and others by contrast 
arguing framing effects to be most significant for people with low political 
                                                           
19 The model was also estimated including personal contact and political discussion 
variables. These, as in the previous OLS analyses did not affect threat perceptions in a 
significant way. An OLS regression using the same exposure measures as before yields very 
similar results, as shown in Figure F2.  
Figure F2: OLS explaining threat perceptions 
 B SE 
Intercept .000 .020 
Threat index t1 .502*** .021 
Mistrust .097*** .020 
Authoritarianism .106*** .022 
Exposure benefit framing -.079*** .021 
Exposure threat framing .029 .022 
Adjusted R-square .38 
N 1630 

Note: Cell entries are unstandardized coefficients and Standard Errors.  
*** p < .001 
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sophistication (e.g., Kinder & Sanders, 1990). This section considers interaction 
effects of exposure to news frames and respondents’ level of political 
sophistication. In accordance with the mixed evidence presented in previous 
studies, we refrain from formulating specific expectations on the moderating role 
of political sophistication with regard to framing effects.  
 
Figure 7.5: Structural equation model explaining threat perceptions 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
To test the interaction, and to provide a supplementary view on the effects of 
exposure to frames, exposure to news outlets is restructured to match the actual 
content of the outlets rather than integrating content data into exposure measures: 
As shown above, three outlets rely almost exclusively on the use of threat frames 
when reporting about ethnic minorities. By contrast, four outlets make use of both 
threat and benefit frames. The results of the weighted analyses above already 
indicate an effect of exposure to positive framing and no effect of exposure to 
negative frames. By differentiating between exposure to outlets that rely on threat 
frames (almost) exclusively and outlets that present mixed frames, i.e. both threat 
and benefit frames, differential effects should become evident. Without a priori 
knowledge about these effects, we would expect exposure to threat frames to 
increase threat perceptions and exposure to mixed frames to yield no effects, since 
positive and negative aspects would cancel each other out. However, being able to 
draw on the initial results of the previous section in which exposure effects are 
biased towards benefit frame effects, mixed frame exposure is expected to 
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diminish ethnic threat perceptions. Exposure to threat frames exclusively is 
expected to show no effect on ethnic attitudes.  

 
Table 7.4: Exposure effects by levels of political sophistication 

 Low political sophistication  High political sophistication  

 B  SE B  SE 

Intercept .034 .030 -.005 .030 

Threat index t1 .507*** .030 ,491*** .031 

Mistrust .081** .029 ,120*** .031 

Authoritarianism .137*** .031 ,085** .029 

Exposure mixed framing -.032 .031 -,106*** .030 

Exposure threat framing .011 .029 ,037 .029 

Adjusted  
R-square 

.360 .369 

N 802 826 

Note: Cell entries are unstandardized coefficients and Standard Errors.  
*** p < .001; ** p < .01, * p < .05 

 
Respondents’ level of political sophistication, as stated in Hypothesis 3, does 
influence the strength of exposure to mixed framing and somewhat increases the 
explained variance of the model. The interaction between political sophistication 
and exposure to mixed news frames turns out to be a very weak and strictly 
speaking non-significant predictor when entered alongside the main effects into the 
regression equation.20 It is argued here, however, that the interaction terms still 
adds to the understanding of framing effects being moderated by political 
cognition. To make the results of the interaction term more accessible for 
interpretation, a split-file OLS regression analysis by levels of political 
sophistication is shown in Table 7.4.21 Neither exposure to mixed framing nor 
exposure to threat frames exclusively has any effect on threat perceptions for those 
respondents with below-mean levels of political sophistication. By contrast, we 
find a substantial negative effect of mixed frame exposure, i.e. exposure to news 
outlets employing positive and negative frames concerning ethnic minorities, on 
threat perceptions for those with higher levels of political sophistication. Threat 
frame exposure, however, has no effect for this group as well.  

 
 
 
 

                                                           
20 The interaction terms is significant at p = .058.  
21 Variables that in previous analyses were shown to have no significant direct effect on 
threat perceptions are omitted from these analyses.  
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Figure 7.6: Regression lines of mixed frame exposure for people with low and high 
levels of political sophistication 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

So whereas exposure to mixed framing yields significant effects for highly 
politically sophisticated respondents, exposure to threat frames, as could be 
expected, does not interact with political sophistication when the interaction terms 
is computed and tested in a regression model. Figure 7.5 plots the interaction 
between mixed frame exposure and political sophistication, with the straight line 
representing the group of respondents with low levels, and the dashed line people 
with high levels of political sophistication. Although we also see a reduction of 
threat perceptions due to mixed frame exposure for those with low political 
sophistication, this effect is markedly stronger for (though not strongly statistically 
significantly different from) the group of high politically sophisticated 
respondents.   

 
7.4.4 The role of pre-existing attitudes 
A suspicion guides the analyses to follow here. As argued above, one could expect 
to find existing levels of ethnic prejudice to moderate the impact of news exposure.  
People with low prior levels of threat perceptions could react very differently to, 
for instance, threat inducing information about ethnic minorities than people with 
pre-existing high threat perceptions. We first look at the interaction between 
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existing levels of threat perceptions and frame exposure, before then also 
integrating the moderating role of political sophistication.  

 
Table 7.5: Split file OLS regression for low and high levels of threat perceptions at 
time 1.  

 Low threat t1  High threat t1  

 B  SE B  SE 

Intercept -.077 .049 -.078 .048 

Threat index t1 .392*** .050 .595*** .051 

Mistrust .111*** .031 .089** .029 

Authoritarianism .120*** .029 .087** .031 

Exposure mixed framing -.085*** .026 -.061 .031 

Exposure threat framing .057* .028 .008 .028 

Adjusted R-square .171 .222 

N 792 836 

Note: Cell entries are unstandardized coefficients and Standard Errors.  
*** p < .001; ** p < .01, * p < .05 

 
Table 7.5 displays the results of two regression analyses, one for people with 
below mean levels of threat perceptions at time 1 and the other for people with 
higher than average prior threat perceptions. The latter group is not substantially 
affected by exposure to either mixed or threat frames. People with pre-existing low 
levels of threat perceptions, however, are considerably more susceptible to 
incoming information. For this group exposure to mixed frames substantially 
diminishes threat perceptions and here even exposure to threat frames shows 
although a weak but positive effect, in other words increasing threat perceptions. 
So for people who already have low levels of perceived threat, both positive and 
negative frames play a role, nevertheless, with a considerably stronger impact of 
the positive frames they are exposed to. The interaction term is statistically 
significant for exposure to threat framing when entered alongside the main effects 
into a OLS regression model, however, not significant for mixed frame exposure, 
indicating that although the groups are differentially affected, the difference 
between the effects is only statistically significant for the positive effect of threat 
frame exposure and prior threat perceptions.22 
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We so far have demonstrated that both, political cognitions and pre-existing 
attitudes determine the strength of frame exposure effects to some degree. 
Consequentially, the question arises as to how these two moderating variables act 
in combination Therefore, four groups were created, the first group is respondents 
with low levels of pre-existing threat perceptions and political sophistication, the 
second group is those with low levels of pre-existing threat perceptions and high 
levels of political sophistication, the third group is people with high levels of pre-
existing threat perceptions and low levels of political sophistication and the fourth 
group is people with high level of both political sophistication and pre-existing 
threat perceptions. Based on the above, we would expect exposure to affect threat 
perceptions primarily for respondents with high political sophistication and with 
low levels of prior threat perceptions. The four regression models for these groups 
are shown in Table 7.6.23  

As expected, the analyses yield not significant effects of frame exposure for 
those with low levels of political sophistication, independent of previous levels of 
threat perceptions. For respondents with high political sophistication and high 
previous levels of threat perceptions we find a substantial negative effect of mixed 
frame exposure, i.e. being exposed to both threat and benefit frames decreases 

                                                                                                                                      
 
22  
Figure F3: OLS explaining threat perceptions including interaction terms 
 B SE 
Intercept .000 .020 
Threat perceptions t1 .544*** .045 
Trust in others .097*** .021 
Authoritarianism .105*** .021 
Mixed frame exposure -.090 .079 
Threat frame exposure .202(*) .084 
Mixed frame exposure * threat 
perception t1 

.015 .078 

Threat frame exposure * threat 
perception t1 -,191* .088 

Adjusted R-square .375 
N 1630 

Note: Cell entries are standard errors and standardized beta coefficients.  
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.  
 
23 The explanatory power of the models shown here is significantly reduced, since the time1 
control term for threat perceptions is also used for the spit-file procedure, which decreases 
its variance with a given model and thereby its explanatory power. Furthermore, we refrain 
from testing the three-way interaction, because (1) two-way interactions did not yield strong 
significant effects so far, and (2) three-way interaction terms are hard to interpret and 
visualize. If we run two separate regression models, however, one for the low political 
sophistication group and another one for those with high levels of political sophistication, 
we find interaction terms of frame exposure and prior threat perceptions having (1) 
significant influence for threat frame exposure for the low political sophistication group (p = 
.03) and (2) weak significant influence for threat frame exposure for the high political 
sophistication group (p = .07).  
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threat perceptions. Also the group of respondents with high political sophistication 
and low pre-existing threat perceptions are strongly negatively affected  

 
Table 7.6: Framing effects conditioned by political sophistication and prior threat 
perceptions  

 

Low threat t1 & 
low political 

sophistication 

Low threat t1 &  
high political 
sophistication 

High threat t1 & 
low political 

sophistication 

High threat t1 & 
high political 
sophistication 

 B  SE B  SE B  SE B  SE 

Intercept .009 .074 -.120(*) .069 -.018 .067 -.094 .072 

Threat index t1 .448** .077 .363*** .067 .501*** .067 .516*** .078 

Mistrust .078 .047 .126** .041 .071 .038 .100* .046 

Authoritarianis
m 

.203*** .044 .068 .038 .078 .080 .099* .045 

Exposure mixed 
framing 

-.057 .042 -.096* .038 .003 .047 -.119* .050 

Exposure threat 
framing 

.039 .041 .072(*) .040 -.003 .040 .008 .042 

Adjusted  
R-square 

.177 .144 .195 .230 

N 349 442 452 383 

Note: Cell entries are unstandardized coefficients and Standard Errors.  
*** p < .001; ** p < .01, * p < .05 

 
by mixed frame exposure. The latter group, however, is also (weakly) affected by 
threat frame exposure, which as expected increases threat perceptions. This, in 
response to the research questions stated above, suggests that positive information 
matters for all respondents with high levels of political sophistication, however, 
threat inducing information only matters when one already perceives ethnic 
minorities as little threatening before.  

Figure 7.7 presents the regression lines of mixed and threat frame exposure 
for the four different groups. Those with low political sophistication and high 
levels of threat perceptions are not at all affected by incoming information about 
ethnic minorities. By contrast, for those with low political sophistication and threat 
the lines are in the expected directions, however, rather flat indicating no 
significant contribution to the dependent variable. Those with high political 
sophistication and high levels of threat perceptions are exclusively influenced by 
positive incoming information, whereas exposure to threat frames does not affect 
dynamics in threat perceptions at all. Finally, the group of high political 
sophisticates with low level of threat perception is affected by both exposure to 
mixed and to threat frames in the expected directions. These findings as well as 
their implications are discussed in the following section.  
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Figure 7.7: Regression lines for the effects of threat and benefit frames 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Note: Figure displays the regression lines of mixed and threat frame exposure on 
threat perceptions for the four different groups. 

7.5 Conclusions and Discussion 

The present chapter was guided by three main suppositions. First of all the type of 
framing used in news outlets to report about ethnic minorities was expected to 
differentially affect ethnic prejudice, with exposure to frames emphasizing positive 
and beneficial aspects with regards to ethnic minorities and immigration reducing 
ethnic prejudice and exposure to frames emphasizing possible threats of ethnic 

Low pol. sophistication/low threat t1        High pol. sophistication/low threat t1 

Low pol. sophistication/high threat t1      High pol. sophistication/high threat t1 

           => Exposure mixed framing                  => Exposure threat framing 
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minorities increasing prejudice. This expectation was only partly met by the 
empirical results. Encountering benefits frames in the news – no matter whether 
accompanied by strong or weak emphasis on threat frames – has a substantial 
decreasing impact on ethnic prejudice. The more often people turn towards news 
outlets that emphasize positive aspects of the presence and immigration of ethnic 
minorities on Dutch cultural life and the Dutch economy, the more likely they were 
to display a decrease in ethnic prejudice over the research period. Being exposed to 
threat framing exclusively, however, did not increase ethnic prejudice. 
Furthermore, we find evocative evidence for threat framing effects in interaction 
with previous levels of prejudice (see below). It accordingly seems that facing 
information concerning ethnic minorities that emphasizes threat to national 
integrity and prosperity is largely irrelevant for ethnic prejudice dynamics. 
Encountering positive information that emphasizes positive consequences of ethnic 
migration for cultural and economic life, however, does cause decreases in ethnic 
prejudice. Interestingly, the latter effect is not dependent on the amount of 
threatening content that accompanies the benefit frames in certain outlets. So no 
matter how much negative information is picked up, as long as it comes with an 
(substantial) amount of positively framed information it becomes rather irrelevant 
and the latter makes the difference. This finding is in clear opposition to other 
studies that show stronger effects of negative information (Soroka, 2006; de 
Vreese et al., under review).  

The question is why? Why do we find effects only of positive information, 
and independent of the share of negative information?  Information processing 
theories would suggest the opposite, namely stronger effects of negative 
information (e.g., van der Pligt & Eiser, 1980). Two things might be at work here. 
The first has to do with the consideration that overall studies show that ethnic 
minority coverage is negative and emphasizes ethnic crime and responsibility for 
societal problems (see literature review in section 3.3). That means that the average 
news consumer is very much used to encountering negatively framed information 
with regard to ethnic minorities and accordingly it might not substantially affect 
his or her thinking about ethnic groups. By contrast, seeing or reading about 
positive facts of ethnic migration is arguably less normal and rather extraordinary 
in the normal news streams and therefore the information is more likely to be 
picked up and processed, especially by highly sophisticated people. 
Consequentially, we see effects of encountering positive information independent 
of the amount of negative information.  

A second factor underlines this assumption, namely a consideration of the 
circumstances surrounding data collection for this study. Approximately three 
weeks before the first wave of panel survey was fielded and the content analysis 
started, controversial Dutch film-maker Theo van Gogh was murdered by a 
Muslim extremist. We elsewhere suggest that the coverage concerning immigrant 
groups after the immediate aftermath of the murder was rather nuanced and 
deescalating in tone (Boomgaarden & de Vreese, 2007). This on the one hand 
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would explain the rather unexpectedly high share of positively framed coverage of 
ethnic minorities in comparison for instance to the coverage in German news 
outlets that in the same period that used hardly any benefit frames (see Footnote 
14). On the other hand this context makes it more likely that positive information 
affected ethnic prejudice, since it indicates that the content analysis did not reveal a 
general picture of ethnic minority news coverage and that in ‘normal’ periods 
coverage might be much more in line with the strong negativity found by prior 
studies for other periods (see review in section 3.3). So indeed the encounter of a 
fair amount of positively framed information concerning ethnic groups was likely 
to be rather unusual and therefore arguably did produce effects on ethnic attitudes. 
This line of argument is augmented by a study about US local television news that 
shows that viewers are well-aware of the bias on ethnic crime that the news display 
(Klein & Naccarato, 2003). The result is quite different from what could be 
expected on basis of information processing theories and also from findings of 
earlier framing studies (Soroka, 2006; de Vreese et al., under review). It could be 
that valence framing effects are more dependent on the actual issue dealt with and 
the circumstances under which they are investigated. Future research needs to 
further disentangle the combined effects of opposing news frames and pay more 
attention to the influence of context on framing effects (see Sibley, Liu, & 
Kirkwood (2006) for an example taking into account socially shared 
representations as moderating factor for framing effects).  

Second, a person’s level of political sophistication was assumed to moderate 
effects of frame exposure, without a priori expectations as to the direction of the 
moderation. The results show that those with higher levels of political 
sophistication are considerably more susceptible to effects of exposure to valence 
news frames. Reading or seeing positively framed information did decrease ethnic 
prejudice considerably stronger among the highly politically sophisticated 
audience members. For people with low political sophistication, frame exposure 
only marginally and insignificantly related to a reduction of prejudice. These 
findings tie into the results of a growing amount of studies that demonstrate 
framing effects to be stronger among those with high political interest and 
knowledge (e.g., Druckman & Nelson, 2003). We found a moderating effect of 
political sophistication for positive news framing. Arguably understanding positive 
ethnic framing demands a considerable level of information processing skills. As 
Sniderman and Theriault (2004, p. 157) argue, “The politically least well-informed 
are the least likely to take in arguments at odds with their general political 
orientation […] and thus should be least likely to be deflected by them.” Whether 
this is similar for negative information, or whether a possible impact of negatively 
framed information would be less dependent on political cognitions is an open 
question. Our findings are only indicative in that they show a weak effect of threat 
frames only for those with high political sophistication and low previous levels of 
prejudice. Future research needs to further disentangle the possibly differential 
moderating role of political sophistication for differently valence frames.  
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Third, it was analyzed whether and to what degree peoples’ existing levels of 
ethnic prejudice would moderate frame exposure effects and whether this 
moderation was different for different exposure patterns. The results reveal that 
exposure to positively framed information has slightly stronger prejudice-
decreasing effects for those with higher levels of prejudice and high political 
sophistication. More interestingly, for those with high previous levels of prejudice, 
negatively framed information had no impact on opinion changes whatsoever 
whereas it had a weak effect on those in the low existing prejudice category. This 
is in line with prior studies that find moderating effects of prior values or beliefs on 
the impact of news frames (e.g., Shah et al., 1996; Slothuus, 2005). More work, 
however, is needed to disentangle which beliefs or values are important to consider 
for what kind of media effects. Arguably, the choice of the moderating prior value 
or belief should be related to the issue that is investigated. This study only provides 
further evidence that it is important to take pre-existing cognitions into account.  

All in all, this chapter provides a thorough substantiation of the claim that 
news exposure to certain content influences ethnic attitudes. We draw upon a well-
specified model explaining ethnic prejudice by means of integrating different 
approaches. Furthermore, we assess the dynamics of prejudice, rather than 
providing cross-sectional evidence. Notwithstanding this strict design, we find a 
considerable impact of news information in line with the theoretical framework 
outlined in section 3.5. What people see and read about ethnic others indeed 
influences how they perceive them. This outcome, in combination with the 
findings of the previous chapters provides strong confidence in the importance of 
taking news media and exposure to these into account when explaining ethnic 
attitudes.  

These results, however, are not very encouraging when it comes to fighting 
prejudice in the real world by making use of information sources. We find just 
those who are most prejudiced to be least affected by either positive or negative 
information. Those with high levels of prejudice and low levels of political 
sophistication are – according to the present analyses – resistant to any opinion 
change about ethnic minorities due to new incoming information from the mass 
media. This last consideration is taken into account when discussing the results of 
all analyses presented hitherto in the subsequent section.  
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8. Conclusion  

In 1903, famous American scholar and civil rights activist William du Bois1 (1903, 
p. 54) stated, "the problem of the 20th century is the problem of the color line, the 
relation of the darker to the lighter races of men in Asia and Africa, in America and 
the islands of the seas." It appears that the ‘color line’, or ethnicity as we prefer to 
call it, extends its problematic well into the 21st century. It is, however, not only or 
even primarily about color; it is about culture, values, traditions, language, 
economics, and many other aspects. Western democracies struggle with how to 
combine democratic values of equality, freedom of speech and religion and, in 
particular in Europe, welfare for all, with ongoing immigration and the integration 
of ethnic others. The divide between the indigenous majorities in Europe and 
ethnic minorities is growing. We contended and demonstrated that this 
development is partly attributable to the information people encounter in the news 
media. What they see and what they read about ethnic others does influence what 
they think about them.  

So, did we succeed in what we set out to do? Did we indeed provide new 
insights into the relationship between news and ethnic prejudice? What did we 
achieve and which questions are still left unanswered? And where do those new 
insights leave us, and what does follow from them? These are some of the 
questions that are dealt with in the remainder of this chapter. We first provide a 
brief summary of the main expectations put forward in the theoretical framework 
and relate these to the empirical findings shown in the previous chapters. One of 
the challenges in this respect is to draw a coherent picture of the results of the 
different parts of the study and relate them to each other. Can what is shown about 
news exposure effects in Germany and the Netherlands in the third chapter be 
meaningfully related to the outcomes of the last two chapters? What are the lessons 
learned empirically as well as theoretically? Second, we discuss the findings with 
regard to their generalizability across both different contexts and different places, 
but also different kinds of prejudice. Would a similar study conducted, for 
instance, in Canada in the 1960s focusing on prejudice against homosexuals, yield 
similar outcomes? Are the mechanisms similar? Third, we discuss the 
consequences of the findings for the social world we live in. Do our results provide 
clues as to why anti-immigrant populism ‘took off’ in the Netherlands in 2002 or 
why in a recent survey 25 percent of Germans were found to be (at least latently) 
                                                           
1 Du Bois, decendent of free people of color, was an American civil rights activist, one of 
the most influential early scholars and writers on race and racism in the 20th century (for 
more information, see Broderick (1959) or Rampersad (1976)).  
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xenophobic? And what can be done about these developments drawing on the 
outcomes of this study? In the last section we discuss shortcomings of the present 
study and provide some ideas and motivations for future studies on the intriguing 
area of news and prejudice. Let us first, however, reconsider what has been 
achieved so far.  
 At the outset of the empirical investigations, two assumptions derived from 
the existing literature that guided the investigation into the relationship between 
news and ethnic prejudice. Based on notions related to social identity theory with 
its focus on categorization processes, we argued that the visibility and perceived 
importance of group boundary markers in the news would enhance negative 
attitudes. The more visible or ‘perceived real’ group differences are, the stronger 
the categorization process and, due to a positive in-group bias, the more negative 
evaluations of our-groups would become. Furthermore, and drawing on both social 
identity theory and the realistic group conflict hypothesis, we assumed that 
perceived threat by out-groups can be triggered through media content. This threat 
could relate to (material) scarce goods, such as jobs or feelings of security, or to 
identity related concerns, such as culture, tradition and norms and values. Based on 
framing theory we expected that news emphasizing threats (or benefits) of ethnic 
minority groups to the well-being of the majority and the integrity of the nation 
state would affect the public’s ethnic threat perceptions and thereby increase (or 
reduce) ethnic prejudice. This effect of the news would be conditional upon 
contextual factors as well as individual characteristics.  

The empirical outcomes of the different studies supported these assumptions 
to some degree. Overall it appears that the tone of the coverage of ethnic minorities 
and, related to that, the presence of threat and in particular benefit frames affected 
threat perceptions and anti-immigration sentiments. For the German case we saw 
that the tone of the reporting about ethnic minority actors in the news was 
consequential for anti-immigration sentiments on the aggregate- as well as on the 
individual-level. Positive ethnic minority coverage diminished animosity towards 
ethnic minorities and immigrants, and negative coverage increased hostility 
towards these groups. For the Dutch case it was demonstrated that in particular 
framing ethnic minorities as making cultural and economic contributions rather 
than as a threat did affect perceptions. The more frequently people were exposed to 
ethnic minority benefit frames, the less likely they were to perceive ethnic 
minorities as threatening (depending on their level of sophistication and prior 
threat perceptions). Threat frames, by contrast, were less effective and only 
increased threat perceptions for those with low prior threat perceptions and high 
levels of political sophistication, and were inconsequential for all other audience 
members. This is much in line with advancements in media effects research that 
emphasize the conditional nature of media effects, depending on what people bring 
with them when encountering news information. In line with expectations, we also 
found a considerable overlap between the tone of a news story towards ethnic 
minorities and its framing of the group. So, framing and the tone of coverage 
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related to the frames matter. It appears that possible threats to and benefits of 
economic or cultural consideration by ethnic minorities do not have to be 
experienced directly but are at least partly picked up through the reporting of news 
media.  

Visibility, however, did not show effects as expected. In the over-time 
analyses (Chapter 4), and to some degree in the latter chapters, it appeared that the 
sheer frequency of ethnic minority actors featured in the news does not increase 
negative ethnic attitudes. By contrast, the results even suggest that the more visible 
ethnic minority actors were, exposure to the coverage actually decreased ethnic 
prejudice. How can we explain this result? A clue is offered by what recently has 
been labeled the Parasocial Contact Hypothesis (Schiappa, Gregg, & Hewes, 
2005). Based on the ‘traditional’ Contact Hypothesis (Allport, 1954), the authors 
argue that people might process “mediated communication in a manner similar to 
interpersonal interaction” (p. 93) (the notion of parasocial interaction was 
introduced by Horton and Wohl (1956)) and that “parasocial contact can provide 
the sort of experience that can reduce prejudice” (p. 97). Applied to our findings, 
this suggests that high visibility of ethnic minorities and minority members might 
work in the same way as personal contact, and that accordingly ethnic prejudice is 
diminished. Schiappa et al. (2005) argue that parasocial contact should be most 
important for those with no personal contact to minority groups (see also Fujioka, 
1999). Future research should look into this proposition and apply it to news 
content and ethnic minorities, as opposed to entertainment content and perceptions 
of gays and lesbians.  
 Let us briefly consider how the results concerning the two country cases 
presented in the different chapters relate to each other, whether they support or 
rather contradict one another. In the first empirical chapter we find no significant 
effect of both television news and newspaper exposure on threat perceptions in 
Germany. By contrast, both on the aggregate level and on the individual level we 
find results strongly supporting a relationship from news content and exposure to 
ethnic attitudes. The diverging individual-level findings are easy to explain. We 
argued that news exposure needs to be measured in detail to be able to find and 
meaningful interpret media effects. In this line of argument, it is likely that, for 
instance, newspaper exposure does not have effects as such in Germany (Chapter 
3) but only when differentiated according to different outlets, since otherwise 
positive and negative effects cancel each other out. Furthermore, there often 
appears to be something like a dominant news environment that in some times is 
more positive and in others more negative about ethnic minorities and thereby 
affects public opinion about them also on a macro level.   
 The Dutch case is interesting when looking at the different analyses presented 
earlier. We found evidence in the third chapter that suggests exposure to news in 
both television and newspapers to reduce threat perceptions, and significantly so. 
This is somewhat in line with the results in the last chapter, in which the presence 
of benefit frames diminished threat perceptions. And benefit frames were present 
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in the majority of newspapers and in one of the two television news shows. 
Exposure to threat frames (and outlets relying more or less exclusively on threat 
frames when covering ethnic minorities) did overall not affect ethnic threat 
perceptions (but only for a very select group of people). Since the data used for the 
third chapter and those employed in the last chapter were collected in partially 
overlapping time periods and accordingly in similar contexts, the results can be 
interpreted as supporting each other. If exposure to news had been measured more 
thoroughly for the first set of analyses, then we would probably have found even 
stronger prejudice-reducing effects for some outlets, since these would have not 
been counterbalanced by exposure to outlets that did not affect attitudes.  
 For the Dutch case (Chapter 7) we have demonstrated that individual 
characteristics – the level of political sophistication and existing ethnic threat 
perceptions – conditioned the impact of exposure to threat and benefit frames. 
People with higher political sophistication and lower prior threat perceptions were 
overall more susceptible to framing effects. In retrospection one could wonder why 
such analysis has not been conducted for the chapter focusing on Germany, which 
makes use of a panel design as well. Why moderators in one country, but not the 
other? Well, to be sure, we did test for political sophistication and prior attitudes 
conditioning news effects for the German case, but did not find any notable 
influence. The explanation for this difference, we believe, lies in the design of the 
two panel studies. For the Dutch case, there were about 30 days between the first 
wave of the panel and the second one. In Germany, however, almost four years 
passed between the waves. Therefore, dynamics might be very different. We 
interpreted the results for Germany in the light of news content over the course of 
the four years between the panel waves. However, it could also be that the content 
of, for instance, the three months before the second wave mattered most. We so far 
have little evidence with regard to the persistence of framing effects over time. But 
if framing effects were rather short- than long-term, then we would have to take 
into account possible dynamics of moderating individual characteristics as well.  
 To sum up, we found that the content of news matters for exposure effects. 
How this content matters and what effects it produces can to some degree be 
predicted (see also de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2006a). We, nonetheless, also 
found indications for the context to matter for news effects in line with prior 
investigations (Shah et al., 2001). News effects were stronger when immigration 
levels were high, and benefit frames might only have a strong effect if threat 
frames ‘normally’ dominate the coverage. Accordingly, we can take on the 
assumption that news effects that are based on certain content of the news are 
conditioned by the context in which the content is received. We furthermore have 
shown that individual characteristics moderate news effects, with, for instance, 
those being more politically sophisticated also being more strongly affected by 
benefit frames. This again confirms findings or earlier studies that argue for 
stronger framing effects for the highly sophisticated part of society (Nelson et al., 
1997; Druckman & Nelson, 2003). Indeed, people with high cognitive skills are 
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more likely to take incoming information into account when forming their 
attitudes.  

All in all this leaves us with a situation in which research on news effects in 
real world settings is complicated by a number of factors that need to be taken into 
account and that can be summarized under the three c’s: Content, context, and 
characteristics. Just measuring exposure to news is not enough. We need to 
understand what people are exposed to, in what societal circumstances this 
happens, and what people themselves ‘bring to the table’ when encountering the 
information. Future research on media effects would do well in taking into account 
these aspects. Whether all of them always play a role is not important, it is 
important to know that they might do and to further establish when they do.  
 Our results add to two areas of literature. First, they inform studies explaining 
ethnic prejudice and related concepts. It thoroughly demonstrates that news 
matters, on different levels of analysis as well as in controlled and conservative 
models. This adds empirical evidence to speculations about the role of the mass 
media articulated in prior studies of ethnic prejudice (e.g., Bobo, 1997; Coenders 
& Scheepers, 2001; Sniderman et al., 2004). We also add to the understanding of 
news effects on ethnic prejudice the complexities that need to be taken into account 
when modeling such relationship in a real-world situation. Experimental studies 
can compellingly demonstrate the influence of a given kind of communication on 
participants (e.g., Oliver, 1999; Mastro, 2003). Most authors, however, do not to 
deal with a number of intervening factors that might condition this relationship. 
We argue that when investigating factors influencing ethnic prejudice that lie 
outside of the individual, the news environment and more specifically the news to 
which people are exposed needs to be taken into account. Both might add to the 
understanding of dynamics in ethnic prejudice.  
 Second, we add to our understanding of media effects, in particular of the 
impact of news frames on attitudes. Framing emerged as a substantial and 
important media effects concept throughout the last two decades, but only slowly a 
common understanding of framing processes is developing (see Entman (1993) 
and D’Angelo (2003) for the advantages and disadvantages of a fractured 
paradigm). Some studies finding strong and other weak or no framing effects might 
be due to the conditioning impact of additional factors. Our study complements 
prior investigations of the moderating influences of context (Shah et al., 2001) and 
individual characteristics (Druckman & Nelson, 2003; Shah et al., 1996). Framing 
effects are not always across-the-board but depend on who receives a frame and in 
which environment the frame is received. The present study found political 
sophistication, prior ethnic attitudes and contextual factors to moderate the 
relationship between news exposure and ethnic prejudice. To further our 
understanding of framing effects and to arrive at more general models, future 
studies need to address these conditioning factors in more detail. Our study is 
another step in doing so.  
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Such considerations are part of the answer when we discuss the generalizability of 
the outcomes of our empirical chapters across a number of aspects. First, are the 
results indicative for processes that might occur in other countries and in other 
times? The theoretical framework should be able to accommodate studies in other 
countries, also outside the European context. If media display negative information 
about ethnic minorities, people consuming those media should be affected by that 
information, no matter whether they are in Sweden or in New Zealand. Ethnic out-
groups are present in almost every country and the proliferation of mass media 
does not stop at the borders of the Western world. And as long as many people rely 
on the media for information about ethnic others, the information relayed should 
affect what people think and perceive. And similarly, individual characteristics 
also should matter in very similar ways across different contexts. If the 
psychological model of framing effects is overall correct, then we should find 
those highly aware and interested people to be more strongly affected than those 
with low knowledge and interest, for instance. The strength of this moderation, 
however, might depend on the issue that is at stake, with a stronger conditioning 
impact of political sophistication for more complex issues. The question of what 
kind of content matters, however, is more complicated to generalize. It hinges upon 
the context. Arguably, in a situation in which immigration and ethnic minority 
integration issues were never publicly discussed, threat framing and negative 
information might yield strong prejudice enhancing effects. By contrast, for the 
Dutch case we saw that in times when negative coverage of ethnic minorities is 
quite normal, it might be just the information framing ethnic minorities in 
beneficial and positive ways that then reduces prejudice. We contend that news 
content does play a role, but that role can indeed differ across contexts. 
Accordingly, turning to countries that are in different phases in their immigration 
histories with different dynamics at play might yield interesting insights into the 
role of contextual factors for news effects of different kinds of content. These latter 
points leads to conclude with regard to the generalizability of our findings over 
time that again context should matter for whether we would see similar dynamics. 
When, for instance, guestworkers were recruited to Germany and the Netherlands 
in the 1960s, a threat frame might have led to very different concerns than in our 
study at the wake of the new century.  

A discussion of the generalizability of media effects over time, however, 
should not forget the general media environment. Due to the proliferation of mass 
media throughout the last decades and increasing global interconnectedness of 
media production, people became more reliant of mass media for information (e.g., 
Bennett & Entman, 2001). Although cable and satellite television took off earlier 
in the U.S. (Entman, 1983) than in Europe, nowadays European viewers have an 
abundance of channels to choose from for news information and there are even 
more options for entertainment. The time of mass media, however, might have 
passed its zenith. Due to the spread of (high-speed) Internet connections some 
argue that people increasingly seek the information they are interested in, which 
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may be no news or only entertainment news. This might also change how they 
perceive and process information. (Others, however, have argued that although the 
Internet allows for a personalization of news streams, those sites from which 
people actually get information are very comparable to traditional mass media, 
with the exception of a different lay-out and more selectivity. This applies also to 
effects of reading online versus print newspapers on issue agendas of particularly 
highly sophisticated people (Schönbach, de Waal, & Lauf, 2005)). However, in 
societies in which the traditional mass media are still (seen as) the most important 
providers of information about the world we live in (and are also assessed to be 
more suitable for information needs than the Internet (de Waal, Schönbach, & 
Lauf, 2005)), the theoretical framework and the outcomes of our studies should be 
replicable, with the qualifications raised above. And even if new media are very 
important in some countries, they commonly do little more than mirroring and 
reinforcing the mainstream mass media at this point in time.  

Last, and importantly, do our findings also hold when considering more 
general prejudice? Can we apply the same study to how people perceive and judge 
other social groups than ethnic minorities? Most likely we can. Why should we 
find different outcomes when looking, for instance, at the framing of elderly 
people in the news? It is, at present, a highly politicized issue with a variety of 
different dimensions, the social group can be fairly well recognized and framed in 
terms of threats and benefits for society. The same goes, for instance, for disabled 
people. The only, and maybe decisive difference is that all people get old and all 
run the risk of disability (mentally or physically). It is quite unlikely that someone 
belonging to the white Dutch majority would at some point become Moroccan. But 
at some point he or she is going to be old. This difference might cause less reliance 
on mass mediated information. After all, most people would know someone who is 
old. Considerable less people would know ethnic minority group members, which 
arguably makes them more susceptible to media effects concerning this group. So, 
again, whether information with regard to other social groups matters in similar 
ways to what we have shown depends to a certain degree on the group and on the 
context (e.g., the ‘problem’ of aging populations was much less imminent only a 
few decades ago).  

On a more abstract level, the integration of the two areas of framing effects 
and attitude research is rather general and should hold for whatever objects and 
attitudes. It might not always be about threat and benefits, but in general we should 
assume that information highlighted by the media with regards to a certain issue or 
person or group affects how we think about that issue, person or group. Although 
not necessarily specified with our theoretical model, this is what framing studies 
have demonstrated throughout the past decades. What is important though is that 
framing studies pay more attention to and look at more detail into possibly 
moderating factors, on both the micro and the macro level. We by now know that 
mass mediated information matters, but we need to better spell out why, in certain 
circumstances, it only matters to certain people.  
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We looked rather specifically at perceptions of ethnic others as being threatening 
to the host society. These, as we have argued, related to other ethnic attitudes, such 
as aversion of ethnic others, measured as social distance, or to immigration policy 
positions. All together, different concepts related to immigrants and ethnic others 
were thought to form a kind of package or system of ethnic attitudes. One who 
perceives ethnic others as threatening would also be more likely to oppose liberal 
immigration policies. This is in line with Converse (1964, p. 208) who writes: 
“When new information changes the status of one idea-element in a belief-system, 
by postulate some other changes must occur as well”. Accordingly, we can assume 
news media to affect attitudes beyond ethnic threat perceptions, and to be mediated 
by these. If news media consistency and strongly engage in ethnic economic threat 
framing, then not only economic threat perceptions increase, but also immigration 
opposition should grow stronger. This can have severe consequences.  
 So what do our results tell us in relation to political and societal developments 
in Germany and the Netherlands throughout the last years? And can we speculate 
about the role of the media also across the borders of these two cases? We saw a 
growing divide between the indigenous majority populations and ethnic, especially 
Muslim, minorities in the recent past. In the Netherlands and to some degree in 
Germany, we also saw populist anti-immigrant and extreme right parties doing 
well at the polls. Can we blame the media for these developments? Do mass media 
contribute to growing ethnic divergence and backlashes at the extreme right end of 
the political spectrum? Certainly not across the board is what our results indicate. 
Some news outlets rather contribute to the opposite, namely better understanding 
for and more acceptance of ethnic minorities. Especially public broadcasting news 
and (more liberal) broadsheets appear to fulfill this role with a more nuanced 
coverage. Other outlets, by contrast, promote ethnic conflict and societal divide. 
This appears to be particularly the case for commercial television news and 
tabloid-style newspapers that, not only in this study but also by others, were shown 
to provide negative coverage of ethnic minorities that, in certain circumstances, 
might lead to increases in animosity toward ethnic groups. We elsewhere have 
shown that the strong focus of Dutch news outlets on immigration issues has 
increased support for anti-immigrant parties (Boomgaarden & Vliegenthart, in 
press; see also Walgrave and de Swert (2004) for the Belgian case). Others have 
emphasized the importance of (tabloid-style) news media for successes of the anti-
immigration liberal party in Austria, FPÖ (Plasser and Ulram, 2003) and the 
extreme-right Front Nationale in France (Birenbaum and Villa, 2003). All this 
argues for a more careful approach of especially sensationalistic and tabloid-style, 
but also other news media when reporting about immigration and ethnic minorities, 
taking into account the possible consequences for our democratic societies. Future 
studies need to disentangle whether news media primarily affect anti-immigration 
sentiments that then trigger through to supporting extreme-right parties (as 
suggested here), or whether there is a more direct link between media and extreme-
right party successes (see also van der Brug & Fennema, forthcoming).  
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But consequences are true not only for the big playing field of politics. On a 
personal level the consequences might be equally important. Muslims report to feel 
observed when they step with luggage into the train and to experience constant 
suspicion. Discrimination at the workplace, and especially when searching for a 
job, appears to be commonplace (e.g., de Beijl, 2000). If one consequence of news 
coverage might be that people not only utter unfavorable assessments, but also 
avoid and discriminate ethnic others, then the divide between majorities and 
minorities is only likely to grow. By contrast, if media indeed, as suggested for the 
Dutch case, can contribute to more positive assessments, then there is hope 
(although we need to recall that those with the highest existing threat perceptions 
and low political sophistication – the arguably most ‘problematic’ group – were 
not at all affected by news information). The media themselves need to understand 
this double-barreled role.  

Why do the news media cover ethnic minorities the way they do – commonly 
with a negative bias (see review of prior studies in section 3.3)? Journalists are 
only people who live in the same social environment as their publics, thereby being 
affected by the same processes. Moreover, negativity is identified as an important 
news value (e.g., Galtung & Ruge, 1965). Accordingly, negative information about 
ethnic minorities is more likely to make it into the news than positive coverage. 
Furthermore, writing like this is ‘easy’. It is easier to report that, for instance, twice 
as many immigrants are unemployed as Germans than to consider why that might 
be the case and look for reasons for immigrant unemployment beyond their own 
responsibility. As Allport (1954, p. 109) already argued: “It is simpler to attribute 
differences to heredity than to juggle all the complex social grounds for differences 
that exist.” For US local television it has been shown that news directors are very 
aware of the fact that they “are scaring members of the community” by 
emphasizing ethnic minority crime (Klein & Naccarato, 2003, p. 1615; see also 
Driscol and Splichal (1998)). Awareness might help, and this is where this study 
comes in. Rather than ascribing some guidelines for journalism, our role is to 
reflect on what journalists do by showing that what they do has consequences. We 
are not in a position to criticize journalism, and in fact looking at the Dutch case 
we might applaud journalists of a number of news outlets, but we contend that 
those who make the news need to be aware that they do more than sheer 
information provision.  

We considered news coverage of ethnic others as explanatory factor, since 
news information should be factual and objective (e.g., Schudson, 1978) which 
should increase its effectiveness for attitude change. The mass media, however, is 
more than just news. For very similar reasons that news is taken into account, we 
should look at current affairs programming more generally, such as political talk 
shows discussing immigration and integration issues or political magazines. Here 
opinioned information is much more likely to be distributed than in news coverage 
and therefore effects of such coverage might be much stronger. At the same time, 
audiences for these programs are smaller which arguably decreases the societal 



Hajo G. Boomgaarden   185  

significance. And what about media content beyond news and current affairs? In 
the US context many studies look at the roles and stereotypical depictions of 
African-American in entertainment programming and advertising (e.g., Entman & 
Rojecki, 2001, pp. 144-204; Wilson, Gutierrez, & Chao, 2003). Certainly, in order 
to arrive at an all-inclusive picture of the role of the media in inter-group 
relationships, such kind of media content needs to be taken into account.  

So, does this study provide clues as to how media might help to change inter-
group hostility to the better? Our study indicates that the provision of positive 
information, of benefit frames, helps – at least in a certain context. Others have 
assessed the impact of counter-stereotypical information and found that it affects 
perceptions of minorities by decreasing hostility (e.g., Power, Murphy, & Coover, 
1996). On a more general level, Steenland (2005) showed that high group salience 
and disconfirming information of stereotypes led to stereotype change. If we 
assume that certain negative stereotypes and related considerations about ethnic 
minorities are widely known and shared (though not necessarily embraced – 
section 3.2.5) then contrasting information is needed in order to contest those 
dominant images.  

Inevitably when dealing with such a multifaceted issue, this study has certain 
shortcomings, which need to be addressed. We had to rely on secondary data for a 
large part of the study. And for detailed analyses, secondary data is arguable never 
perfect. Our study would have benefited if we could have used data on the news 
framing of ethnic others also for the German case. Furthermore, the over-time 
perspective employs immigration as most important problem assessments as 
dependent variable. Ideally, such as design could make use of a more appropriate 
measure of ethnic prejudice. We, however, also collected data by ourselves, which 
resulted in the most thorough test for the Dutch case. To substantiate the outcomes 
of those analyses, similar data sources, combining a framing analysis of media 
content with a panel survey design that includes all relevant measures should be 
applied in other contexts and publics should be tracked over longer periods of time.  

An additional critical notion relates to the strength of news effects as found in 
the different analyses presented above. We find that news matters, but admittedly 
only in a limited way. News content and exposure are far from being the most 
important factors influencing anti-immigration sentiments and sweeping effects of 
the news are unlikely to occur. News alone does not make people racist, and other 
factors are at least equally and often more important. This does not take away that 
for certain people in certain situation news might be importantly determining their 
attitudes towards ethnic others. And if these individual changes add up on the 
aggregate level, even for only a small segment of society, they nevertheless are 
relevant for social integration and cohesion. Considering the consequences of 
ethnic attitudes, such as for instance anti-immigrant party support, also small 
changes in public support can have important and lasting societal impact. 
Accordingly, the study’s contribution is not to have demonstrated large media 
effects, but to demonstrate that the media do matter, and that this influence 
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depends on moderating factors, such as the content, the context and the audience. 
Knowing about those situations in which the media do have effects potentially 
helps to not only understand, but also sometimes maybe prevent evolving ethnic 
group conflicts.  

We set out with the presumption that Western European countries need to 
develop strategies to arrive at a situation in which mutual understanding of and 
tolerance between indigenous majorities and ethnic minorities can thrive. We are 
living in multi-ethnic societies and different social groups need to be able to 
peacefully coexist. Our study shows that the media can play a considerable role in 
inter-group conflicts. They can worsen relationships, but also improve them, 
depending on which groups they cover and how they cover them. Journalists, and 
ideally their audiences, need to be aware of this role. Ethnicity must not be the 
dividing line within our societies, and we must learn that there is nothing such as 
inherent racial differences. Only by providing information that does not foster such 
a perspective, that does not attribute problems to heredity, but that emphasizes 
mutual benefits, the situation will develop to the better.  
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Table A1: Descriptive statistics (continued) 
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Table A1: Descriptive statistics (continued) 
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Table A2: Individual country regression models 
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Table A2: Individual country regression models (continued) 
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Table A2: Individual country regression models (continued) 
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Table A2: Individual country regression models (continued) 
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Table A2: Individual country regression models (continued) 
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Table A2: Individual country regression models (continued) 
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Figures A1a to A1r: Structural equation models per country.  
 
A1a: Austria 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A1b: Belgium 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Hajo G. Boomgaarden   197  

A1c: Czech Republic 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A1d: Denmark 
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A1f: Finland 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A1g: France 
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A1h: Germany 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A1i: Great Britain 
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A1j: Greece 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A1k: Hungary 
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A1l: Ireland 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A1m: Netherlands 
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A1n: Poland 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A1o: Portugal 
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A1p: Slovenia 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A1q: Spain 
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A1r: Sweden 
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Table A3: Descriptive information for framing items  

Framing items: Does the story mention (that)…?  M SD 

Immigrants pose a threat to the security situation in the Netherlands .12 .33 

Immigrants are (more) likely to be criminal .11 .38 

A native Dutch person is shown as a victim of a criminal act .07 .26 

An immigrant is shown as a perpetrator of a crime .10 .30 

An immigrant is involved in the planning of terrorist attacks .06 .24 

An immigrants is suspect of was prevented from committing acts of terrorism .05 .22 

Immigrants challenge, threaten or undermine Dutch culture, tradition or 
norms and values .08 .27 

A clash of cultures between native Dutch and immigrants .18 .38 

Differences in terms of norms and values and traditions between immigrants 
and native Dutch are highlighted .19 .39 

Immigrants inherently have a different way of life .12 .32 

Immigrants have difficulties to adapt to the Dutch way of life, lean Dutch 
language .21 .41 

Immigrants feel alienated in the Netherlands .11 .31 

Immigrants are a threat to the economic prospects of the Dutch .03 .17 

Immigrants cause shortages in the job market  .06 .24 

Immigrants get more out of the welfare system than they put in/ deserve .03 .17 

A flood of immigrant workers (predicted/ observed) .03 .17 

Immigrants try to avoid working, are lazy or unwilling .03 .16 

Immigrants (often) have a lower education .12 .33 

Immigrants enrich Dutch culture and cultural life .03 .17 

It is good when many different cultures are at home in the Netherlands .04 .20 

Knowing immigrants is interesting, attractive, enriching .03 .17 

Cultural interaction is valuable for all that are involved .04 .19 

Immigration has positive effects on the economic prospects of the Dutch .05 .21 

Immigrants feel gaps left by aging populations .04 .18 

Immigrants contribute when shortages of workers appear .06 .23 

NL should allow more immigrants to secure the economy and keep it going .03 .17 

Note: Translations from Dutch original wording by author.  
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Table A4: Scale distributions and reliabilities and question wording of scale items 
in regression analysis (English translation)  

Variable M SD 
 wave 1 wave 2 wave 1 wave 2 

Anti-immigrant attitudes     

Answer scales from 1(totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree) 
Immigration is good for the employment 
market (recoded) 

3.58 3.49 1.05 1.05 

The religious practices of immigrants are 
threatening the Dutch way of life 

2.47 2.69 1.22 1.18 

Immigration makes a positive contribution to 
Dutch culture (recoded) 

3.24 3.16 1.07 1.13 

Immigrants are abusing the Dutch social 
system, because they take more out than they 
put in 

2.72 2.84 1.18 1.09 

Immigrants in the Netherlands are a threat to 
security 

2.93 3.04 1.15 1.10 

Mistrust     

Answer scales from 1(trusted, take advantage) to 10 (cautious, act properly) 
In your opinion, can most people be trusted, or 
do you have to be cautious when it comes to 
dealing with people? 

5.59  2.31  

Do you think that most people would take 
advantage of you if they could, or do you think 
they would do the best to act properly? 
(recoded) 

5.96  2.13  

Authoritarian values     

Answer scales from 1(totally agree) to 5 (totally disagree) 
It is better to live in a society where laws are 
being respected than giving people too much 
freedom 

2.96  1.13  

Generally its good for the future of children if 
they are forced to obey to the rules 

2.30  1.00  

Prejudiced personality     

Answer scales from 1(totally agree) to 5 (totally disagree) 
Most people are honest because they are afraid 
of getting caught 

3.37  0.98  

Most people make friends in the hope that they 
may be useful 

3.35  1.00  

I have the feeling that I have often been 
punished without a cause 

3.97  1.05  

Economic evaluation (1-5)     

Answer scale from 1(a lot worse) to 5 (a lot better) 
How is your personal economic situation now 
compared to a year ago? 

2.95 2.88 0.82 0.82 

News exposure sensationalist outlets     

Answer scales ranging from 1 to 7 days (television) and 1 to 6 days (newspapers) 
How many days per week to you watch/read 
one of the following newscasts/newspapers? 
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De Telegraaf  0.90  1.94 
Algemeen Dagblad  0.46  1.46 
de Volkskrant  0.63  1.71 
NRC Handelsblad  0.48  1.52 
Trouw  0.29  1.20 

News exposure quality outlets     

Answer scales ranging from 1 to 7 days (television) and 1 to 6 days (newspapers) 
How many days per week to you watch/read 
one of the following newscasts/newspapers? 

    

NOS journal  4.93  2.39 
RTL nieuws  2.93  2.43 

Personal discussion     

Answer scales ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (a lot) 
How often do you discuss politics at home? 3.26  0.96  

Personal contact     

Answer scales ranging from 1 (not at all) to 3 (a lot) 
Do you have friends or colleagues that came 
from abroad to live in the Netherlands?  

2.47  0.56  

Political interest     

Answers ranging from 1 (not at all) to 4 (very much) 
How interested are you in politics? 2.83  0.86  

Gender     

What is your gender? (1=female) 0.46  0.50  

Age     

How old are you? 49.08  15.39  

Income      

Answers ranging from 1 (less than 1150,-) to 4 (more than 2600,-) 
What is you monthly net income? 2.96  0.97  

Education     

Answers categorized ranging from 1(low) to 6 (high).  
What is your highest completed degree? 3.58  1.50  
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