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Abstract 
 

The news media provides insight into people and happenings beyond our daily lives but it is 

shaped by its cultural, political, and socioeconomic context. In the UK, there is a long-established 

history of Othering of refugees and asylum-seekers. This paper examines how refugees and 

asylum-seekers were represented in the media when this history collided with widespread 

insecurity caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Through quantitative and qualitative analysis of 

articles from 1 March-31 May 2020 and interviews with experts, the present research explores the 

presence of frames and discursive techniques to establish to what extent and how Othering was 

present in the UK’s online media. It demonstrates that frames presenting refugees and asylum-

seekers as undesirable were more common during the peak month of the first COVID-19 wave 

and finds evidence of techniques that reinforce the distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them.’ 

 

Keywords: refugees, asylum-seekers, media, COVID-19, Othering 

 

 

Resumen 
 

Los medios informativos proveen una visión de la gente y los acontecimientos fuera de nuestra 

vida diaria, pero están influenciados por el contexto cultural, político y socioeconómico. En Reino 

Unido, hay una larga historia de la otredad de los refugiados y solicitantes de asilo. Este trabajo 

examina su representación en los medios en el momento en que esta historia se topó con una 

inseguridad extendida provocada por la pandemia de COVID-19. Con base al análisis cuantitativo 

y cualitativo y diversas entrevistas, la presente investigación examina la presencia de marcos y 

prácticas discusivas para determinar hasta qué punto y cómo se nota la otredad en los medios 

online del Reino Unido. Destaca que los marcos que representan los refugiados y los solicitantes 

de asilo como indeseables fueron más frecuentes durante el mes de la cumbre de COVID-19 e 

identifica pruebas de prácticas que fortalecen la diferencia entre ‘nosotros’ y ‘ellos.’ 

 

Palabras clave: refugiados, solicitantes de asilo, medios, COVID-19, Otredad 
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“I applied for refugee status and (…) for years I wasn’t comfortable saying that I did (…) because I felt a 

sense of shame and guilt. And it was mainly because of what I see in the news…”  
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1. Introduction: purpose and reasons 
 

The news media provides insight into people, and events beyond our daily lives. Some 

may consider it a source of objective reporting: a means to experience another reality. However, 

media content is shaped by its cultural, political, and socioeconomic context. A news story may 

be presented differently by one source compared to another, some stories may receive more 

coverage, and certain groups may be consistently presented more positively. 

Not only can the media provide insight into the context in which content is produced – on 

a micro level (e.g., author, media outlet) and a macro level (e.g., institutions, social structures) – 

but it may also reinforce certain perspectives. Exploring media representation is therefore highly 

important. The topic of migration has long been a salient issue in the United Kingdom (UK) and 

has been widely covered by the media (Migration Observatory 2016, Berry et al. 2015). There is 

also a history of Othering of refugees and asylum-seekers in the media and politics. 

The power of the media became increasingly clear during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Disinformation thrived (Giovanna Sessa, 2020) and the World Health Organisation called on 

media outlets to balance reporting after increases in sinophobic attacks (Bauomy, 2020). The 

COVID-19 outbreak created a unique feeling of insecurity, combining a health crisis with 

economic fears. What happened when the history of Othering collided with widespread insecurity? 

More specifically: how were people seeking refuge from crisis presented to a society facing its 

own crisis? Was the history of Othering perpetuated or eroded?  

 It is with this history in mind that this study will ask: how were refugees and asylum-

seekers [henceforth RAS] represented in the UK’s online media during the first wave of COVID-

19? To address this principle research question, I will explore: 

1) Which frames were the most common when representing RAS? 

2) To what extent and how was Othering present? 
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2. State of the Matter 

Communication processes 

To understand the media representation of certain groups, we must explore 

communication processes. Lasswell (1948) presents an important framework of five ‘w’ elements: 

“who says what, in which channel, to whom, with what effect.” Numerous authors highlight that 

the ‘who’ element does not play a passive role: the ‘mirror’ approach to communication has been 

critiqued over the past decades (Shoemaker and Reese, 1991, Butcher and Niedhardt, 2020). 

Consensus states that factors influencing content include editors’ expectations, the influence of 

social institutions, and pressure to reinforce ideological positions, among others (White, 1950, 

Enli 2007, Meeks 2013): “mainstream news media are far from passive onlookers” (Dijk, 1995). 

In Goodfellow (2020), a Daily Star journalist described a “constant pressure” to find stories with 

anti-immigrant narratives. In line with the ‘hegemony’ approach to communication, information 

may be selected based on assumptions, reinforcing the status quo (Shoemaker and Reese, 1991). 

Recognising the factors influencing content is important as numerous authors explore how 

media messages may shape public opinion. Lippmann (1922) highlights that the media is a link 

between reality and social reality: the source of what we believe to be true. Pisoni (2020) states 

that stigmatisation of migrants in the media influences police brutality, while Lazarsfeld et al. 

(1948) suggest that media content reinforces political choices. The ‘confirmation bias’ suggests a 

“natural tendency (…) to look for evidence that is directly supportive of hypotheses we favour” 

(Nickerson, 1998); communicators should consider the influence of subconscious values (Butler, 

2020). The relationship between media outlets and audience should thus be understood as 

bidirectional (Gabrielatos and Baker, 2008, Moloney, 2007, Howarth, 2011) and media content 

as both a product and a reinforcer of mainstream values (Nagarajan, 2013). 

Othering 

 Key to studying migration in the Western media is the concept of Othering. Said (1978) 

described the Orient as one of Europe’s “deepest and most recurring images of the Other” which 

“helped to define Europe (…) as its contrasting image.” It is fundamental to understand this 

concept of us and them, in which the perceived identity of the out-group reinforces the identity of 

the in-group. Goodfellow (2020) explores the foreigner as the Other in British society while 

Anderson (2013) includes “the non-citizen and the failed citizen” in the “undeserving poor” (see 
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also Grove and Zwi, 2006). According to Joffe (2007), the focus on the “threatening qualities” of 

these Others intensifies during potential mass crisis. Studies have shown that economic instability 

may increase anti-immigrant sentiment (Isaksen, 2019, Goodwin and Harris, 2013). Norris and 

Inglehart (2017) also provide important insights on how perceptions of cultural threats impact 

anti-immigrant voting. As Tomlinson (2013) states, “the actual number of migrants (…) is of less 

importance than the perception.” 

Othering thus involves the creation of a world of polarities: a person is either one of us or 

them, welcome or unwelcome. The tendency to envisage a polarised world has been discussed by 

psychodynamic theorists such as Klein (1946), who focuses on the system of representation 

developed as an infant (see also Edwards, 2008). However, “these proclivities in no way diminish 

the role” of the social world’s representations (Joffe, 2007). We should question the social 

contexts in which polarities are created or reinforced: humans should not be theorised as if they 

“stand outside the specific cultures in which they are embedded” (Frosh, 2013). We therefore 

cannot examine Othering in isolation from Britain’s colonial legacy. 

Fanon’s (1952) Black Skin, White Masks provides a fundamental basis for understanding 

the lasting impact of colonisation on the colonised. The Black subject is constructed under the 

white gaze – “a white man’s artefact” – focusing on difference (ibid., see also Frosh, 2013). 

Colonial power is derived from the removal of power from the colonised, just as the process of 

Othering involves “knowing about Others – but (…) never fully acknowledge[ing] these Others 

as thinking and knowledge-producing subjects” (Mbembe, 2016). The Other is the object of the 

gaze, “without agency and voice” (Joffe, 2007). As Spivak (1994) comments, speaking on behalf 

of the oppressed risks reinforcing the inferior position of the subaltern, who “has no history and 

cannot speak.” 

The lack of agency and the focus on the undesirable have led to the dehumanisation of 

migrants in Western society. Rajaram (2002) explores how a “vacuous administrative label” is 

imposed on refugees, whilst Goodfellow (2020) writes that it is “deemed acceptable to treat people 

not as human beings but as problems.” The dehumanisation of migrants in the media receives 

ongoing criticism (Williams, 2015); Vanyoro et al. (2019) comment on the media’s “gaze of 

sympathy” towards a British graduate who witnessed a migrant falling from a plane, rather than 

towards the victim. Critiques are common on the “trauma porn” images and narratives (Sanchez, 

2019) that dehumanise migrants at borders (see also Vasquez, 2019, Ensor, 2016). De Genova 
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(2013) reproaches the “Border Spectacle”; the focus on “illegality” sets a scene of “ostensible 

exclusion”. 

A key text relating the colonial legacy to the UK’s asylum policy is Mayblin’s (2017) 

Asylum After Empire. Through a postcolonial lens, the dehumanisation of asylum-seekers is 

presented as a reflection of the justificatory discourse of colonialism. Other authors draw a link 

between contemporary racist stereotypes and the colonial legacy (Hall, 1997); for Deaux and 

Wiley (2007), “race and legality” dominate the representation of immigrant identities. The media 

may tell stories of happenings beyond our daily existence, but “the stories available are not 

unrestricted”: they are bound by “historical, social and political patterns” (Cieslik and Verkuyten, 

2006).  

Media frames 

 

 Considering the postcolonial perspective, it is unsurprising that studies have identified 

reoccurring frames in the UK’s news media. The majority of studies focus on the representation 

of migrants, rather than exclusively on RAS (see Migration Observatory 2013, 2016, SubScribe 

2016). An important contribution on coverage in other European countries is Butcher and 

Neidhardt’s (2020) identification of three threat frames: health, wealth and identity. Migrant 

Voice (2020) also explores framing in the representation of migrants during the first COVID-19 

wave in the UK: disadvantaged (49.7% of coverage), heroes (20.9%), threats (15.9%) and one of 

us (13.5%). The representation of migrants as undesirable is examined by Berry et al. (2015) in 5 

European countries, concluding that coverage was most negative in the UK. With a focus on RAS 

only, Philo et al. (2013) give a comprehensive overview of UK media samples from 2006-2011, 

while Article19 (2003) and Blumell et al. (2019) highlight negative coverage of asylum. 

 

 Several authors emphasise the importance of language, including the significance of 

referring to RAS as migrants (Berry et al., 2015). In 2015, Al Jazeera opted to use the word 

‘refugee’ as an “attempt to give some [voice] back” to suffering people (Malone, 2015). Language 

used to describe RAS is also powerful: researchers in the linguistics field have used corpus 

analysis to explore discursive constructions. Gabrielatos and Baker (2008) note “nonsensical 

terms” such as ‘illegal refugee’, which may prime the reader “to think of one concept even if the 

other is not present” (see also Maloney, 2007, Migration Observatory, 2016). As Howarth (2011) 

states, “very little may be actually said for racializing stereotypes to be felt”. 
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3. Theoretical framework 

This study will examine the representation of RAS according to the presence of pre-

determined frames, defined based on previous studies [see State of the Matter]. 

 

Refugee: The Refugee Convention (UN, 1951) states that a refugee is someone “unable or 

unwilling to return to their country of origin owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for 

reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion.” 

 

Asylum-seeker: UNHCR (2005) states that an asylum-seeker is “an individual who is seeking 

international protection (…) whose claim has not yet been finally decided on by the country in 

which the claim is submitted.” 

 

Frame: Aukes et al. (2020) define a frame as an “actor’s perspective”; “frames serve as the 

underlying foundations on which narratives are expressed.”  

 

Threat frame: The Threat frame is comprised of four sub-frames. 

1. Threat to Identity frame: RAS undermine/overwhelm the culture/identity of the UK. 

Their values are incompatible with those of the UK. They arrive in the UK like invading 

forces, overpowering the native population. 

2. Threat to Health frame: RAS pose a health risk by transmitting diseases/illness or by 

overwhelming the health system. 

3. Threat to Security frame: RAS are associated with criminality. Too many come to the 

UK, risking the security and sovereignty of the border. 

4. Threat to Wealth frame: RAS are a burden on resources/taxpayers. RAS take the jobs 

of the native population. The asylum system is abused by economic migrants. 

 

Hero frame: RAS, primarily in the public sphere, carry out acts and roles making them heroes in 

eyes of the nation. 

 

Victim/Survivor frame: RAS face/have faced difficulties in their country of origin, on the 

journey to the UK and/or in the UK. The individual is not responsible for their disadvantaged 

situation.  
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Community frame: There is no sense of us and them. RAS belong in the UK and are integral 

parts of the community. 

 

The study explores Othering during a specific time-frame. However, taking a postcolonial 

perspective, its findings should not be considered in isolation from Britain’s colonial legacy. 

 

Othering: Stasziak (2008) defines Othering as “transforming a difference into Otherness so as to 

create an in-group and an out-group.” The identity of the dominant in-group is reinforced through 

the contrasting image of the dominated out-group as undesirable and outside of social norms (Said, 

1978). The Other is constructed under the gaze of the in-group (Frosh, 2013). 

 

Postcolonialism: Elam (2019) defines postcolonial theory as sharing a claim “that the world we 

inhabit is impossible to understand except in relationship to the history of imperialism and 

colonial rule.” 

4. Information goals and hypotheses 
 

The study aims: 

• To explore the representation of RAS in the UK’s online media during the first wave of 

COVID-19. 

• To examine the frames present during the period of analysis. Within the frames, to identify 

trends in themes and discursive techniques. 

• To use these findings to expand our understanding of Othering in the media. 

 

I hypothesise that: 

• There is evidence of Othering in the UK’s online media during the period of analysis. 

• The most common frames are those presenting RAS as undesirable. Within these frames, 

the themes reflect the fears of the population, focusing on health and economic concerns.  

• Frames presenting RAS as undesirable are most common during the peak of the COVID-

19 outbreak, while those presenting a more positive or sympathetic view are less common.  

• RAS’ voices are represented less than those of other people. 
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5. Methodology 
 

The research involved article analysis and three semi-structured interviews to enable 

triangulation.  

 

The article analysis included a quantitative keyword analysis and a qualitative analysis of 

frames and discursive techniques. It examined text of articles in 10 sources from 1 March-31 May 

2020, covering before, during and after the peak of the first COVID-19 wave in the UK [Figure 

1]. Data shows that the population’s fear of COVID-19 increased throughout March and remained 

high during April-May [Figure 2]. The period of analysis also saw a reduction in asylum 

applications [Figure 3]: figures in quarter two of 2020 were the lowest since 2010 (HM 

Government, 2021b). This was primarily due to reduced applications in ports as travel restrictions 

were introduced, while applications in country increased [Figure 4]. A House of Commons 

briefing paper estimates an increase in small boat arrivals, representing 35% of applications in 

quarter two of 2020, compared to 4% in the previous quarter (Sturge, 2021). Asylum decisions 

also decreased [Figure 5]. 

 

The 10 sources were selected using Ofcom’s (2020) categorisation of the top news sites 

and apps for digital reach: BBC News, Daily Mail, The Guardian, The Sun, Express, Sky News, 

Mirror Online, Metro1, The Telegraph, and The Independent. Sister publications and news wires 

were not included. The articles were collected through an online media monitoring tool using a 

Boolean query based on the keywords ‘refugee*’ and ‘asylum*’. The articles were then sorted 

manually, leaving only those focusing on RAS arriving to or being present in the UK. The sample 

included 224 articles. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
1 After a new website launched, 3 articles collected from the Metro could not be accessed. 
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[Figure 1] 

 
Source of data: HM Government (2021a) 

 

[Figure 2] 

 
Source of data: YouGov (2021)  
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[Figure 3] 

 
Source of data: HM Government (2021b)2 

 

[Figure 4] 

 
Source of data: HM Government (2021b) 

 

                                                        
2 Data on asylum applications/decisions concerns main applicants only. 
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[Figure 5] 

 
Source of data: HM Government (2021b)  

 

5.1. Quantitative analysis 
 

 A manual keyword3 search was carried out on each article. Keywords were selected based 

on findings of previous studies [see State of the Matter] and on a sample of articles from March 

2020 to ensure the inclusion of COVID-19-specific keywords. Keywords were categorised 

according to their relevance to the pre-defined frames: Community, Hero, Threat (Identity, Wealth, 

Health, Security), and Victim/Survivor [Annex 1]. Additional keywords [Annex 2] were included 

to answer: 

 

1. Who was represented? 

2. Which terminology was most common among ‘refugee’, ‘asylum-seeker’, ‘migrant’ and 

‘immigrant’? 

 

Keyword analysis has limitations. Keywords are predetermined, imposing a rigidity to the 

study, and can only suggest the presence of certain frames. 

 

                                                        
3  A keyword includes plurals and related nouns/verbs. E.g., the keyword noun ‘crossing’ would include the verb ‘cross’ and its 
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5.2. Qualitative analysis 
 

The main limitations of the keyword analysis were addressed through qualitative analysis. 

Each article was analysed to identify the presence of the pre-determined frames.4 Analysis was 

also carried out to answer: 

 

1. What were the main themes present within each frame?5 

2. Which adjectives were used to qualify ‘refugee(s)’ and ‘asylum-seeker(s)’? 

3. How were statistics used? 

4. Who was quoted? 

5. Was the message of the article advocating for change?6 

6. If the Victim/Survivor frame is present, who is responsible? 

7. Are other discursive techniques identified? 

 

5.3. Expert interviews  
 

 Three semi-structured interviews were carried out remotely with experts to compare the 

findings of the article analysis with perceptions of media coverage [see Annexes 3-6]. The 

interviewees included two academics and one lawyer/non-profit founder. One interviewee had a 

refugee background. 

 

5.4. Limitations 
 

Technical: 

• Ofcom’s categorisation is based on Comscore’s MMX-Platform (Pew Research Center, 

2013). Its methodology’s reliability has been questioned (Zara, 2014) based on the 

combination of modelling and direct measurement, panel data not being representative, 

and media owners controlling tagging (HM Government, 2019). However, Ofcom stated 

in July 2019 that Comscore was the “most comprehensive and accurate source of data on 

consumer behaviour online available to us” (ibid.)  

                                                        
4 The study examined all frames present, regardless of their weight. It did not examine narratives. One article may therefore include 
multiple (contrasting) frames or none of the pre-determined frames. 
5 E.g., within the Threat to Health frame, a theme is ‘COVID-19 transmission’. 
6 Added during the analysis after I identified a trend. 
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• The media monitoring tool has technical limitations, including an inability to pull articles 

from The Sun. These articles were manually collected from searches on The Sun’s website. 

 

Human: 

• There was an element of subjectivity in determining the focal point of articles and in the 

qualitative analysis. To minimise inconsistency, criteria were defined in advance. 

• Keywords were manually searched, leaving room for human error.  

 

Other: 

• The study only examines articles related to RAS arriving to or being present in the UK. 

• In the expert interviews, it was not realistic to explore only the time-frame and sources of 

the article analysis. 

• Some sources were represented more in the sample than others [Annex 7]. Some cover 

asylum topics more frequently, but we must also consider:  

o editorial practices: some sources update articles with new information whereas 

others publish additional articles; 

o type of content: audio-visual content was not examined; 

o terminology: some sources use ‘refugee’ and ‘asylum-seeker’ interchangeably 

with ‘migrant’ or ‘immigrant’. Sources covering the same incident may not be 

equally picked up by the Boolean search. 
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6. Results and discussion 
 

6.1. General observations 
 

The most common frame in the sample (n=224) was the Victim/Survivor frame (n=142), 

followed by the Threat frame (n=85). The Hero frame was the least common (n=27), falling 

behind the Community frame (n=55) [Figure 6]. The presence of each frame changed throughout 

the period of analysis [Figure 7]. In the month of the peak of the COVID-19 outbreak (April 2020), 

the presence of the Threat and Hero frames increased. The Community and Victim/Survivor 

frames decreased. Articles with an Advocating for Change message decreased consistently. 

 

The most common keywords draw attention to the COVID-19 situation, the welfare of 

children and families, and Channel crossings [Image 1] [see Annex 8 for keywords per frame]. 

Keywords related to adult males were more common (56% of keywords specifying gender) than 

those related to adult females (44%). 44% of articles including keywords related to males featured 

a Threat frame, compared to 39% for articles with female-related keywords. In contrast, articles 

including keywords related to females more commonly featured an Advocating for Change 

message [Figure 8]. 

 

[Figure 6] 
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[Figure 7] 

 
 

[Image 1] 
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[Figure 8] 

 
 

Family-related keywords7 may be interpreted as more personal, making the subject more 

relatable than non-family-related keywords 8 . 50% of articles including non-family-related 

keywords featured the Threat frame, compared to 29% of articles containing family-related 
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frame, compared to 3% for non-family-related keywords. [Figure 9] 
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I identified trends for groups of keywords. Most keywords related to the pandemic 

increased significantly between March-April. Apart from ‘testing’, all peaked in April [Figure 10], 

corresponding with the peak in COVID-19 cases [Figure 1]. Keywords related to expense 

increased throughout the period of analysis, except for ‘benefits’, which peaked in April [Figure 

11]. The findings suggest that articles may have reflected increasing health and economic 

concerns. 

 

[Figure 10] 

 
  

[Figure 11] 
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Keywords ‘return’ and ‘go back’ saw an 89% increase in the average number of uses per 

article between March-April, meanwhile ‘deport’ decreased [Figure 12]. Keywords related to the 

legitimacy of asylum claims increased: the use of ‘fail/reject’ and ‘fake/false’ peaked in April, 

while ‘genuine/legitimate’ peaked in May. These findings are interesting considering that asylum 

applications and decisions reduced in quarter two of 2020 [Figures 3, 5].  

 

[Figure 12] 

 
 

Keywords related to crime tended to peak in April, with ‘crime’, ‘gang’ and ‘terrorism’ 

seeing a 273%, 422% and 450% increase between March-April respectively. This suggests an 

increasing representation of RAS as threats. The use of ‘police’ and ‘Border Force’ increased 

throughout [Figure 13]. 
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Notable is the increase in the use of ‘record-breaking’ (or similar), reaching an average of 

0.56 uses per article in May. Keywords describing to the numbers of arrivals (e.g. ‘thousands’) 

peaked in April at 0.73 average uses per article but remained consistently high [Figure 14].  This 

is inconsistent with the reduction in asylum applications [Figure 3]. As discussed in [Section 

6.2.1.1.], the finding reflects an over-representation of Channel crossings in the media. Most other 

keywords suggesting high numbers peaked in March but were less common overall.  

 

[Figure 14]  

 
 

Keywords related to legality featured highly throughout the period of analysis 9 . In 

particular, the use of “illegal” peaked in April at 0.85 average uses per article [Figure 15]. We 

may consider this in the context of negative perceptions of arrivals by small boats [see Section 

6.2.1.1.]. 
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[Figure 15] 

 
 

Keywords related to essential workers increased between March-April, accompanied by 

an increase in the use of ‘NHS’ [Figure 16], suggesting an increased presence of the Hero frame. 

 

[Figure 16] 
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[Figure 17] 

 
 

6.2. Results and discussion per frame 
 

6.2.1. Threat Frame (n= 85) 
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The article analysis confirmed the significant presence of this frame. 38% of the articles featured 
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[Figure 18] 

 
 

[Figure 19] 
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6.2.1.1. Threat to Security (n=73)  
 

Too many 

 

Within the 73 articles that included the Threat to Security frame, 56% included the theme 

of ‘too many’ RAS coming to the UK. All interviewees identified this theme: 

 

“I think the drama is the same if it’s 100 people or 1000 people. (…) they’ll [the media] always find a way 

to dramatize it as long as it’s focused on that immediate event (…), rather than as a complex, long-standing 

problem.” 

academic (sociology) 

 

 The theme was presented in two main ways. Some articles commented explicitly on it, 

often using quotes from political figures such as Home Secretary Priti Patel: “too many are getting 

through” (Duggan, 2020a [The Sun]). Several articles included a quote from former politician 

Nigel Farage, claiming the government hides the number of Channel crossings (Cole, 2020a 

[Daily Mail]). The second technique was the use of multiple statistics accompanied by phrases 

such as “another” or “yet another” (Ridler, 2020 [Daily Mail]), giving the impression of ‘too 

many’. Alongside, I noted keyword trends: ‘record-breaking’ (or similar) appeared on average 

1.37 times per article featuring the ‘too many’ theme, compared to 0.33 times in the full sample. 

The keyword ‘figures’ also featured highly: an average of 1.32 uses per article compared to 0.41 

in the full sample. 

 

 Of the 41 articles with the ‘too many’ theme, 95% related to Channel crossings. This was 

significantly higher than in the full sample: 25% of all articles analysed and 55% of articles with 

any Threat frame focused on Channel crossings. All interviewees agreed that the media over-

represent Channel crossings to portray threats. One interviewee explained the imagery: 

 
“… the image of people (…) coming in numbers on a boat (…) is very powerful. Whereas someone sitting 

in their kitchen on a visit visa, waiting for their refugee application to go through, it’s not very powerful.” 

lawyer/non-profit founder 

 

Representing people crossing the Channel as threats to the UK’s security was enhanced by the 

use of criminalising vocabulary. Two-thirds of all uses of the keyword ‘crackdown’ occurred in 
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articles with the ‘too many’ theme related to Channel crossings. Other examples of criminalising 

language include: 

• The Telegraph quoted Priti Patel: “we are arresting people and we are returning 

people” (Johnson and Hymas, 2020).  

• The Daily Mail described people “caught (…) trying to get into Britain” (Dennett 

et al., 2020) and a change in asylum law as a way to stop “illegal migrants sneaking 

into” the UK (Barrett, 2020a). 

 

All interviewees acknowledged language’s potential to reinforce negative stereotypes: 

 
“Language is one of the most dangerous tools, (…) you can cause a lot of damage and that’s what the 

media has done over the past few years. (…)  [T]he pandemic came with its own challenges (…), people 

were even more scared (…). So, even people who were probably a bit more neutral before (…), [the media] 

could influence the way they think about refugees.” 

academic (intercultural studies/languages) 

 

Language used to describe the number of RAS is important. In articles with the ‘too many’ theme 

and focusing on the Channel crossings: 

• 15% included superlatives relating to the number of arrivals. An article in the Daily Mail 

mentioned three times that the number of crossings was the “highest monthly figure ever 

recorded” (Robinson (J), 2020). 

• 10% mentioned a “spike”, 10% mentioned a “surge”, and 5% mentioned an “influx.” 

 

This type of language links to the use of statistics. 90% of articles including the ‘too many’ 

theme used statistics; 88% did so either without stating the source or stating that the figures were 

not confirmed. This contradicted the ethical journalism practices highlighted by one interviewee:  

 
“There are two points that should be focused on when using statistics. One is (…) making clear the source, 

evaluating the source and providing information about that source. The other point is balancing statistics 

(…) with context which shows the human element…” 

lawyer/non-profit founder 

 

The article analysis also supports the latter statement: only 27% of articles using statistics with 

the ‘too many’ theme featured a Victim/Survivor frame. Only 31% of articles featuring any Threat 
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frame included the Victim/Survivor frame, suggesting a limited exploration of the human 

experience and humanitarian circumstances when presenting RAS as threats. 

 

Smuggling/ Trafficking 

 

 The theme of ‘smuggling/trafficking’ – described as “associated criminality” in a quote 

from the Home Office (Hymas, 2020b [The Telegraph]) – was not mentioned by the interviewees 

but was identified in 43% of articles with the Threat to Security frame. Despite the differences 

between smuggling and trafficking, the words were frequently used interchangeably. Often, 

stronger border control was presented as a way to reduce the power of smuggling gangs. An article 

in the Daily Mail quoted a Tory MP: “Today’s brazen illegal crossings (…) is another reminder 

why firm action is needed to stop the ruthless smuggling gangs” (Weston, 2020b). 

 

Most exploration of why RAS resort to using smugglers was one-sided. An article by 

former Australian Prime Minister Tony Abbott (2020 [The Telegraph]) links the “business model 

for people smugglers” to the UK’s “unwillingness” to turn people away. Another Telegraph article 

presents Priti Patel’s plan to return asylum-seekers to France as a means to “end people trafficking” 

(Hymas, 2020c). There was an overall lack of exploration of the potential role of hostile 

environment policies in driving smuggling. The link was recognised in a limited number of 

articles (e.g. Busby, 2020 [The Guardian]), often presented as quotes from charities. I will explore 

the link between attribution of responsibility and Othering in [Section 6.2.3.]. 

 

Illegality 

 

 Discussions about entries being “illegal” were common in articles with the Threat to 

Security frame, which included 84% of the total uses of “illegal”. All interviewees agreed that the 

repetitive use of words related to illegality contributed to negative stereotypes of RAS, linking it 

to dehumanisation of RAS in the Othering process: 

 

“…the use of the word ‘illegal’ (…) is very dangerous. (…) I think probably (…) it was one of the reasons 

I wasn’t very comfortable saying that I was a refugee. I felt that it took away from my achievements and 

my (…) humanity.” 

academic (intercultural studies/languages) 
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One interviewee highlighted how this may be a strategy to limit the depth of humanising 

discussions about RAS:  

 
“I think it’s a really clever discursive strategy of starting from the position in which you are talking about 

people who are automatically suspect. (…) People who are advocating for RAS aren’t then able to start 

talking in complex terms about what’s going on because you’ve already started with this extreme, 

simplistic representation.” 

academic (sociology) 

 

86% of articles with the Threat to Security frame and featuring the use of “illegal” were related 

to Channel crossings, suggesting that discussions regarding illegality centred on people arriving 

in small boats. 
 

Crime  
 

 Coverage of crimes committed by RAS was also a theme within the Threat to Security 

frame. I identified 14 articles related to terrorist activities, including 10 about Abdel-Majed Abdel 

Bary, a rapper arrested on suspicion of fighting for the Islamic State. The articles highlight that 

Bary came to the UK as a child after his father applied for political asylum (Sky News, 2020, 

Dearden, 2020a [The Independent]), but this was presented as contextual information and not as 

central to the story. Coverage of the trial of two ISIS supporters showed similar trends (Dearden, 

2020b [The Independent], Murphy-Bates, 2020 [Daily Mail]). 

 

 In contrast, a Daily Mail article foregrounded the background of Fatah Mohammed 

Abdullah, who pled guilty to acts of terrorism: 

 

[Image 2] 

 
Source: Wright (2020 [Daily Mail]) 

 

I found similar examples of a refugee or asylum-seeker background presented as central to crime 

coverage in other Daily Mail articles. The foregrounding of this information, particularly by 
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including it in the headline or first paragraph [Image 3], may be seen to reinforce negative 

stereotypes. 

 

[Image 3] 

 
Source: Gallagher (2020 [Daily Mail])  

 

6.2.1.2. Threat to Wealth (n=35)  
 

Abuse of asylum system 

 

 Of the 35 articles featuring the Threat to Wealth frame, 20 mentioned abuse of the asylum 

system. The Telegraph claimed that Britain had become a “magnet” for asylum-seekers (Hymas, 

2020a). Several articles stepped further into the concept of legitimacy by highlighting asylum 

claims not being ‘genuine’. A quote from Priti Patel addressing “vexatious claims” (Duggan, 

2020a [The Sun]) was frequently featured.  A source quoted in three Daily Mail articles highlights 

that “the Government wants to get into a position where asylum claimants cannot continually 

change their story (…).” (Ridler, 2020). All interviewees viewed the focus on legitimacy 

negatively: 

 

“Attaching these qualifiers like genuine or legitimate asylum-seeker, that’s nonsense. (…) Even saying 

‘genuine’ implies that other people have lied…” 

lawyer/non-profit founder 

 

In the article analysis, the most common type of adjective qualifying ‘refugee’ or ‘asylum-seeker’ 

was those denoting the country of origin, followed by ‘child’ (or similar). I did identify seven 

appearances of ‘legitimate’, ‘genuine’ or ‘bogus’ as the qualifying adjective and 15 appearances 

of ‘failed’ or ‘refused’ [Annex 9]. 
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Channel operations 

 

The second most common theme was the cost of Border Force operations in the Channel, 

including: 

• The Daily Mail explained: “Mrs Patel’s plan would also see the British taxpayer 

funding more patrols on the French coast” (Barrett, 2020b); 

• The Telegraph stated that Britain has already provided £50 million to help “beef 

up security in France” (Hymas, 2020c). 

 

The focus on cost could reflect an absence of sympathy for the humanitarian situation, reinforcing 

the concept of us and them:   

 

“the (…)  frames (…) are always on a dehumanising footing. (…), they are primed to be working on the 

assumption of lying and cheating (…), rather than coming from a humanitarian perspective of sympathy.” 

academic (sociology) 

 

Conflation of terms 

 

Two interviewees highlighted the theme of a threat to British jobs, but I did not find this 

theme in the sample. However, the Threat to Wealth frame is linked to the conflation of RAS with 

economic migrants, mentioned by two interviewees. Despite the study focusing on RAS, the most 

common keyword in the full sample was ‘migrant’, appearing an average of 4.86 times per article 

compared to 2.73 times for ‘refugee’, 1.40 times for ‘asylum-seeker’, and 0.17 times for 

‘immigrant’ [Annex 10]. ‘Migrant’ was concentrated in articles with a Threat frame, reaching 

21.53 average uses per article with a Threat to Health frame (14.49 for Threat to Wealth). 

‘Refugee’ was more common in articles with frames portraying RAS more positively (Hero and 

Community frames, as well as the Advocating for Change message). 

 

 I identified clear examples of the conflation of terms in the Express. For instance, the 

tightening of asylum law was presented as addressing the negative “effects of mass migration” 

(Bet, 2020). One interviewee provided a postcolonial perspective, highlighting links with 

Othering: 
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“At their inception, human rights were a legal architecture designed for white Western people essentially 

and there was never an intention that they would be inclusive. (…) It shouldn’t really be a surprise to us 

that when people started seeking asylum from (…) Eritrea and Iraq and Afghanistan, etcetera, there was 

a total rejection of the idea that these people could be refugees. They must be economic migrants.”  

academic (sociology) 

 

 

6.2.1.3. Threat to Health (n=19) 
 

COVID-19 transmission 

 

 All 19 articles featuring the Threat to Health frame related to COVID-19 transmission. 

The keyword ‘COVID/Coronavirus’ appeared on average 7.7 times per article featuring this frame. 

In all but one article, the Channel crossings were the primary focus; ‘crossing’ and ‘Border Force’ 

were the second and fourth most common keywords. Two interviewees discussed this frame in 

relation to Othering: 
 

“Some of the first migration controls were of coloured seamen, people thinking that (…) they were 

infectious (…). Only certain people’s bodies seem to be risky in those ways. (…) And it’s the same for 

COVID. Many people were arriving into Heathrow at the height of the pandemic, so it’s a joke.” 

academic (sociology) 

 

 Many of the discussions revolved around the (lack of) COVID-19 testing of people 

crossing the Channel. The idea of the threat was evident in alarmist headlines, including: 

• Border Force intercepts 130 migrants in a week at sea and NONE are being tested for 

coronavirus despite Covid scare in French camps (…) (Jewers, 2020 [Daily Mail]) 

• MIGRANT RISK: Thousands of migrants who may have been exposed to coronavirus 

will be quarantined in hotels across UK (Hammond and Wells, 2020 [The Sun]) 

 

The above article from The Sun is the only article to present a specific case of COVID-19 

symptoms, although it is not clear whether the person is a refugee/asylum-seeker. All the other 

articles focus on a generalised fear of the health threat. One article in the Daily Mail highlights 

that refugee camps in France are “stricken by coronavirus” but provides no evidence thereof; the 

claim is later watered down to “fears of a coronavirus outbreak” (Bracchi, 2020).  
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 Significantly, only six articles featuring this frame also explored the impact of COVID-19 

on RAS; the majority did not consider that RAS could be victims of COVID-19. We may draw 

on the idea of one interviewee that the suffering of certain groups is considered more “tolerable” 

than that of others (academic, sociology). The focus on the risk to the native population thus 

appears to reflect a prioritisation of the needs of the in-group.  

 

6.2.1.4. Threat to Identity (n=13) 

 
Incompatible culture 

 

Despite being highlighted by two interviewees, the Threat to Identity was the least 

common Threat frame. I found no articles related to the threat of different languages or cultural 

garments. Regarding RAS already present in the UK, there was no evidence of a generalised threat 

to British culture: articles focused on specific incidents.  

 

One interviewee highlighted “scaremongering propaganda” based on religion (academic, 

intercultural studies/languages). I did not find evidence of religion used as the basis of the Threat 

to Identity frame but I did identify cultural practices presented as a threat to British values. Two 

Daily Mail articles covered the murder of Banaz Mahmod, whose killers were previously granted 

political asylum in the UK. Honour killings were portrayed as a cultural component of the Kurdish 

community in London: “backward-looking, rigidly patriarchal sectors of society” (Rennell, 2020a 

[Daily Mail]). We may consider one interviewee’s comments that RAS’ crimes are presented as 

culturally representative in order to “spread fear” about a threat to British values (academic, 

intercultural studies/languages). However, more analysis is needed of the coverage of crimes by 

people of different backgrounds to determine this. 

 

 In contrast to articles concerning RAS in the UK, articles covering arrivals did represent 

a generalised threat to the ‘British way of life’. Over half focused on Channel crossings. An 

opinion piece in the Telegraph refers to cultural incompatibility: "large influxes of very different 

newcomers (…) change a country’s character" (Abbott, 2020 [The Telegraph]). Other articles 

presented the idea of RAS ‘invading’ the UK. The keyword ‘invasion’ appeared eight times as 

part of a quote from Nigel Farage. I also noted imagery, sometimes war-like, presenting RAS as 

an unstoppable force. The Daily Mail stated that border patrols were “powerless” to stop boats 

coming (Cole, 2020a) and described crossings as “the new Battle of Hastings” (Bracchi, 2020). 
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Lack of morals 

 

 I identified 4 articles with the theme of RAS lacking morals; 3 related to the trial of Rob 

Lawrie. All described the ex-soldier as a victim and highlighted that he was misled into smuggling 

a girl into the UK: 

 

[Image 4] 

 
Source: Enoch (2020 [Daily Mail]) 
 

6.2.2. Hero frame (n=27) 
 

 The Hero frame provides an opportunity to highlight the contributions of RAS. The 

positive potential was highlighted by two interviewees: 

 
“I do think there is a power in those individuals who are very articulate and (…) able to interrupt the 

conversation, those who are given opportunities to have a voice.” 

academic (sociology) 

 

“I think it’s important to showcase that refugees are doctors, they are doing things which save lives, (…) 

to dispel stereotypes.” 

lawyer/non-profit founder 

 

The Hero frame was centred around COVID-19: 89% of the articles related to NHS frontline 

workers during the pandemic. Coverage of Hassan Akkad’s work as a hospital cleaner was 

widespread. In all articles covering Akkad, his background as a refugee is foregrounded:  
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[Image 5] 

 
Source: Duggan (2020b [The Sun]) 

 

All articles present Akkad’s background positively. This is interesting as several articles explore 

how Akkad used a fake passport to fly into Heathrow after failed attempts to enter the UK in 

lorries. While the same source may denounce the irregularity of entry of Channel crossings, here 

it is presented as proof of Akkad’s determination (Robinson (M), 2020). 

 

Whilst the Hero frame may dispel stereotypes, these double standards lead us to ask if it 

may also reinforce Othering. All interviewees highlighted the problematic side of the frame, in 

which people become worthy of protection and accepted as ‘human’ if they provide an 

outstanding contribution to the host country: 

 
“I think there’s a danger of getting locked into the state discourse where RAS have to be all the time more 

awesome than citizens. Performing this particular kind of liberal capitalist citizenship where they are such 

outstanding individuals that “we will have you then.” 

academic (sociology) 

 
“It’s not because we deserve something or we want them [RAS] to prove themselves to us, (…) they need 

to be encouraged to live the best version of their life (…) only because that’s how it should be for every 

human being.” 

academic (intercultural studies/linguistics) 

 

The idea of “giving back” (Corbishley, 2020b [Metro]) or saying “thanks” (Robinson (M), 2020 

[Daily Mail]) to the country granting asylum featured in many articles covering the work of Akkad 

and refugee doctors. A refugee doctor wrote a first-person account in the Metro (2020) about 

being “desperate to give something back.”  

 

The work of RAS featured in these articles is highly commendable and I by no means 

suggest that these acts should not be covered by the media. However, it is important to highlight 

the lack of balance with positive coverage of RAS along the spectrum of abilities and 

achievements. As all the interviewees highlighted, featuring only the most outstanding RAS in a 
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positive light may introduce the idea of deserving and undeserving RAS. There is therefore a 

potential for dehumanisation when this balance is not found: 

 
“There’s no narrative in which these people are normal, average people (…). There’s a sense of being 

primed already to think of them (…) not as fully human. (…) They [RAS] might be nice and lovely, 

hardworking and have medical degrees, or they might be flawed and have mental problems and bouts of 

jealousy, lying and selfishness, as normal human beings in the spectrum of humanity.” 

 academic (sociology) 

 

A more humanising approach may therefore be the positive representation of a variety of RAS: 

 
“…counteract it by showing other refugees (…): this is a mother of 5 who fled her country (…), rather 

than (…) thinking about the typical aspects of what we think is a hero (…)” 

lawyer/non-profit founder 

 

 

6.2.3. Victim/Survivor frame (n=142) 
 

 The Victim/Survivor frame, identified in 142 articles, has the positive potential to 

humanise coverage by drawing attention to the context of situations involving RAS. It is 

encouraging that this was the most common frame. 

 

[Figure 20] 
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Country of origin/on the journey 

 

 78 articles included a Victim/Survivor frame related to the country of origin or journey to 

the UK, of which 24 related to Channel crossings. Themes included evictions (Bulman and 

Tidman, 2020) and poor conditions faced in refugee camps in Calais, which the Daily Mail (Wood, 

2020) and the Guardian highlighted as driving people to make dangerous crossings: 

 

[Image 6] 

 
Source: Taylor and Willsher (2020 [The Guardian]) 

  

A less positive sign is that the majority (73%) of the articles about Channel crossings 

featuring a Victim/Survivor frame also featured a Threat frame. An interesting example is found 

in the BBC (2020), which describes the “extremely vulnerable” situations of refugees in Calais 

and details the risk they present to Border Force workers. The combination of frames could reflect 

the process of dehumanisation highlighted by one interviewee: 

 
“Across all these things (…) is this framework of humanity that means that the suffering of some people is 

more tolerable than the suffering of others (…). It’s not new in the context of 500 years of colonialism, but 

it’s a new deployment of those kinds of dehumanising logics.” 

academic (sociology) 

 

The interviewee highlights the concept of “a pretend balanced discussion” in the media, which 

prevents debate about the complex situations of RAS: 

 
“Even where they give the impression that they’re getting a sort of balanced perspective, it was all always 

already along the terms of the threat (…), a false concern about people. (…) the conversation would never 

be about focusing on them [RAS] and their rights (…)” 

academic (sociology) 

 

The article analysis did raise questions about the prioritisation of the Victim/Survivor frame. In 

some articles, including several in the Daily Mail (Wood, 2020, Boyle, 2020, Weston, 2020a), the 

Victim/Survivor frame was introduced at the end of the article after the Threat frame was 
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established. Thus, although the Victim/Survivor frame was the most common, the observations 

bring us to question its relative power. More investigation is needed to determine this.  

 

I did also note that the majority of articles highlighted difficulties on the journey to the 

UK, rather than in the country of origin. I identified only two articles in which exploring the 

reasons why refugees already settled in the UK had left their countries of origin was the main 

theme. Both articles covered one specific refugee (Wharton, 2020 [Metro], Hans, 2020 [Express]). 

This trend was identified by two interviewees: 

 
“You find [explanations of why people leave their country of origin] every now and again, but (…) mostly 

when [the media] talk about one person, they select a refugee and they tell their story (…) they lose sight 

of the other thousands of refugees (…), they (…)  forget the before and there’s more about the journey and 

the after.” 

academic (intercultural studies/linguistics) 

 

An exception to this trend was seen in coverage of the potential arrival of asylum-seekers 

from Hong Kong. All five articles covering the story explored Hong Kong’s security situation. 

Only 1 article included a Threat frame; most presented the potential arrivals only positively: 

• “Britain ready to welcome Hong Kong refugees” (Maddox and Giannangeli, 2020 

[Express]). 

• “…our people, our issue.” (Kilcoyne, 2020 [The Telegraph]). 

 

Although the media presented a moral obligation to protect people from Hong Kong, there 

was little attribution of responsibility when it came to situations of difficulty occurring before 

arriving in the UK. In 21% of the articles exploring these difficulties, the UK government was 

seen as partly or wholly to blame for situations of suffering (e.g., halting family 

reunification/resettlement); 14% placed responsibility on foreign governments or leaders. Besides 

one article attributing blame to traffickers, the rest did not include any clear attribution of 

responsibility. This trend was identified by one interviewee as a reflection of us and them:  

 
“It’s rare to see much coverage (…) that really gets into the complexity of the debates. (…) there’s a 

readiness to see tragedies happening to people of colour who are seeking asylum (…) not as a terrible 

tragedy but something either that is their appropriate place in the world (…) but also in some way their 

own fault.” 

academic (sociology) 
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I did identify one group that frequently appeared in the Victim/Survivor frame concerning 

situations before arrival in the UK and that was consistently presented as deserving of protection: 

unaccompanied children. Topics included family reunification flights (Hope, 2020 [Sky News]) 

and calls for more resettlement (Churchill, 2020a [Daily Mail]). Only 3 of the 18 articles also 

presented a Threat frame, but none suggested that the children should not be protected. One 

interviewee linked this coverage with the idea of rescuing pure victims: 
 

“They’re [the media] okay with proper, pure victims. (…) Pure victims in all the ways we would hope, like 

children are ideal (…). The logic is that some people who are victims should be allowed to have refugee 

status because we’re so kind and it’s just that we want to protect against all these (…) bogus people (…). 

That’s how we are (…) moral and rational.” 

academic (sociology) 

  

Thus, although the Victim/Survivor frame contributes to providing much-needed context, the 

frame is complex. We must consider that some victims are presented as worthy of protection 

whereas others, although their suffering is acknowledged, are not. 

 

In the UK 

 

 Discussions about disadvantaged situations in the UK featured in 98 articles with the 

Victim/Survivor frame. The main theme was the living conditions and support of asylum-seekers. 

The Guardian (Batty, 2020) and the Independent (Bulman, 2020a) ran stories on asylum-seekers 

unable to social distance in Home Office accommodation. The Independent explored the Home 

Office’s failure to protect asylum-seekers’ mental health:  

 

[Image 7] 

 
Source: Bulman, (11 May 2020b [The Independent])  

 

 Although one interviewee mentioned a lack of exploration of the “systemic problems that 

underpin poverty and social equality” (lawyer/non-profit founder), I found evidence of the media 

exploring the impacts of hostile environment policies on RAS in the UK. In contrast to the 



 40 

portrayal of suffering before reaching the UK, over half of the articles (n=56) exploring 

difficulties in the UK suggested that the UK government was partly or wholly responsible. Most 

articles explored the impact of COVID-19 on RAS, including conditions in detention centres 

(Bulman, 2020c [The Independent]) and low allowances (Hockaday, 2020 [Metro]). Another 

positive sign is that 58% of the articles related to difficulties in the UK had an Advocating for 

Change message.  

 

[Image 8] 

 
Source: Burke (2020 [Mirror]) 

 

 However, in line with the comments of one interviewee, discussions were limited to the 

role of the government and mainly failed to consider a whole-of society-approach. Only three 

articles explored prejudice (e.g. Knight, 2020 [Mirror]). Discussions about the responsibility of 

wider society were thus largely absent. 

 

Agency 

 

 As two interviewees highlighted, the Victim/Survivor frame has the potential to humanise 

the debate by providing context but it may become dehumanising by presenting an over-simplistic 

view of RAS as helpless victims. 

 
“I think there is a[n] (…) inherent view that results in two things: either the hostility we see (…) or the 

white saviour. (..) [the latter] actually it’s just reinforcing the power dynamic (…), there is this patronising 

element (…)” 

lawyer/non-profit founder 

 
“They can be a victim. It doesn’t (…) make them any less human, but I think (…) sometimes the words that 

are used (…) take away from someone’s humanity.” 

academic (intercultural studies/linguistics) 

 

Two interviewees suggested that a means to address the uneven power dynamic would be to 

increase the representation of RAS’ voices in the media, encouraging agency. 
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“Ethical storytelling: getting that balance of conveying what needs to be conveyed but also respecting the 

individual (…). Paradoxically, sometimes trying to represent “look at these people, isn’t this awful”, it’s 

actually more dehumanising (…). One of the things that is key is ensuring that power is placed with the 

individual.”  

lawyer/non-profit founder 

 

The article analysis confirmed a lack of representation of RAS’ voices in the full sample 

[see Annex 11]. 50% of articles featuring the Victim/Survivor frame featured a quote from RAS. 

This was significantly higher than in the full sample, where only 38% featured RAS’ voices. There 

were major disparities across the frames. I found no examples of quotes from RAS in articles 

featuring a Threat frame, despite these articles representing 38% of the sample. RAS were thus 

excluded from the debate in articles presenting them most negatively. Charities were heard in 25% 

of the articles with a Threat frame, while government representatives/politicians were quoted in 

55%. In contrast, 96% of articles with the Hero frame included RAS’ voices.  

 

The findings raise questions about whose voices are given a platform; it is concerning that 

RAS’ voices are most common when highlighting those contributing exceptionally to society. In 

the whole sample, 44% of RAS’ voices were of people often in the public eye (Lord Dubs, Rita 

Ora and Hassan Akkad) or from the family of Aya Hachem, who lost her life in the UK. Despite 

RAS being prominently covered in the UK media, the majority of RAS are not given opportunities 

to speak.  

 

All quotes from charities were supportive of RAS. They were the least common in articles 

with a Hero frame, likely due to the voices of RAS being more widely represented. One 

interviewee highlighted the trend in which RAS are spoken about but are not given opportunities 

to speak for themselves, suggesting that this practice reinforces the inferior position of the out-

group. 
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6.2.4. Community frame (n=55) 

 
 While the Victim/Survivor and Hero frames may be double-edged swords, the Community 

frame provides the clearest opportunity to eradicate the distinction between us and them. Its 

presence in 55 articles was, therefore, a positive contrast to the evidence of Othering.  

 
“I think highlighting good stories, people who are thriving in our community and people who need more 

help in our community, so people can see the plethora of different experiences.” 

lawyer/non-profit founder 

 

Part of the community 

 

 I identified 35 articles highlighting RAS (or their descendants) as integral to the 

community. Six articles explored the involvement of RAS in arts and sports. The BBC stated that 

painter Karel Lek "arrived as a child, and made Wales truly his home" (Thomas, 2020). Two 

articles explored the experiences of people hosting RAS, focusing on all people being a member 

of the same community: “Refugees are no different from us – they are simply people who have 

had their lives turned upside down by circumstances outside of their control” (Townsend, 2020 

[Metro]). 

 

 Apart from articles featuring both Hero and Community frames, the achievements of RAS 

and their descendants were celebrated without a primary focus on ‘giving back’. An example 

includes profiles of Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab. The Telegraph highlighted Raab’s family 

background but presented it as a factor making him a better leader (Jones, 2020). 

 

 I identified 13 articles related to the death of Aya Hachem. Several sources demonstrated 

outrage at Aya’s death, particularly as she had come to the UK to seek safety.  

 

[Image 9] 

 
Source: Middleton (2020 [Metro]) 
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However, one interviewee highlighted that the Community frame is complex: 

 
“It just makes me think: so, ‘they’ become one of ‘us’ after they’re dead? What about when they were 

living? (..) I feel frustrated more than anything. (…) But obviously (…) it’s good to start seeing things 

happening (…). And it gives me hope, but I also hope that (…) individuals will be celebrated during their 

lives…” 

academic (intercultural studies/languages) 

 

Although 35 articles presented RAS as part of the community, only 18 related to living people. 

 

Advancement of rights 

 

 A theme present in 13 articles was the celebration of improved rights or situations of RAS, 

demonstrating a wider sense of community. Examples include positive coverage of the halt on 

evictions of RAS during the pandemic (Walawalkar, 2020 [The Guardian]) and of family 

reunification flights arriving in the UK: 

• The Guardian stated that “finally, at last”, “vulnerable” people would be brought to the 

UK (Smith, 2020); 

• The Daily Mail celebrated that their exposé contributed to the recommencement of family 

reunion flights (Churchill, 2020a). 

 

All six articles covering the arrival of reunification flights presented RAS as belonging in the UK.  

 

 However, the theme of improving the rights and situations of RAS demonstrates how 

difficult it can be to identify the Community frame, which could be one reason that the frame was 

the least explored by the interviewees. One interviewee suggested that as long as the distinction 

between RAS and other people in the UK remains, the Community frame is not fully achieved 

because labelling people reinforces the concept of difference. It could therefore be suggested that 

celebrating the improvement of rights of a particular group also implies recognition of a 

delineation between groups.  

 
“I guess probably it should start by (…) maybe we should stop using ‘us’. You know, the minute you say 

‘we’, it means that there are ‘them’, even if you don’t use ‘them’. Maybe [we should be] focusing on the 

human rather than on using labels.” 

academic (intercultural studies/languages) 
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We must take into consideration that articles discussing RAS without highlighting their 

background were not analysed in the study. Moveover, I suggest that, as all interviewees 

highlighted, the uneven power relations that come with labelling is primarily due to the politically 

charged nature of the terms ‘refugee’ and asylum-seeker.’ 

 
“A lot else needs to happen before this can happen [stop thinking in terms of us and them], a lot has been 

ingrained. (…) it’s become part of our socio-political life, that needs to change before.” 

academic (intercultural studies/languages) 

 

Thus, to truly advance a Community frame approach and undermine Othering, we must think 

about a whole-of-society, structural change to reduce negative perspectives of RAS. If this is 

achieved, emphasising the background of RAS would not by itself contribute to Othering as the 

terms would not have negative connotations. 

 

6.2.5. Advocating for change message (n=74) 
 

 The study examined pre-determined frames but I also identified a frequent message: 

Advocating for Change. This should not be seen as a separate frame, but a message that arises 

from articles presenting the Victim/Survivor frame: a point mid-way to the Community frame. 

For instance, while the Community frame celebrates achievements in the progression of RAS’ 

rights, the Advocating for Change message suggests that RAS are not yet accepted as part of the 

community but that they should be. Examples of articles with this message include: 

• Calls for higher allowance for asylum-seekers during lockdown (Hockaday, 2020 [Metro]);  

• Human rights in focus ‘All I think of is my brother’: UK refugee family reunions disrupted 

by Covid-19 (Grant, 2020 [The Guardian]). 

 

67% of uses of the keyword “rights” occurred within articles with this message. One 

interviewee explored how the rights discourse can be used to undermine the process of Othering: 

 
“Just a basic level of humanity becomes really difficult when that [threat] frame is in place in all 

conversations. As critical as I am of the human rights discourse (…), I think that’s the only ready-to-hand 

discourse we have to draw on (…), to talk in legal terms about the rights that they should have access to.” 

academic (sociology) 
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7. Conclusions 
 

 The study demonstrated differences in the presence of frames during the UK’s first 

COVID-19 wave. During the month of the peak, there was an increase in frames presenting RAS 

as undesirable: Threat frames were present in 47% of articles in April 2020. Two of the frames 

presenting RAS more sympathetically or positively decreased in the month of the peak 

(Victim/Survivor, Community), while the Hero frame increased. The high usage of COVID-19-

related keywords suggests that coverage was aligned with the health concerns of the population; 

all articles with the Threat to Health frame related to COVID-19 transmission. Meanwhile, the 

Threat to Wealth frame was increasingly present throughout the period of analysis, but these 

articles did not explore economic crisis.  

 

 Despite the potential health and economic concerns of the population, the most common 

Threat frame was the Threat to Security. 56% of articles with this frame featured the theme of 

‘too many’ RAS, focusing on the Channel crossings. Given that there was a decrease in asylum 

applications during quarter two of 2020, this raises questions about how significant numbers are, 

compared to the type of entry. The focus on legality of entry suggests a rejection of the 

humanitarian situation and limits complex discussions about RAS that may humanise coverage.   

 

 Moreover, the reduction in the Victim/Survivor frame suggests that discussions were less 

oriented towards RAS’ suffering during the month of the peak. The frame was also absent in the 

majority of articles using statistics to support the ‘too many’ theme: a lost opportunity to explore 

the human experience behind the numbers. A lack of attribution of responsibility for suffering 

outside of the UK and on the journey to the UK may also serve to reinforce the distinction between 

us and them, suggesting that the suffering of some is more tolerable than the suffering of others. 

 

 We should not underestimate the power of language. Certain linguistic trends were 

identified which may contribute to and shape the process of Othering. This includes the less 

common use of family-related keywords in articles with Threat frames and the foregrounding of 

RAS backgrounds in some articles covering crime. The conflation of terms is also problematic: 

the use of ‘migrant’ was high in articles with the Threat frame, while ‘refugee’ was more common 

in the more positive Hero and Community frames.  
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 Language can be used for good and there were positive signs. The focus on rights in 

articles advocating for change may serve as a means to move the debate away from the Threat 

frame towards legal entitlements. The presence of the Community frame in 25% of articles was 

also positive, having the potential to reflect on the wider sense of community, but it was the second 

least common frame.  

 

 It became clear that we must always challenge our perceptions. Some frames which appear 

to positively represent RAS have complexities that may contribute to the process of Othering. The 

Hero frame, providing the opportunity to dispel stereotypes, was the only frame providing positive 

representations of RAS that increased during April 2020. However, if the Hero frame is not 

balanced by positive portrayals of RAS across the spectrum of humanity, it may reinforce 

dehumanisation.  

 

 It is therefore important that we do not become complacent with the glimmers of positivity 

provided by frames such as the Community and Hero frames and the presence of the Advocating 

for Change message. For these frames and messages to have an impact, we must take efforts to 

reduce the risk that Othering becomes further entrenched in media representations. We must 

consciously and continuously challenge coverage and its implications on the perceived humanity 

of RAS. I recommend prioritising the following: 

 

• Articles including a Threat frame should provide a balanced discussion including the 

voices of RAS and explorations of complex realities going beyond briefly stating the 

difficulties experienced by RAS. Exploring the Victim/Survivor frame should not 

primarily be ‘the other side’ of the argument.  

• Coverage of stories falling under the Hero frame should be balanced with positive, 

humanising coverage of diverse experiences of RAS. 

• RAS should be given opportunities to speak in a wide variety of circumstances. Speaking 

on behalf of RAS should not be the norm. 

• Responsible use of statistics should be encouraged, including specifying sources.  

• Foregrounding refugee or asylum-seeker backgrounds of subjects in the media should be 

done with extreme caution, particularly when related to themes like criminality. 

 

An important next step for research would be to explore the effect of the media messages 

identified in the study on the views of the public. Which frames had long-lasting impacts? Did 
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people’s perceptions towards RAS change during the pandemic or were their subconscious values 

validated? The labelling of RAS is ultimately problematic due to the stigmatisation of RAS in 

society: the terms ‘refugee’ and ‘asylum-seeker’ have negative connotations. We therefore cannot 

isolate the process of Othering in the media from the process of Othering in other societal and 

political institutions. Meaningful change can only be achieved if we consider a whole-of-society, 

structural approach that addresses systemic discrimination and inequality. 
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Annexes 
 

1. Keyword analysis: results per frame 
 

The tables below present the results of the quantitative keyword analysis, according to the specific 

frames to which the keywords may be related. All averages are rounded to two decimal places. 

 

[Table 1] Keywords that may be associated with the Threat to Health frame 

Keyword Number of uses 

in full sample 

(n=224) 

Average 

number of uses 

per 1 article in 

March (sample 

n=47) 

Average 

number of uses 

per 1 article in 

April (sample 

n=74) 

Average 

number of uses 

per 1 article in 

May (sample 

n=103) 

COVID-19 648 2.89 (n=136) 3.32 (n=246) 2.58 (n=266) 

health 292 0.96 (n=45) 1.18 (n=87) 1.55 (n=160)  

pandemic 211 0.53 (n=25) 1.08 (n=80) 1.03 (n=106) 

lockdown  187 0.45 (n=21) 1.03 (n=76) 0.87 (n=90) 

testing 117 0.70 (n=33) 0.35 (n=26) 0.56 (n=58) 

mask  75 0.36 (n=17) 0.57 (n=42) 0.16 (n=16) 

symptoms 75 0.23 (n=11) 0.49 (n=36) 0.27 (n=28) 

social 

distancing 

57 0.21 (n=10) 0.28 (n=21) 0.25 (n=26) 

healthcare 52 0.19 (n=9) 0.09 (n=7) 0.35 (n=36) 

quarantine 38 0.06 (n=3) 0.20 (n=15) 0.19 (n=20) 

infection 33 0.13 (n=6) 0.16 (n=12) 0.15 (n=15) 

hygiene 7 0.06 (n=3) 0 0.04 (n=4) 
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[Table 2] Keywords that may be associated with the Threat to Identity frame 

Keyword Number of uses 

in full sample 

(n=224) 

Average 

number of uses 

per 1 article in 

March (sample 

n=47) 

Average 

number of uses 

per 1 article in 

April (sample 

n=74) 

Average 

number of uses 

per 1 article in 

May (sample 

n=103) 

language 43 0.47 (n=22) 0.14 (n=10) 0.11 (n=11) 

culture 27 0.17 (n=8) 0.18 (n=13) 0.06 (n=6) 

morals 16 0 0.04 (n=3) 0.13 (n=13) 

Muslim 15 0.02 (n=1) 0.09 (n=7) 0.07 (n=7) 

invasion 10 0.02 (n=1) 0.01 (n=1) 0.08 (n=8) 

tradition 8 0.02 (n=1) 0.07 (n=5) 0.02 (n=2) 

religion 8 0.04 (n=2) 0.03 (n=2) 0.04 (n=4) 

values 4 0.02 (n=1) 0.03 (n=2) 0.01 (n=1) 

way of life 2 0 0 0.02 (n=2) 

incompatible 0 0 0 0 

homophobia 0 0 0 0 

misogyny 0 0 0 0 

burqa 0 0 0 0 
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[Table 3] Keywords that may be associated with the Threat to Wealth frame 

Keyword Number of uses 

in full sample 

(n=224) 

Average 

number of uses 

per 1 article in 

March (sample 

n=47) 

Average 

number of uses 

per 1 article in 

April (sample 

n=74) 

Average 

number of uses 

per 1 article in 

May (sample 

n=103) 

support 385 1.47 (n=69) 2.28 (n=169) 1.43 (n=147) 

pound/£ 232 0.55 (n=26) 0.88 (n=65) 1.37 (n=141) 

healthcare 52 0.19 (n=9) 0.09 (n=7) 1.35 (n=36) 

cost 50 0.15 (n=7) 0.16 (n=12) 0.30 (n=31) 

economy 32 0.06 (n=3) 0.07 (n=5) 0.23 (n=24) 

expensive 16 0.09 (n=4) 0.11 (n=8) 0.04 (n=4) 

public funds 15 0.04 (n=2) 0.07 (n=5) 0.08 (n=8) 

benefits 14 0.04 (n=2) 0.11 (n=8) 0.04 (n=4) 

burden 7 0.04 (n=2) 0.01 (n=1) 0.04 (n=4) 

taxpayer 5 0.02 (n=1) 0 0.04 (n=4) 

expense 2 0 0.01 (n=1) 0.01 (n=1) 

drain 1 0.02 (n=1) 0 0 

scrounge  0 0 0 0 

handout 0 0 0 0 

Theme of Threat to Wealth frame: keywords that may be associated with legitimacy 

return 230 0.49 (n=23) 1.05 (n=78) 1.25 (n=129) 

fail 86 0.23 (n=11) 0.43 (n=32) 0.42 (n=43) 

deport 57 0.32 (n=15) 0.07 (n=5) 0.36 (n=37) 

reject 31 0.19 (n=9) 0.18 (n=13) 0.09 (n=9) 

false 18 0 0.16 (n=12) 0.06 (n=6) 

go back 15 0.11 (n=5) 0.07 (n=5) 0.05 (n=5) 

fake 14 0 0.04 (n=3) 0.11 (n=11) 

genuine 10 0.02 (n=1) 0.01 (n=1) 0.08 (n=8) 

legitimate 4 0.02 (n=1) 0 0.03 (n=3) 

evade 2 0 0.01 (n=1) 0.01 (n=1) 

loophole 1 0 0.01 (n=1) 0 

scam  1 0 0 0.01 (n=1) 
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cheat  0 0 0 0 

authentic 0 0 0 0 

 

 

[Table 4] Keywords that may be associated with the Threat to Security frame 

Keyword Number of uses 

in full sample 

(n=224) 

Average 

number of uses 

per 1 article in 

March (sample 

n=47) 

Average 

number of uses 

per 1 article in 

April (sample 

n=74) 

Average 

number of uses 

per 1 article in 

May (sample 

n=103) 

police  356 0.72 (n=34) 1.73 (n=128) 1.88 (n=194) 

Border Force 275 0.85 (n=40) 1.12 (n=83) 1.48 (n=152) 

detain 218 1.26 (n=59) 0.34 (n=25) 0.28 (n=29) 

crime  184 0.30 (n=14) 1.12 (n=83) 0.84 (n=87) 

terrorism 138 0.28 (n=13) 1.54 (n=114) 0.11 (n=11) 

attack 135 0.55 (n=26) 0.58 (n=43) 0.64 (n=66) 

violence 87 0.51 (n=24) 0.66 (n=49) 0.14 (n=14) 

prison 76 0.45 (n=21) 0.47 (n=35) 0.19 (n=20) 

gang 66 0.09 (n=4) 0.47 (n=35) 0.26 (n=27) 

security 53 0 0.21 (n=16) 0.36 (n=37) 

jail 53 0.15 (n=7) 0.34 (n=25) 0.20 (n=21) 

crackdown 24 0.02 (n=1) 0.16 (n=12) 0.11 (n=11) 

extremism 8 0.04 (n=2) 0.08 (n=6) 0 

Theme of Threat to Security frame: keywords that may be associated with the idea of 

‘too many’ refugees and asylum-seekers 

crisis 143 0.55 (n=26) 0.72 (n=53) 0.62 (n=64) 

figures 91 0.17 (n=8) 0.32 (n=24) 0.57 (n=59) 

record-breaking 73 0.04 (n=2) 0.18 (n=13) 0.56 (n=58) 

thousands 64 0.45 (n=21) 0.22 (n=16) 0.26 (n=27) 

hundreds 69 0.04 (n=2) 0.39 (n=29) 0.27 (n=28) 

dozens 12 0.11 (n=5) 0.05 (n=4) 0.03 (n=3) 

mass 11 0.06 (n=3) 0.01 (n=1) 0.07 (n=7) 

tens 10 0.02 (n=1) 0.07 (n=5) 0.04 (n=4) 
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flood 8 0.04 (n=2) 0.04 (n=3) 0.03 (n=3) 

influx 7 0.06 (n=3) 0.01 (n=1) 0.03 (n=3) 

large-scale 5 0.08 (n=4) 0.01 (n=1) 0 

wave  3 0 0.01 (n=1) 0.02 (n=2) 

flock 1 0.02 (n=1) 0 0 

horde 0 0 0 0 

swamped 0 0 0 0 

swarm 0 0 0 0 

tide 0 0 0 0 

uncontrollable 0 0 0 0 

Theme of Threat to Security frame: keywords that may be associated with the idea of 

illegality 

return 230 0.49 (n=23) 1.05 (n=78) 1.25 (n=129) 

law 229 0.21 (n=10) 0.45 (n=33) 1.81 (n=186) 

illegal 153 0.30 (n=14) 0.85 (n=63) 0.74 (n=76) 

smuggling 89 0.45 (n=21) 0.32 (n=24) 0.43 (n=44) 

legal 80 0.23 (n=11) 0.31 (n=23) 0.45 (n=46) 

status  73 0.43 (n=20) 0.31 (n=23) 0.29 (n=30) 

lawyer 61 0.21 (n=10) 0.30 (n=22) 0.28 (n=29) 

deport 57 0.32 (n=15) 0.07 (n=5) 0.36 (n=37) 

trafficking 57 0.30 (n=14) 0.01 (n=1) 0.41 (n=42) 

go back 15 0.11 (n=5) 0.07 (n=5) 0.05 (n=5) 

undocumented 15 0.13 (n=6) 0.11 (n=8) 0.01 (n=1) 

unlawful 8 0.09 (n=4) 0.01 (n=1) 0.03 (n=3) 

sneak 6 0 0.04 (n=3) 0.03 (n=3) 

lawful 4 0.02 (n=1) 0.04 (n=3) 0 

legality 4 0.06 (n=3) 0.01 (n=1) 0 

stowaway 4 0.02 (n=1) 0.01 (n=1) 0.02 (n=2) 

evade 2 0 0.01 (n=1) 0.01 (n=1) 
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[Table 5] Keywords that may be associated with the Hero frame 

Keyword Number of uses 

in full sample 

(n=224) 

Average 

number of uses 

per 1 article in 

March (sample 

n=47) 

Average 

number of uses 

per 1 article in 

April (sample 

n=74) 

Average 

number of uses 

per 1 article in 

May (sample 

n=103) 

NHS 361 0.32 (n=15) 1.05 (n=78) 2.60 (n=268) 

doctor 184 0.68 (n=32) 1.24 (n=92) 0.58 (n=60) 

nurse 65 0.06 (n=3) 0.28 (n=21) 0.40 (n=41) 

health worker 65 0.06 (n=3) 0.11 (n=8) 0.52 (n=54) 

frontline/frontli

ne worker 

58 0.13 (n=6) 0.16 (n=12) 0.39 (n=40) 

hero 20 0 0.14 (n=10) 0.10 (n=10) 

key worker 20 0.06 (n=3) 0.11 (n=8) 0.09 (n=9) 

 

 

[Table 6] Keywords that may be associated with the Victim/Survivor frame 

Keyword Number of uses 

in full sample 

(n=224) 

Average 

number of uses 

per 1 article in 

March (sample 

n=47) 

Average 

number of uses 

per 1 article in 

April (sample 

n=74) 

Average 

number of uses 

per 1 article in 

May (sample 

n=103) 

flee 172 0.70 (n=33) 0.61 (n=45) 0.91 (n=94) 

war 113 0.43 (n=20) 0.39 (n=29) 0.62 (n=64) 

vulnerable 95 0.47 (n=22) 0.47 (n=35) 0.37 (n=38) 

victim 75 0.45 (n=21) 0.05 (n=4) 0.49 (n=50) 

desperate 61 0.30 (n=14) 0.24 (n=18) 0.28 (n=29) 

trafficking 57 0.30 (n=14) 0.01 (n=1) 0.41 (n=42) 

survivor 54 0.32 (n=15) 0.30 (n=22) 0.17 (n=17) 

struggle 49 0.17 (n=8) 0.26 (n=19) 0.21 (n=22) 

persecution 40 0.30 (n=14) 0.19 (n=14) 0.12 (n=12) 

escape 33 0.23 (n=11) 0.16 (n=12) 0.10 (n=10) 

tragedy 38 0.04 (n=2) 0.01 (n=1) 0.34 (n=35) 
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trauma 21 0.21 (n=10) 0.04 (n=3) 0.08 (n=8) 

devastated 19 0.04 (n=2) 0.05 (n=4) 0.13 (n=13) 

poor 19 0.11 (n=5) 0.08 (n=6) 0.08 (n=8) 

racism 19 0.23 (n=11) 0.09 (n=7) 0.01 (n=1) 

discrimination  11 0.04 (n=2) 0.08 (n=6) 0.03 (n=3) 

prejudice 10 0.06 (n=3) 0.09 (n=7) 0 

horror 9 0 0.03 (n=2) 0.07 (n=7) 

hunger 8 0.04 (n=2) 0.07 (n=5) 0.01 (n=1) 

poverty 5 0 0.04 (n=3) 0.02 (n=2) 

plight 5 0.04 (n=2) 0.03 (n=2) 0.01 (n=1) 

inequality 4 0 0.05 (n=4) 0 

misery 4 0.04 (n=2) 0 0.02 (n=2) 

disadvantage 2 0 0 0.02 (n=2) 

 

 

[Table 7] Keywords that may be associated with the Community frame 

Keyword Number of uses 

in full sample 

(n=224) 

Average 

number of uses 

per 1 article in 

March (sample 

n=47) 

Average 

number of uses 

per 1 article in 

April (sample 

n=74) 

Average 

number of uses 

per 1 article in 

May (sample 

n=103) 

rights/right to 101 0.36 (n=17) 0.32 (n=24) 0.58 (n=60) 

welcome 51 0.24 (n=11) 0.23 (n=17) 0.22 (n=23) 

citizenship 39 0.06 (n=3) 0.09 (n=7) 0.28 (n=29) 

leave to remain 37 0.04 (n=2) 0.11 (n=8) 0.26 (n=27) 

human rights 29 0.15 (n=7) 0.01 (n=1) 0.20 (n=21) 

integration 11 0.02 (n=1) 0.04 (n=3) 0.07 (n=7) 

equality 3 0.04 (n=2) 0.01 (n=1) 0 

inclusion 3 0.06 (n=3) 0 0 

multicultural 2 0.02 (n=1) 0 0.01 (n=1) 

diversity 2 0 0.03 (n=2) 0 
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2. Additional keyword search 
 

[Table 8] 

Question Keywords  

Who is represented? Baby, child, man/men, male, toddler, woman/women, female, girl, 

boy, grandma, grandfather, mother, father, family, grandparent, parent 

Which terminology is 

most common? 

Refugee, migrant, immigrant, asylum-seeker 

 

 

3. Interviewee 1 (lawyer/non-profit founder): key excerpts 
 

The interviewee is a lawyer and non-profit founder in the UK in the field of migration. The 

interviewee does not have a refugee or asylum-seeker background. The interview was carried out 

via teleconferencing software in April 2021. The interviewee signed a consent form to be recorded 

and quoted anonymously. 

 

The interviewee discussed the Threat frames, mentioning the Threat to Wealth, Health and 

Identity.  

 
“Stealing our jobs, employment (…), that narrative has been through and through for god knows how long 

(…). It can get more and more extreme, they are taking away our Britishness, our British culture. That 

kind of narrative. The more I think about the [threat] idea, the more they come up. Burden on healthcare: 

a lot of people think they come to our country, use the NHS, we will be pushed down the queue. (…) I 

always find it interesting that people think people cross the Channel for the NHS (…) Another thing is the 

thought of people coming into this country and bringing something. I’m not sure to what extent it was 

represented negatively in this way.” 

 

Ideas linked to the Threat to Security frame were the most widely discussed, in particular 

the negative portrayals of Channel crossings. 

 
“There is often the stereotype that people come over in boats. (…) I’ve been asked that many times, but I 

think I’ve maybe had one client that came over in a boat, the others, no. I haven’t come across stories in 

the media at least recently about refugees or asylum-seekers coming over via other means [than boats in 
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the Channel] (…). Whether you are on the side of helping these people or if you see them as a risk, the 

image of people (…) coming in numbers on a boat (…) is very powerful. Whereas someone sitting in their 

kitchen on a visit visa waiting for their refugee application to go through, it’s not very powerful. It doesn’t 

sell papers. (…) The language that can be used to describe numbers is really important. (…) I remember 

when David Cameron was Prime Minister and he described refugees as coming over in their swarms, and 

immediately (…) you associate it so negatively. I think we need to put back the human side of things.” 

 

The interviewee placed a strong emphasis on the importance of ethical use of statistics in 

media reporting.  
 

“It’s a balancing act. There are two points that should be focused on when using statistics. One is 

evaluating the source of the statistics and making its origin clear. What are the numbers out of? Sometimes 

the (…) media hand out these numbers but we don’t know what the picture is. Who gathered the data? 

Also, being able to evaluate flaws in the data. So, making clear the source, evaluating the source and 

providing information about that source and the statistics.  

 

The other point is balancing statistics with (…) context which shows the human element behind the people 

involved. Show that people are people and these are very real stories (…) It’s very easy to get swamped in 

numbers (…). We see it in the media all the time, when you see a report in an NHS hospital and you see a 

nurse crying. You see the person. I think sometimes when it comes to refugees and asylum-seekers, (…) we 

need to see a bit more of that human element. I think that would dispel a lot of stigmatisation.” 

 

The interviewee also highlighted that ethical storytelling involves giving power to the 

individual. 

 
“Ethical storytelling: getting that balance of conveying what needs to be conveyed but also respecting the 

individual and ensuring they don’t come to any harm. Paradoxically, sometimes trying to represent “look 

at these people, isn’t this awful”, it’s actually more dehumanising than if you weren’t to do that. (…)  

 

One of the things that is key is ensuring that power is placed with the individuals (…) Whenever there is a 

platform or a journalist who is representing someone and showing their story, there needs to be a 

preliminary conversation of how we protect the person (…) but there is also the fact that for them, it might 

be really disturbing to have people film or report on them (…) and never know what happens to the footage. 

9 times out of 10 that’s what happens, they are filmed then they never see it, they never see that reporter 

again. 
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(..) Various things are involved in that [giving power back to the individual] (…). Of course, outlining the 

process and adapting to them (…), if someone wants to talk for half an hour, let them talk. (…) Always 

working around what they feel comfortable with and at all times checking in.” 

 

The interviewee saw agency as a means to avoid representing refugees and asylum-seekers 

as helpless victims. 

 

“I think there is a general sort of inherent view that results in two things: either the hostility we see and 

the xenophobia, or the white saviour. I think it can be easy for that [latter] to happen because you think 

I’m helping, but actually it’s just reinforcing the power dynamic that has been going on for years. (…) I 

think there is this patronising element (…) and I think that is another really important aspect behind giving 

the power back to the individual (…), actually showcasing that person, their struggle and how they are 

overcoming it.” 

 

The interviewee demonstrated concern over the emphasis on illegality/legality in the media. 

 
“There is such an emphasis on legality (…). Again, it goes down to the human element (…) I find it quite 

baffling that there isn’t a bit more empathy. (…) It’s much easier to claim asylum and get refugee status 

once you are in the country as opposed to applying out of the country, so that [the idea of illegality] is 

nonsense. I don’t know why the media does it. From a lawyer’s perspective, people have a right to claim 

asylum in this country (…) Public policy needs to reflect human rights. (…) We need to be taking an 

attitude in the media of human rights and the rights of the individual, and having a more human attitude 

towards the issue, rather than a number-crunching one. (…) It’s just scapegoating at the end of the day.” 

 

The interviewee also discussed the conflation of terms from a legal perspective. 

 
“People often get confused between refugees and asylum-seekers and use the two terms interchangeably. 

When a person’s claim for asylum is rejected, it’s also not so clear cut. You can have applied to be a 

refugee and that could have been rejected but you could get humanitarian protection (…) Also the 

threshold you have to meet (…) to gain refugee status (…), just because you fail it, it doesn’t mean that 

you shouldn’t be a refugee (…). So, it doesn’t follow that if you apply to be a refugee and you get rejected 

that you aren’t genuine. (…) Attaching these qualifiers like genuine or legitimate asylum-seeker, that’s 

nonsense. (…) All those qualifiers, often they just don’t make sense. (…) Even saying ‘genuine’ implies 

that other people have lied (…) those qualifiers I think they go down again to the hostile climate and that 

negative attitude, (…) they don’t add anything and if anything, confuse matters more.” 

 



 75 

The interviewee was concerned about the lack of depth in media discussions about refugees 

and asylum-seekers’ situations in the UK. 

 
“Something that hasn’t got much attention is the secondary impacts of COVID on [refugees and asylum-

seekers in the UK]. We’ve heard about how COVID rates are higher in people of colour but I don’t think 

that [the media] are addressing why that is, (…) the really systemic problems that underpin poverty and 

social inequality (…). I don’t think there’s been that specific focus, which in terms of intersectionality, we 

should be exploring, rather than just saying poverty is happening.” 

 

The interviewee highlighted the positive potential of presenting refugees and asylum-seekers 

as heroes, but also expressed concern over this representation. 

 
“I think it’s important to showcase that refugees are doctors, they are doing things which save lives, and 

I think that is important to dispel stereotypes (…). Sometimes the hero aspect of things can decrease the 

xenophobic, violent side of things. On the flip side, you don’t want to put on them – “this is a refugee being 

a doctor” – to a huge extent, because you are then spotlighting them in a way which, would you do that if 

it was a white British person? Maybe not. It’s that balance of intersectionality and giving people that voice, 

showcasing their achievements. (…) 

 

I think that is often something which can result in [refugees and asylum-seekers] feeling they have to prove 

something. They feel they need to show their gratitude and be positive to society. (…) They feel an 

additional burden, that you have to work ten times harder. This (…) is incredibly unfortunate because this 

is guided by our xenophobic culture (…) that people can’t go “okay what do I want to do with my life”, 

like a white British person might, they have an additional burden of (…) “I better do something great.” 

 

I think that what would be a good thing to do (…) is counteract it by showing other refugees and what they 

are doing (…): this is a mother of 5 who fled her country (…), rather than (…) thinking about the typical 

aspects of what we think is a hero, to show the plethora of different circumstances that refugees find 

themselves in.” 

 

The interviewee saw coverage of refugees and asylum-seekers in the community – both those 

thriving and those needing more help – as a means to undermine the negative rhetoric 

surrounding refugees and asylum-seekers. 

 
“I think highlighting good stories, people who are thriving in our community and people who need more 

help in our community, so people can see the plethora of different experiences. (…) The media feed the 
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information, the numbers, the stories, and that reinforces the stereotype and the scapegoating. But also, 

the media relies on that attitude of the mainstream to create more stories. Both rely on each other and it’s 

like throwing and catching a ball from one hand to another. In terms of breaking that cycle, a hugely 

influential platform is the media. If [the media] (…) wrote [stories] in a way which gave power to refugees 

and asylum-seekers, we might be getting a completely different narrative from the public.” 

 

4. Interviewee 2 (academic, intercultural studies/languages): key excerpts 
 

The interviewee is an academic in the field of intercultural studies and languages. The interviewee 

has a refugee background. The interview was carried out via teleconferencing software in April 

2021. The interviewee signed a consent form to be recorded and quoted anonymously. 

 

The interviewee related personal experiences as a refugee in the UK to the portrayals of 

refugees and asylum-seekers in the media.  

 
“I applied for refugee status and to be honest with you, for years I wasn’t comfortable saying that I did. I 

didn’t share that with so many people because I felt a sense of shame and guilt. And it was mainly because 

of what I see in the news and in the media.” 

 

The interviewee discussed the negative portrayal of refugees and asylum-seekers in the 

media, particularly in terms of a Threat to Wealth. 

 
“There’s a lot of scare-mongering, a lot of negativity and negative perceptions attached to the word 

refugee (…). There’s this perception, or rather misconception, that these people are coming here to steal 

our jobs. And that their decision to come here was based on benefits they’re going to get from being in the 

UK. I’ve also met many people who are very welcoming, very understanding, and they look at the refugee 

as one of us (…) But also, a lot of people look at refugees as “they don’t belong to us”, and there’s always 

this dichotomy. There are two camps: us and them. 

 

Over the past year, I felt that there was a lot of emphasis on the economy and a loss of jobs. And the fact 

that, you know what, (…) the resources that the United Kingdom has are not enough for everybody (…) 

they’re barely enough for Brits. (…) The way that danger is described is also impacted by the (…) political 

orientation of the press.” 
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The interviewee also explored the focus on religion as a means to portray refugees and 

asylum-seekers as threats. 

 
“I think there’s a lot [of] those who try to use that scare-mongering propaganda. They also focus on 

religion a lot. So Muslim, or fanatic, or something along those lines. (…) I think that they start looking at 

it from a very (…) blinkered kind of view, as opposed to looking at them as humans. They look at them as 

a threat and mostly as a religious threat (…) You know, maybe an incident happened, and maybe it’s not 

actually related to refugees per se and it is not representative of a whole community, but they are used to 

spread fear and (…) to get people to, I guess, reject the humanitarian side of the situation and not really 

take it into account.” 

 

The interviewee considered Channel crossings to be over-represented in the media.  

 
“If certain positive aspects are being celebrated, you see that for maybe a short period of time. But then 

the attention shifts again to the main event and that is the fear associated with (…) crossing the Channel. 

(…) I think they are disproportionately represented. (…) the media (…) blows everything out of proportion, 

makes it sound a lot scarier than it is. (…) Using language like waves of refugees and asylum-seekers, it’s 

very sad to see and I think it also contributes to more scare-mongering and spreading fear. (…) 

 

The UK is a country that is full of refugees and has taken refugees since the First World War, so it’s just 

a bit strange when you (…) read that in the media. You are like (…) “clearly you have no understanding 

of the history of your own country”. Or maybe those people’s fear is actually based on historical evidence, 

I have no idea.” 

  

The interviewee highlighted the negative impacts that certain language can have, for 

instance when referring to people as ‘illegal.’ 

 
“Nobody wants to hear that what they’re doing is illegal, especially when it really isn’t, that’s the whole 

point. I mean, you look at the UN Conventions. Crossing the Channel to claim asylum, or if you are fleeing 

danger, war, famine, it’s not illegal. So, the use of the word ‘illegal’, (…) is very dangerous. And it does 

add to the whole rhetoric. (…) I think probably (…) when I think about that, it was one of the reasons I 

wasn’t very comfortable saying that I was a refugee. I felt that it took away from my achievements and my 

humanity. 

 

I think that makes it even more dangerous to repetitively use the same language. It’s the psychological 

effects of it. I think they are more dangerous than we think and that we can imagine, and over time (…) 
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those effects do accumulate and become really harder to shake. (…) It’s dangerous full stop. It’s very 

damaging and it does impact also (…) on our sense of belonging. I live here. I’m British now. I’m Syrian 

British and I’m proud of both nationalities. But there are times when I feel (…), will I ever be a true British 

citizen? Probably not, I don’t know.” 

 

The interviewee commented on the dehumanisation of refugees and asylum-seekers in the 

media, particularly when defining a person as a refugee or asylum-seeker. 

 
“[Refugees and asylum-seekers are portrayed] more and more like a different species (…) You know, even 

when I (…) say refugees, I feel guilty because (…) you’re kind of labelling them and they’re human beings. 

(…) I wish sometimes I could see in the media something like (…), people from Syria or a group of Syrians, 

people (…), individuals, humans (…) it just seems that refugee has become this umbrella term (…) but 

each one of them has a different story. Each one of them (…) is an individual in their own right. A human 

in their own right. And they’re not defined (…) by that journey or by (…) that residence permit.” 

 

The interviewee expressed concern over the lack of stories exploring why people come to the 

UK to seek asylum. 

 
“I think there needs to be more. You find that every now and again but I find that mostly when they talk 

about one person, so they select a refugee and they tell their story. But they really, I think they lose sight 

of the other thousands of refugees that are in the same boat. (…) Those stories are great to hear and read, 

but we need more of them (…) There isn’t enough information provided and I think (…) they kind of forget 

the before and there’s more about the journey and the after.” 

 

The interviewee highlighted the importance of ensuring that dehumanisation does not occur 

when portrayal refugees and asylum-seekers as victims. 

 

“A victim can be a survivor and a survivor can be a victim. (…) Look at it as metamorphosis (…) maybe 

one thing changed to another (…), you were weak at one point and you’ve become stronger. If someone is 

a victim, that’s absolutely fine. They can be a victim. It doesn’t (…) make them any less human, but I think 

(…) sometimes the words that are used kind of take away from someone’s humanity and the way they are 

seen.  

 

I think the representation of refugees and asylum-seekers in the media needs to be improved. (…) the 

agency isn’t really there. Because the refugees are interviewed but they’re not really using their voice (…), 

you interview someone and then you interpret what they said or you just relay the message. (…) there isn’t 
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a lot of emphasis on who they are, what happened to them, what they did, and they’re not given a voice. 

No, they’re not. I think their voices are taken away from them.” 

 

The interviewee highlighted both the positive and negative potential of representing 

refugees and asylum-seekers as heroes. 

 

“It is very positive, but I think it also has a negative side because (…) I think it puts pressure on other 

refugees who are not doing the same thing. And they’re not in the spotlight (…) I think the danger is that 

this comes with the expectation that everybody should be heroes (…) Some refugees are in their late 60s 

(…) they can’t do much, but they don’t need to do much. They just need protection. (…) They need the 

support, they need the love and the protection.  

 

So, I think, yes, it is great to see but to be honest, I’m sometimes tired of seeing it. It’s like you know, you 

celebrate them when you think it’s something cool. But, you know, if they’re not doing what you think is 

cool, if they’re just minding their own business or they’re just sitting in their living room, just feeling safe, 

that is not good enough. (…) Yeah, it’s just if (…) you don’t become a celebrity overnight, you’re not the 

good refugee you really need to be.  (…) What I’m trying to say is that is not the case for (…) a white 

British person. 

 

I think I find it also dehumanising (…) because we don’t see you as a human, we just look at (…) what you 

can do to impress us to kind of deserve to be here. Being human isn’t enough. (…) Maybe that focus needs 

to be shifted to also be given to other (…) refugees who are maybe working silently, who are not maybe 

good with Twitter or Facebook, but they’re still doing something great. 

 
I do think that it is important to give back to any country you’re in (…) you do need to be a good citizen. 

And that doesn’t necessarily have to come with citizenship, you know, being a good citizen is part of being 

a good human (…) You’re giving back because that’s how it should be. But when I give back, I don’t think 

(…) I need to deserve my citizenship. I don’t think that way. It’s just who I am. (…)  

 
So, I think it’s great in principle but it’s the way (…) we look at it, it needs to change. It’s not because we 

deserve something or we want them to prove themselves to us, it’s just that they need to be encouraged to 

live the best version of their life, or to be the best version of themselves. Only because that’s how it should 

be for every human being. Not just because you’re a migrant or refugee.” 
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The interviewee expressed concerns about which refugees and asylum-seekers are 

represented as being part of the UK community. 

 
“It’s great how the media (…) shared what happened to Aya [Hachem], but it just makes me think: so, 

they become one of us after they’re dead? What about when they were living? (…) I feel frustrated more 

than anything. I just find that (…) it’s great to see, but I’ve seen it with so many (…) Sometimes, I just feel 

like you know what? I don’t want to hear it. I don’t want to read it after someone has died. Things need to 

be done before (…) But obviously (…) it’s good to start seeing things happening (…) it’s better than 

nothing. And it gives me hope, but I also hope that (…) other things will be done for people when they are 

alive and those individuals will be celebrated during their lives (…).” 

 

On describing a discussion with a taxi driver in Scotland, the interviewee highlighted the 

difficulty of avoiding labelling. 

 
“I said I was Syrian, and he said “No way you can’t be.” And I said “why?” and he said I looked like a 

decent person. (…) I felt at that point that my mission, my job, was to correct whatever idea he had in his 

mind about, you know, us. Again, I’m using ‘us’ and it’s inescapable, isn’t it? 

 

I guess probably [change] should start by (…) maybe we should stop using ‘us’. You know, the minute you 

say ‘we’, it means that there are ‘them’, even if you don’t use ‘them’. Would the same kind of language be 

used if you’re talking about a Scottish man who’s just died? I think it always starts with the language that 

we use. (..) Maybe [we should be] focusing on the human rather than on using labels.” 

 

The interviewee explored the influence of language on public opinion.  

 
“The media can control people who are ignorant. When you know more, you start questioning. But when 

you are ignorant, it’s much easier to control [you]. That’s the tool that the media uses. And the language 

also (…) Language is one of the most dangerous tools. You can either use it right or you can use it wrong. 

And when you use it wrong, you can cause a lot of damage and that’s what the media has done over the 

past few years. Not just during the pandemic (…), the pandemic came with its own challenges and made 

things worse because people were even more scared (…) So even people who were probably a bit more 

neutral before (…), it could influence the way they think about refugees. You know, now everybody’s 

struggling. The economy is struggling. So “imagine what would become of us if more refugees arrive in 

the UK.” 
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The interviewee related the portrayals of refugees and asylum-seekers in the media to the 

wider societal picture in the UK. 

 
“As long as (…) certain policies are in place, and they’re not really looked into carefully and changed in 

due course, I think the rhetoric can change [so that] it won’t be rhetoric anymore. It will become ingrained 

into British life. And that’s the danger (…) That’s what worries me most: not the individual words, it’s the 

web of lies that’s been woven (…) over the past few years. (…) A lot else needs to happen before this can 

happen [stop thinking in terms of us and them], a lot that has been ingrained. (..) it’s become part of our 

socio-political life, that needs to change before.” 

 

5. Interviewee 3 (academic, sociology): key excerpts 
 

The interviewee is an academic in the field of sociology. The interviewee does not have a refugee 

or asylum-seeker background. The interview was carried out via teleconferencing software in 

April 2021. The interviewee signed a consent form to be recorded and quoted anonymously. 

 

The interviewee highlighted the Channel crossings as a key event in media coverage in 2020.  

 
“I think probably the big thing for the media, the big sort of media event was in the summer while the 

pandemic was still raging and there were a small number of people attempting to cross the Channel in 

boats. I think it provided a kind of convenient distraction for the government and there was a huge amount 

of attention on this as a crisis. And the government deployed (…) military warships and employed a new 

Channel threat commander and did a whole series of things to protect the Southern borders and that got 

a lot of coverage.” 

 

The interviewee further explored the Channel crossings in the context of the idea of 

unprecedented numbers of arrivals. 

 
“I think we should be a lot more careful about saying that numbers are unprecedented. Obviously, the 

media thrive on drama and that’s why they need to do this. (…) If you just slightly look into it and scratch 

the surface you’re like, “oh so hardly any lorries are crossing the Channel, so people could only go in 

boats, so more people would go in boats then wouldn’t they.” So, probably the numbers were roughly 

around the same that we might have expected for that year. (…) It doesn’t even actually matter what the 

numbers are. I think the drama is the same if it’s 100 people or 1000 people. 100 people, if there were 10 
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yesterday, it’s 10 times the number. Yes, they’ll always find a way to dramatize it as long as it’s focused 

on that immediate event as a media event, rather than as a complex, long-standing problem.” 

 

The interviewee explored the idea of refugees and asylum-seekers from certain parts of the 

world being considered economic migrants  

 

“At their inception, human rights were a legal architecture designed for white Western people essentially, 

and there was never an intention that they would be inclusive or that the idea of a human being contained 

within human rights would be all human beings. It was racially exclusionary. (…) The right to asylum was 

not imagined as something that would include people in the Third World or the global South, formally 

colonised countries.  

 

So, when we think about the present and the kind of exclusionary asylum regimes (…), it shouldn’t really 

be a surprise to use that when people started seeking asylum from those countries (…), from Eritrea and 

Iraq and Afghanistan, etcetera, that there was a total rejection of the idea that these people could be 

refugees. They must be economic migrants. (…) It doesn’t really matter within that logic that there’s a 

gigantic body of research and evidence showing that (…) poverty isn’t enough to lead to a large number 

of people from a country seeking asylum somewhere else. 

 

In around 2002, when [it was] the first wave of the closing down of the right to asylum in Britain, ‘bogus’ 

was the main (…) word (…). People who are seeking asylum, they’re not really refugees, they’re economic 

migrants in disguise. And that logic has never really ended. It would be interesting to know whether this 

new discourse of illegality is the primary starting point for talking about people who move through 

unauthorised channels.” 

 

This idea was expanded upon in the context of the dehumanisation of refugees and asylum-

seekers.  

 

“It’s kind of a wider racialised context in which many people are not thought of as fully human. It would 

be unthinkable for the EU to see that lots of French people were dying in the Mediterranean and drowning, 

and remove rescue measures and if anyone rescues them, even fishermen, put them in prison for doing that. 

It’s utterly unthinkable and that’s because French people are thought of as properly human. And those 

kind of levels of dehumanisation are unthinkable because of this (…) racist, colonial past, which continues 

and the logic continues into the present. In this moment, (…) that racial logic is being pushed (…) further 

and further into abject dehumanising places that we saw during colonialism. 
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Across all these things (…) is this framework of humanity that means that the suffering of some people is 

more tolerable than the suffering of others. (…) So, many people in Britain would just come to any media 

story primed and knowing and understanding those cues that the suffering of those outside people is 

tolerable. The level of things that the government now would then be prepared to do to people is something 

new in terms of the recent past, kind of 2 decades. It’s not new in the context of 500 years of colonialism, 

but it’s a new deployment of those kinds of dehumanising logics. (…) It’s all grounded on this general 

consensus that (…) the drowning of some people in the Channel or being pushed back to France and not 

caring what happens to them, is tolerable.” 

 

The interviewee highlighted the Threat to Health frame as present during the COVID-19 

pandemic, relating this to Britain’s colonial legacy. 

 
“Through a lot of colonial practices and incidences, the most dangerous thing was the mobility of 

colonizers into a place, bringing a whole suite of diseases that sometimes wiped out large populations. (…) 

But the general discourse in those periods was of people migrating from colonies into metropoles bringing 

diseases. And some of the first migration controls were of coloured seamen, people thinking that they 

would bring TB [tuberculosis], that they were infectious and needed to be quarantined.  

 

Only certain people’s bodies seem to be risky in those ways. And with COVID-19, that continues into the 

present even though it was spread by really privileged people who make lots of circular journeys all over 

the world all the time, not from A to B, to stay and settle and seek refuge. (…) There are loads of cases all 

around the world of people being denied access to a territory to claim asylum because there were concerns 

about them bringing diseases. (…) 

 

And it’s the same for COVID (…) Many people were arriving into Heathrow at the height of the pandemic, 

so it’s a joke. (…) It’s just clear that whole groups of people are being viewed in particular ways as 

suspicious and as diseased and cheating.” 

 

The interviewee considered that the focus in the media on the illegality of entries into the 

UK served as a means to limit in-depth conversations about refugees and asylum-seekers. 

 
“It’s difficult even to talk about [the idea of illegality] because it’s obviously not illegal to travel without 

documents under the Refugee Convention (….). That’s the main word that appears in the New Plan for 

Immigration. The Home Office has really been pumping out this word [illegal] a lot. It’s 74 times in the 

New Plan for Immigration, (…) so, I expect its [use in the media is] led by the Home Office (…). 
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The impact is that you end up having to start all the time from the position of pointing out ‘it’s not illegal’. 

But that’s said once every 20 times that ‘they’re illegal journeys’ is said, so (…) it’s a really clever strategy 

of making the conversation always on your terms. So, rather than the conversation ever being able to start 

from a completely different set of terms, that didn’t really mention illegality, you start from this position 

where (…) there’s an implication that a set of people are criminals and you’re trying to suggest they’re 

not criminals. (…) I think it’s a really clever discursive strategy of starting from the position in which you 

are talking about people who are then automatically suspect. (…) 

 

People who are advocating for refugees and asylum-seekers aren’t then able to start talking in complex 

terms about what’s going on because you’ve already started with this extreme, simplistic representation. 

It takes so long to explain the complexity of the real world that they then have to flip the other way and 

represent another type of simplicity, which is also then problematic in various ways (…): people are just 

victims who need to be saved and helped. So, I think it’s a really clever way of talking about it because it 

so constrains the debate and the scope of actual serious (…) discussion. (…) They either have to be saved 

and rescued (…) or battered off and pushed out.” 

 

The interviewee highlighted the idea of ‘pure victims’ that should be rescued. 

 
“They’re [the media] okay with proper, pure victims (…). It’s not like Britain wants nobody to ever get 

asylum here. (…) Pure victims in all the way that we would hope, like children are ideal, as long as they’re 

not too old and don’t look manly. But then single men are the ultimate baddy because they are obviously 

not deserving. (…) The logic is that some people who are victims should be allowed to have refugee status 

because we’re so kind and it’s just that we want to protect against all these (…) bogus people. (…) That’s 

how we are correct and moral and rational (…).” 

 

Considering the portrayal of the difficulties faced by refugees and asylum-seekers, the 

interviewee expressed concern about the lack of truly balanced discussions about refugees 

and asylum-seekers during the pandemic. 

 

“There probably wasn’t enough discussion in the media of the way that borders were being closed, in ways 

that would have longer-term implications for people seeking asylum. I think a couple of babies died 

[crossing the Channel] and there were tragedies. So, there was discussion, but it tends to be either a (…) 

reactionary right-wing, hostile response, or a pretend balanced discussion, but really that is on the terms 

of it is not able to engage with the terms of the reality of the whole situation. [For example], why a lot of 

the people that died in the Channel were from Iran, and were Kurdish, and (…) why would Kurdish people 

with a baby get into a boat that might sink across the Channel. (…)  
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I think even in the (…) news where they (…) give the impression that they’re getting a sort of balanced 

perspective, it was all always already along the terms of the threat and not with a humanitarian sense from 

the beginning. A kind of a false concern about people. The solution to them dying in boats in the Channel 

and the conversation would never be about focusing on them and their rights, their needs. It would be 

focusing on how to stop them drowning while just getting rid of them (…).” 

 

This lack of discussion of the complexity of the situation was linked by the interviewee to 

the dehumanisation of refugees and asylum-seekers.  

 
“It’s rare to see much coverage (…) that really gets into the complexity of the debates. I think it’s fair to 

say it always leans towards a very limited analysis of what’s going on. (…) I think that in the media there’s 

a readiness to see tragedies that happen to people of colour who are seeking asylum, to see people 

drowning, and (…) being killed at borders, in deserts and seas, living in squalid camps, to see that not as 

a terrible tragedy but something either that is their appropriate place in the world, as a kind of abject 

people, but also as potentially, in some way their own fault, because they’re cheating scroungers who want 

to be bogus and all those kinds of words that come up.  

 

There’s no narrative in which these people are normal, average people. I think there’s just a kind of sense 

of being primed already to think of them (…) not as fully human people (…) that deserve to be saved and 

rescued. They might be nice and lovely, hardworking and have a medical degree, or they might be flawed 

and have mental problems and have bouts of jealousy, lying and selfishness, as normal human beings in 

the spectrum of humanity. 

 

So, I think when it comes to media coverage, the kind of frames (…) that are ready to deploy, are always 

on a dehumanising footing. (…) they’re always starting from the position, without ever saying it, and 

without using explicitly racist language, they are primed to be working on the assumption of lying and 

cheating and sneaking and doing something wrong (…), rather than coming from a humanitarian 

perspective of sympathy.” 

 

The interviewee also highlighted the lack of representation of a diverse range of refugees 

and asylum-seekers when considering their portrayal as heroes.  

 
“I think there’s a danger of getting locked into the state discourse where refugees and asylum-seekers 

have to be all the time more awesome than citizens. Performing this particular kind of liberal capitalist 

citizenship where they are such outstanding individuals that ‘we will have you then’. I think that getting 
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too wrapped up in that can be problematic. There was a campaign a few years ago on the underground in 

London (…) showing pictures of migrants, like firefighters who’d saved people (…) and I felt slightly 

concerned about that. But at the same time (…) I do think there is a power in those individuals who are 

very articulate and (…) able to interrupt the conversations, those who are given opportunities to have a 

voice. 

 

Most people don’t want to give something back, they just want to get on with their lives (…) This is another 

thing, it’s not about thinking about people as normal people. They’re either victims who are then super 

grateful or they’re (…) suspect and suspicious (…).” 

 

The interviewee expressed that change should come from a social movement, highlighting 

the human rights discourse as a potential means to undermine Othering. 

 
“I feel like the answer is always so often changing the terms of a conversation. That doesn’t come from an 

individual person, often it comes from social movements. Human rights (…) is like the last dam holding 

back the most extreme things. Their rhetorical commitments to human rights as something they want to 

pretend they respect for everybody is the only thing that we’ve got now. The laws and the things that are 

in law in order to then challenge the treatment of people, even though we know they don’t see that as 

something that should include a moral duty to everybody. 

 

How do we even start a conversation about (…) just giving them access to due process to the right to 

asylum, to which they are entitled (…). Just a basic level of humanity becomes really difficult when that 

[threat] frame is in place in all conversations. As critical as I am of the human rights discourse and all 

the people it ends up excluding, I think that’s the only ready-to-hand discourse we have to draw on, to not 

represent people as helpless victims but to talk in legal terms about the rights that they should have access 

to and human rights law. 

 

The only kind of ray (…) of hope I can see is some larger scale outrage tipping into the kind of social 

movement conversations that start to grow alternative ways of thinking (…) but do end up seeping into the 

mainstream.” 
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6. Expert interview: basic script (including consent form template)  
 

All the semi-structured interviews were based on the following basic script. Follow-up questions 

were added based on the answers of the interviewees and their areas of expertise to extract more 

information. 

 

Before the interview 

All interviewees were asked to sign a consent form. It was based on the following template: 

 

CONSENT FORM 
I agree to participate in the interview carried out by Rose Michael for the purpose of conducting 
research for the Master’s dissertation at Comillas Pontifical University (Master in International 
Migration). 
I understand that statements from this interview may be used and may be published publicly. I 
agree for the following to be referenced in publications related to this Master’s dissertation: 
(please cross out 3 options, leaving only the option you consent to) 

a) My name, specific job title and organisation 
b) My specific job title and organisation only 
c) My organisation only 
d) None of the above (I wish to be referenced anonymously) 

I understand that I have the right to refuse to participate in this interview and that I have the right 
to access, rectify and to request the deletion of any of my personal data that I have provided during 
this interview at any time. 
I understand that the information I provide in this interview will only be used by Rose Michael 
for the above purpose.  
I agree to audio record the interview. The recording is only for the purpose of the data collection 
presented above. The audio recording will not be published publicly but may be reviewed by the 
university if requested in the context of validating the research. The recording and this form will 
be kept in a secure environment according to data protection guidelines, in particular Regulation 
(EU) 2016/679 (General Data Protection Regulation). After 31 August 2021, the recording and 
this form will be destroyed. 
 
Researcher 
Name:  
Place (including country):  
Signature and date, agreeing to the above personal data being used as set out above: 
_________________________________________________   
 
Participant 
Name:  
Place (including country):  
Signature and date, agreeing to the above personal data being used as set out above: 
_________________________________________________  
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During the interview 

 

Introduction 

Give overview of the research, including its aims, focus and the objectives of the interview. 

 

Part 1: General attitudes towards refugees and asylum-seekers in the UK and general 

impressions of media coverage 

Main objectives: Establish the interviewee’s views on how refugees and asylum-seekers in the UK 

are perceived and how this translates to coverage in the media. Note which types of frames or 

themes are highlighted. Determine whether they perceived a general change in trends during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

1. To start off, what are your general impressions of the atmosphere towards refugees and 

asylum-seekers in the UK. 

 

2. In what ways, if any, do you feel that attitudes changed during the COVID-19 pandemic?  

 

3. Thinking about during the COVID-19 pandemic, how do you think these types of attitudes 

are reflected in the UK mainstream media?  

a. Can you provide any examples of news stories about refugees and asylum-seekers 

that you feel are particularly important or representative of these attitudes? 

b. Did you notice any change or shift in the types of media coverage of refugees and 

asylum-seekers during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

 

4. Thinking about the UK mainstream media, what would you say are the most common 

types of portrayals of refugees and asylum-seekers? 

a. How has this changed over time, if at all? 

 

5. What are the impacts of these portrayals, according to your experience in the field of 

migration?  
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Part 2: Examining ideas explored in research 

Main objectives: Determine whether the interviewees note the presence of each frame and 

understand the main themes within the frames that are noted. Establish the interviewee’s views 

on whether these may reinforce or undermine Othering. Understand how language is being used, 

as well as to what extent refugees and asylum-seekers’ voices are represented. 

 

As you know, this research is about representations of refugees and asylum-seekers in the online 

media. I would like to present to you some ideas that have been explored in research and ask you 

your impressions. 

 

6. Some researchers have highlighted that refugees and asylum-seekers may be presented as 

a threat. What do you think of this idea and what coverage do you think of in this context? 

a. How do you think this has changed or was presented during the COVID-19 

pandemic? 

b. Can you think of any types of threat that emerged or that reduced? 

c. What do you think are the impacts of this type of portrayal on refugees and asylum-

seekers, as well as on the general public? 

 

7. Some researchers have found that refugees and asylum-seekers may be presented as 

victims. What do you think of this and what kind of coverage do you think of in this 

context? 

a. How do you think this has changed or was presented during the COVID-19 

pandemic? 

b. Can you think of any types of threat that emerged or that reduced? 

c. What do you think are the impacts of this type of portrayal on refugees and asylum-

seekers, as well as on the general public? 

 

8. Some researchers have found that refugees and asylum-seekers may be presented as heroes. 

What do you think of this and what kind of coverage do you think of in this context? 

a. How do you think this has changed or was presented during the COVID-19 

pandemic? 

b. Can you think of any types of threat that emerged or that reduced? 
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c. What do you think are the impacts of this type of portrayal on refugees and asylum-

seekers, as well as on the general public? 

 

9. Some researchers have found that refugees and asylum-seekers may be presented as part 

of the community. What do you think of this and what kind of coverage do you think of 

in this context? 

a. How do you think this has changed or was presented during the COVID-19 

pandemic? 

b. Can you think of any types of threat that emerged or that reduced? 

c. What do you think are the impacts of this type of portrayal on refugees and asylum-

seekers, as well as on the general public? 

 

10. What are your perceptions about the coverage of the number of refugees and asylum-

seekers coming to the UK?  

a. Do you think this reflects the reality of the situation? 

 

11. Some researchers have highlighted certain uses of language to describe refugees and 

asylum-seekers. What is your impression of the language used in the media? Have you 

noted any trends? 

a. Did you note any changes during the COVID-19 pandemic compared to before? 

 

12. When thinking about the voices represented in the media – for instance through quotes – 

what are your perceptions? What types of people do you feel are most commonly given 

the opportunity to provide their voices? 

 

Part 3: The wider context and recommendations  

Main objectives: Contextualise media representations within the wider context of UK society. 

Gain insight into if and how the interviewee believes the current state of the media should change. 

 

13. How do you think the media representations of refugees and asylum-seekers fits with the 

UK’s societal structure? Do you feel that these representations are reflected in other 

institutions? 
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14. Thinking about the representation of refugees and asylum-seekers in the UK media, what 

do you think needs to change and why?  

a. What kind of concrete steps would lead to this change?  

 

7. Number of articles analysed per source and political affiliation 
 

[Table 9] 

 March April May Bias  

BBC 6 3 4 Centre left  

Daily Mail 11 23 36 Right  

Express 1 4 6 Right  

Metro 1  5 6 Centre left  

Mirror 1 6 6 Centre left 

Sky News 1 1 1 Centre 

Telegraph 2 4 10 Right 

Guardian 12 9 13 Centre left 

Independent 10 14 15 Centre left 

The Sun 2 5 6 Right 

 

Sources: All bias ratings were sourced from Media Bias Fact Check (2021). 

 

[Figure 21] 
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8. Most common keywords per frame: word clouds 
 

[Image 10] 

 
 

[Image 11] 

 
 

[Image 12] 
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[Image 13] 

 
[Image 14] 

 
 

[Image 15] 
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[Image 16] 

 
 

[Image 17] 

 
 

9. Adjectives used to qualify ‘refugee(s)’ or ‘asylum-seeker(s)’ 
 
[Table 10]  
 
Adjective used to qualify ‘refugee(s)’ or 
‘asylum-seeker(s) 

Number of uses as qualifying adjective in 
full sample, March-May 2020 

Child/teen/young (or similar) 74 
Related to country of origin 59 
Failed/refused 15 
Vulnerable/destitute 11 
New/recent 8 
Legitimate/genuine/bogus 7 
Political 6 
Trained 2 
Jobless 2 
Other 16 
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10. Use of terminology per type of frame featured in the article 
 

[Table 11] 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Average use 

per article in 

full sample 

Average use 

per article 

including a 

Threat to 

Security 

frame 

Average use 

per article 

including a 

Threat to 

Wealth frame 

Average use 

per article 

including a 

Threat to 

Health frame 

Average use 

per article 

including a 

Threat to 

Identity frame 

Average use 

per article 

including a 

Hero frame 

Average use 

per article 

including a 

Victim/Survi

vor frame 

Average use 

per article 

including a 

Community 

frame 

Average use 

per article 

including an 

Advocating 

for Change 

message 

Migrant 4.86 9.75 14.49 21.53 15.92 2.93 4.30 1.2 2.78 

Refugee 2.73 1.59 1.86 1.79 3.08 4.26 3.33 3.13 4.36 

Asylum-

seeker 

1.40 0.96 1.48 2.21 0.85 0.30 1.62 0.78 2.57 

Immigrant 0.17 0.15 0.2 0.32 0.15 0.30 0.15 0.04 0.27 
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11. Figures relating to Agency 
 

[Figure 22] 

 
 

[Figure 23] 
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[Figure 24] 

 
 

 

12. Additional press clippings 
 

12.1. Threat to Security frame 

 

[Image 18] 

 
Source: Robinson (J), (2020 [Daily Mail]) 
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[Image 19] 

 
Source : McGreavy (2020 [Daily Mail]) 
 

12.2. Threat to Health frame 

 

[Image 20] 

 
Source: Hammond and Wells, (2020 [The Sun])  
 

12.3. Threat to Identity frame 

[Image 21] 
 

 
Source: Rennell (2020b [Daily Mail]) 
 
[Image 22] 

 
Source: Arbuthnot (14 April 2020 [The Telegraph])  
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12.4. Hero frame 

 

[Image 23] 

 
Source : Corbishley (2020a [Metro]) 
 

[Image 24] 

 
Source: Robinson (M) (2020 [Daily Mail])  
 

 

12.5. Victim/Survivor frame 

 

[Image 25] 

 
Source: Wood (2020 [Daily Mail])  
 

[Image 26] 

 
Source: Ritschel, (2020 [The Independent])  
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12.6. Community frame 

 

[Image 27]  

 
Source: Gill (2020 [Daily Mail])  
 


