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Abstract 

 

This study examines how two selected American and Chinese newspapers framed, 

sourced and crafted narratives attributing responsibility in the coverage of the ongoing Syrian 

Refugee Crisis. Through a content analysis of 624 news stories sampled from The New York 

Times and People’s Daily between June and December 2015, this study will examine and 

compare the frames employed by the two newspapers in the coverage of the refugee crisis. The 

ways in which framing may have changed over the selected six months in 2015 will also be 

explored, as the time period witnessed several key events, namely the death of 3-year-old Aylan 

Kurdi in September and the Paris Attacks in November, both of which sparked intense 

international media attention. The implications of these events on the framing of the refugee 

crisis will be discussed. The study will also examine how the U.S. and Chinese newspapers 

portray refugees: as individuals or as masses. The results of the content analysis reveal that 

American and Chinese news outlets frame the conflict differently and place responsibility on 

different players, in accordance to the respective countries’ policies towards the region.   

 

Keywords: Media Framing, Content Analysis, Comparative Study, Newspaper Coverage, Crisis 

Communication, Syrian Refugee Crisis.  
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

 

Newspaper media is undergoing a fundamental metamorphosis. Major reductions in 

funding have limited the amount of foreign coverage news organizations are capable of 

producing, while at the same time advances in technology have slashed borders and boundaries, 

facilitating unprecedented levels of human communication and connection. News media is 

increasing in speed, accessibility, and scope of coverage as new technologies give journalists the 

ability to reach the furthest corners of the world to  make the struggle of people in a distant land 

become the struggle of the entire world.   

Tales of faraway tragedies and crises confront media consumers daily, appearing as 

dramatic images and terse headlines that are endlessly repeated on the front pages of newspapers 

and on TV sets. The recent international news coverage of the Syrian Refugee Crisis illustrates 

the capacity of newspaper media to show the faces of struggle, displacement, and violence 

(Atterton and Calarco, 2010: 78).  As digital technology and rapid newspaper reporting make the 

public more aware of the humanitarian crises occurring around the world, Atterton and Calarco 

(2010) assert that these developments in communications call for a “revolution in our ethical 

thinking,” arguing that newspapers reporting on these crises often implicate readers in the 

suffering of marginalized groups and move the audience to take action towards addressing the 

problem.  

If living in a globalized world means living in a world in which the terms far and near, 

local and foreign, and stranger and neighbor, no longer have the same fixed binary definitions as 

they once did, then perhaps it follows that the plight of the most marginalized members of global 
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society – refugees – has become a fundamental concern framed by newspaper media across the 

world.  

Despite the hailed effects of interconnectedness and equality brought by globalization, 

national borders remain more rigid and foreboding than ever, and other barriers of cultural, 

linguistic, and religious differences continue divide nations despite the declaration of an erasure 

of borders in the postmodern age. A new space is created: a global space – a space of transits, 

transparent and virtual (Serres, 1995). However, the strict maintenance of national borders is 

evidenced by the recent conflicts arising from mass influxes of refugees pouring into Europe, 

coming mainly from Syria but also from Afghanistan, Sudan, Libya, and other conflict-torn 

regions. This mass exodus, which has come to be simply called the Syrian Refugee Crisis by the 

news media, has been identified as the most serious humanitarian crisis of our time. Borders – 

both concrete and ideological – present very real obstacles for the millions of Syrian refugees 

who have been displaced from their homes by the violence of war. It is the goal of this study to 

determine the extent to which the barriers confronting these refugees are enforced through media 

framing in newspaper coverage of the crisis, and whether or not those barriers are consistent 

across two different countries.  

This study will examine the newspaper coverage of the Syrian Refugee Crisis in the 

United States and China. Relevant literature concerning the history of the Syrian conflict and 

concurrent refugee crisis, as well as background research on crisis reporting and media framing 

will be reviewed to establish a theoretical background and to position this study within an 

academic context. Specifically, research will undertake a comparative content analysis of The 

New York Times and People’s Daily to uncover the various frames employed by both newspapers 

to craft stories about Syrian refugees and the “migrant crisis” that has gripped the world. More 
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broadly, the research will investigate how the U.S. and Chinese newspaper coverage treats the 

refugees as individuals or masses, and whether or not the newspaper framing encourages readers 

to act as members of a “global village” (McLuhan 1964) by caring about the wellbeing of 

marginalized groups of people who are distant from their own geographic location, culture and 

language.   

 

Research purpose 

This study will examine how two selected American and Chinese newspapers framed, 

sourced, and crafted narratives in their coverage of the Syrian Refugee Crisis.  The researcher 

will conduct a comparative content analysis of 624 news stories from the New York Times and 

People’s Daily published during the six-month period between June and December 2015. This 

research aims to unravel the common narratives that have been woven about the crisis in both the 

United States and in China to reveal if there are any common threads or illuminating differences. 

This research asks whether The New York Times and People’s Daily frame the Syrian refugee 

crisis similarly or differently, especially with respect to the attribution of responsibility, portrayal 

of refugees as individuals or masses, and a moral framework of human rights.  

This study has 2 main objectives: (1) to systematically assess the news coverage of the 

Syrian Refugee Crisis and the extent to which the two selected newspapers employed five 

generic frames to communicate the issue to the public, and (2) to illuminate the dynamics of 

framing in a comparative context and contribute to its further theoretical development. By 

comparing media framing in newspaper coverage of the same event as reported by two different 

countries and in two different languages, this study aims to reveal significant insights into the 

respective countries’ policies and perspectives on the crisis.  
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There are very few scholarly studies yet published that specifically focus on the Syrian 

Refugee Crisis, as it is still unfolding day by day and will perhaps continue for many more years 

to come. Despite holding peace talks and the declarations of ceasefire in May 2016, Syria’s civil 

war continues to rage on, while half the country’s pre-war population - more than 11 million 

people - have either been killed in the conflict or forced to flee their homes (Mercy Corps). As 

the Syrian conflict and refugee crisis continue, the inspiration for conducting research on how 

this crisis is framed and presented to the American and Chinese publics is not only to contribute 

to the growing field of media framing research, but also to examine whether or not the 

newspaper coverage of the event reflects the theories of transnationalism that suggest today’s 

global citizens are interconnected and thus share responsibility for the wellbeing of marginalized 

groups like the Syrian refugees. This study is conducted under the belief that searching for the 

answer to this question may offer potential solutions and future directions for international media 

to cooperate and address disastrous humanitarian crises.  

 

Research Context 

The current refugee crisis is the largest since World War II, and is still growing in size. 

As of 2014, approximately 50 million people had been forcefully displaced from their homes by 

conflict and war; now, the number is 60 million. According to UNHCR, there were 3 Syrian 

million refugees in 2014, and now there are currently 4 million. However, the horror and 

magnitude of the crisis cannot be fully communicated through mere figures and statistics. Thus, 

this study examines how such a devastating, large-scale crisis is expressed through narrative 

frames. Some have argued that the best way to convey such enormous humanitarian crises is to 

focus on individual stories. As Angela Merkel asserted in a 73-minute-long speech, "it is not 

human masses that are coming to us, but individual human beings” (Smale, 2015). Head of 



 

 

 

10 

Communications and Chief Spokesperson for the UN High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR) Melissa Fleming has argued that in order for the public to conceive this huge, 

overwhelming crisis, the focus must be on individual human stories: tales of care, growth, and 

family in the face of lost education (UNHCR). But is this how newspapers have framed the crisis? 

In order to investigate this question, the selected newspapers’ focus on the “individual” versus 

the “masses” will be examined in the content analysis of this study.     

In addition to being “storytellers” of both individual tales and national movements 

(Fisher 1984), according to Taylor (2000), journalists are also the first historians. Although 

journalists’ work usually requires correction and elaboration, news writers often are the first to 

document the events that shape our world. Given their role as social historians, a better 

understanding of the methods and meanings conveyed by the media via framing can provide 

insight into the meanings that society places on certain news events. International media have 

followed the Syrian civil war and resulting refugee crisis since the first seeds of conflict were 

planted in 2011. The meanings that international media and society have placed on the crisis 

have yet to be explored.  

The facts, however, are clear. What began as anti-government, pro-democracy protests 

sparked during the Arab Spring of 2011 quickly escalated into a brutal full-scale civil war in 

Syria. By June of 2013, approximately 90,000 people had been killed in the conflict, as reported 

by the UN Human Rights Commission (Price, Klingner, Qtiesh, and Ball, 2013). According to 

the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, today about 250,000 people have been killed and 1.5 

million people wounded or permanently disabled. Perhaps even more striking is that more than 

11 million Syrians have been forced from their homes, as groups loyal to Syrian President 

Bashar al-Assad battle with those opposed to his rule, in addition to fighting with jihadist 
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militants from Daesh or the so-called Islamic State. According to UNHCR statistics, over 3 

million of these displaced Syrians have fled to the country’s immediate neighbors – Turkey, 

Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq – and beyond to Europe, while 6.5 million remain internally displaced.  

As displaced Syrians flee their homes to protect their lives, their families and their futures, 

their transnational movements into neighboring countries in the Middle East, and across the 

Mediterranean into the European Union has gained unprecedented momentum, especially in 

recent years. The policies and infrastructure facing refugees along migratory routes into Europe 

and within Europe are also changing rapidly. Meanwhile, diverse international opinions and 

political agendas are flourishing, as voiced in the news media, yet are often lacking a background 

of accurate, up-to-date information. Furthermore, it is extremely challenging to communicate the 

magnitude of the scale of the crisis through figures and statistics alone. Thus, it is also difficult 

for newspaper readers in the United States or China, physically distant from the conflict, to 

imagine what millions of displaced people look like, let alone the essence of their daily struggles 

and real methods for providing them with assistance.  

While the exodus of Syrian refugees into neighboring and European countries has been 

accelerating during the years since 2011, it wasn’t until relatively recently that the whole world 

started paying attention. On September 2, 2015, a three-year-old Syrian boy named Aylan Kurdi 

was discovered washed up on the shores of Turkey, having drowned along with his mother and 

brother whom were among a group of Syrian refugees trying to reach Greece by boat (Al Jazeera, 

2016). The image of Alan’s tiny, lifeless body made global headlines, shocking the world and 

prompting a wave of sympathy for the plight of refugees fleeing the Syrian civil war. On 

September 2, 2015, the Syrian Refugee Crisis was no longer merely a Syrian problem, a Middle 

Eastern problem, or a European problem, but became the entire world’s heartbreak.  
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The newspaper coverage and framing of this event, within the reportage of the Syrian 

refugee crisis as a whole, reveal several things about newspaper reporting on crises today. First, 

images are highly effective in capturing audience attention and inspiring sympathy, especially if 

the subject is a small child. Second, oftentimes the story of one individual may be more effective 

in capturing public attention than the story of millions. The image of Aylan lying face down on 

the beach captivated the world's attention and even resulted in refugee policy changes in 

countries as far away as Canada and the United States (Slovic, 2015). However, 14 Syrian 

children drowned in the Aegean Sea the next day, September 3, who didn’t receive nearly as 

much media attention as Aylan’s story.   

According to Slovic (2015), newspaper coverage of tragic, disturbing events such as 

these struggles to capture public attention amidst the phenomenon of “compassion fade” and 

desensitization to such stories in the media. In studies published last year in the journal PLOS 

One, Paul Slovic and colleagues asserted that "compassion fade" can occur even when an 

incident involving a single person expands to as few as two people; for instance, Aylan Kurdi’s 

death shocked the world, but 14 more cases of children drowning becomes a strain on audience 

compassion. In fact, as of March 2016, over 300 other refugee children have drowned during 

their journey to Europe (Stanton, 2016). Therefore, it is implied that the compassion levels in 

response to a tragic case of millions will be even lower. 

The final concept that the news reportage of Aylan Kurdi’s death reveals is that 

storytelling via narrative frames is an ideal method for conveying of symbolism and meaning, 

especially in times of crisis. Using Fisher’s narrative paradigm theory (1984), this study will 

focus on how storytelling through framing may form the basis for public meaning creation, 

particularly in the context of crisis reporting.  
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Lipschutz (1999) writes of narrative news reporting, “The initial impression is what 

counts, not the causality; the flash and bang draw attention, not the detailed minutiae that follow 

from long, drawn-out investigations" (Lipschutz: p. 413). Increasingly, striking visual images or 

video clips are used to make a lasting impression on the audience. Therefore, if an “impression" 

is extrapolated to convey meaning, then Lipschutz and others are correct when they suggest that 

news reporting helps create the realities we experience (1999; also, Berry, 1983; Bird & 

Dardenne, 1988; Gill, 1995). For example, consider how influential the 1960 Kennedy vs. Nixon 

televised debates were in creating impressions and realities in the public’s mind, as Nixon’s 

uncomfortable physical presence and lack of charisma affected the audience’s opinion of him 

more than the issues that he attempted to address (Berry, 1983, p. 368). Therefore, narratives 

presented through framing of stories in newspapers not only exist but also influence us as “homo 

narrans,” or story-telling beings (Fisher, 1984).  

The study of crisis reporting in the media through narrative framing is not a new concept 

(Iyengar & Simon, 1993; Jacobs, 1996; Scott, 2000; Ungar, 1998). Indeed, much research has 

also been conducted on crisis coverage and how it may influence polls and public opinion (Kent, 

Harrison, & Taylor, 2002). Within the context of media coverage of notable disasters and crises 

in the past twenty-five years, several recognizable patterns and themes can be identified; thus, 

the existence of different types of narratives forms the foundations of such crisis coverage 

(Caldiero, 2007). Fisher’s narrative paradigm, while it does not provide a directly causal 

relationship to narrative patterns that form, allows for greater insight into how and why publics 

are able to make sense of and assign meaning to the narratives that newspapers provide. Upon 

examination, many scholars have argued that the narrative structure employed by news media 

conducting crisis coverage becomes evident, revealing that news media do more than merely 
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report the news (Iyengar & Simon, 1993; Jacobs, 1996; Scott, 2000; Ungar, 1998)). Increasingly, 

media are also able to shape the very realities from which we make sense of the world (Iyengar, 

1991; McCombs, 1981). 

Following the news of Aylan Kurdi’s death, Syrian refugees have continued to enter 

neighboring countries, Mediterranean regions, and the European Union in unprecedented 

numbers. The large scale and urgency of the refugee crisis has captured media attention 

worldwide, remaining on the news agenda as a universal concern in need of a universal solution. 

Such a solution requires communicating and receiving accurate information from the location of 

the conflict to other countries that are not directly affected, but may have other interests in 

providing assistance to the refugee population.   

The United States and China, for instance, are both thousands of miles removed from the 

core of this humanitarian disaster, with very few Syrian refugees entering onto their soil, or none 

at all, in the case of China. However, neither the U.S. nor China are totally unaffected by the 

plight of displaced Syrians, nor are they totally unconcerned. In fact, the refugee crisis has real 

political and economic implications for U.S. and Chinese foreign policy, and both nations must 

carefully decide how they will respond as world powers stepping up to the plate. 

As the first and second most powerful global economies respectively, the U.S. and China 

have been described in international relations as “giants” and “super powers” vying for 

dominance (Sedghi, 2013, Dellios 2005). It is also said that with great power comes great 

responsibility, and indeed, both the U.S. and China hold immense potential to sway the course of 

world events and help remedy large-scale crises. Although Syria itself is relatively unimportant 

as a trading partner for China, the region’s stability is nevertheless one of Beijing’s core 

concerns, not only because Iraq is among China’s main oil suppliers, and that Beijing’s $900-
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billion Silk Road initiative aims to connect Asia, the Middle East, Africa, and Europe through a 

wide-ranging infrastructure network. But on-going fighting and terror attacks are putting this 

mega-project at risk. Syria is also a core concern for the United States, which seeks to stop the 

spread of terrorism.  

Yet both countries have assumed dramatically different stances on the global stage, 

especially in terms of human rights and formal relations with the Middle East.  In fact, many 

studies and articles tend to emphasize the differences between the U.S. and China, depicting two 

great economies in a battle for dominance, with some going so far as to describe the two as 

opposites or even occasionally as enemies.  

However, while these binaries create excellent narrative tension, they are no longer useful 

in today’s highly interconnected world. It has become one of the most obvious clichés in 

international politics: the United States and China have the most important bilateral relationship 

in the world. What is not so obvious is the nature of that relationship. Until recently, most 

observers were willing to settle for an accurate but inelegant description: that the countries are 

neither friends nor foes. The world has become “flat” (Friedman, 2005) and de-centered 

(Appadurai, 1996), so that oppositions such as East vs. West, and even democratic vs. 

communist, become more blurred and less certain (Castells, 2000).  

Furthermore, the increasing magnitude of challenges facing the global community is such 

that no one nation can solve alone. The Refugee Crisis is a salient example of this, as it is a 

problem that extends across borders and contains a multitude of economic, cultural, religious, 

and ethnic related challenges. In the face of the threats posed by the refugee crisis, it has been 

argued that all countries have a responsibility to assist in finding a solution and maintaining 

stability, especially economic superpowers such as China and the United States.  
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With the help of media communications among many other factors, the U.S. and China 

each maintain very different political systems, languages, cultures, and collective values. The 

two newspapers selected for this study – The New York Times and People’s Daily – reflect these 

differences in their diverse backgrounds and styles. The New York Times is not state-run and 

tends to be more liberal; therefore it is likely to focus on different details and employ different 

frames in its coverage of the refugee crisis than the People’s Daily, a state-run apparatus of the 

Chinese Communist Party.  

It is the goal of this study to compare and contrast media framing of these two 

newspapers, which maintain different political systems and different agendas. On a deeper level, 

this analysis of U.S. and Chinese newspaper coverage of the Syrian Refugee Crisis aims to 

reveal how the two countries value concepts borders, responsibility, and human rights by 

examining how these newspapers frame the conflict. Therefore, this study will also raise the 

question of whether different media frames evoke empathy, anxiety, or grief among other 

emotions; and how these frames operate within the context of the different linguistic, political 

and cultural backgrounds of the two selected newspapers. The ultimate hope of this study is that 

the results of the comparative content analysis will provide some insight into possible methods 

for communicating about crises in vastly different media cultures, in a way that encourages 

collective efforts to aid and assist refugees, or may form international consensus on the issue.  

 

Significance of study 

 It is both timely and significant to examine the frames employed by U.S. and Chinese 

newspapers in the coverage of the Migrant Crisis, in order to better understand the various ways 

in which the two countries present information about the Syrian refugee crisis to their citizens. 

The similarities and differences between the two countries’ newspaper coverage of the crisis may 
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reveal potential areas for cooperation, as well as insights into how crises are framed in two very 

different media cultures.  

As of yet, no research has been conducted that specifically examines media framing of 

the Syrian refugee crisis, as it is still unfolding each day. Thus, as a current event, the majority of 

the discourse and analysis about the refugee crisis takes place in the arena of daily newspapers, 

news magazines, blogs, NGO websites, and statistical fact sheets published by the UN and other 

international organizations. It is important to acknowledge that the ways in which the Syrian 

refugee crisis is framed in the news may hold important implications for public perception, 

understanding and evaluation of the event, as well as potential government responses to the 

ongoing issue. Thus, this study will be among the first to examine the Syrian refugee crisis 

through the lens of media framing, especially in the context of American and Chinese 

perspectives.  

Furthermore, D’Angelo and Kuypers (2010, p. 3) have argued that framing research is a 

victim of its own success, as academic specialization has led to a fragmented understanding of 

what framing is and how it works. This study seeks to contribute to this extensive body of 

research with an examination of a timely, socially relevant topic. Also, because the current 

literature contains few studies concerning the comparative analysis of U.S. and Chinese news 

framing, particularly in relation to humanitarian crises and events in the Middle East, this cross-

national, bilingual content analysis will contribute to the corpus of research on framing, which 

seeks to uncover how factors such as national, institutional, political, and social backgrounds, as 

well as cultural differences in journalism practices, norms, and roles, may influence the 

development of frames in the news (De Vreese, Peter &Semetko, 2001.)  Additionally, a 

comparative study of news framing is a significant method of research, in that the act of 



 

 

 

18 

comparison holds the potential to fully and reliably disclose frames which are often difficult to 

identify, as they may appear to be natural and thus unnoticeable choices of words and images.  

This study, therefore, makes efforts to emphasize that such narrative choices are never inevitable, 

but reflect the widespread salient in the country (Entman, 1991).  

One of the key reasons that scholars have developed such a keen interest in the process of 

media framing is based on the assumption that framing may have important consequences for 

democracy (Patterson 1993; Cappella & Jamieson, 1997; Weaver, 1998; Aalberg, de Vreese & 

Strömbäck, 2012). Because much of what happens in the world is out of the immediate reach of 

the audience, it has to be reported from afar (Lippmann, 1954, pp. 3-32), and thus by bringing 

information to the public, newspapers plays a decisive role in the discursive construction of the 

public opinion and policy. It is, therefore, proposed that media assessments largely contribute to 

how the public comes to interpret politically relevant issues such as the Syrian refugee crisis, and 

the importance that people attach to it (Weaver, 1998, p. 2; d’Haenens, 2005, p. 422). This issue 

will be particularly salient in the comparison of newspaper media under the American 

democratic system in contrast to the media run by the Chinese Communist Party.  

Additionally, media influence over the judgments of people, including policy makers, 

could entail crucial changes of individual’s willingness to engage in the crisis via humanitarian 

aid, as well as changes in foreign policy decisions. Since journalists are the prime suppliers of 

information about how the refugee crisis has been documented over the last few years, the 

influence of the media on public attitudes is more than plausible, adding to the significance of 

this study, although this research will not measure public reactions, but instead will strictly focus 

on the content of newspaper framing.  
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One additional element that enriches the relevance of this newspaper framing study is the 

fact that it was through media that the Syrian people first encouraged one another to stand up for 

themselves and challenge the Assad government to address. Social media in particular gave the 

opponents of the Assad regime an outlet to express their views, register their solidarity and 

coordinate their actions (The Economist, 17.12.2011). Equipped with social media and ICTs, 

their revolutionary cries were echoed in many other Arab countries, leading to a cross-border call 

for democracy, justice and human rights known as the Arab Spring. Thanks to the media, the 

movement was brought to the attention of Western democracies, leading to an enhanced 

international interest and vigilance in the Middle East. In China, however, the movement sparked 

different effects. Soon after the onset of the “Arab Spring” demonstrations and regime changes 

first in Tunisia and then in Egypt, China experienced the most serious and widespread wave of 

repression since the Tiananmen Square crackdowns 27 years ago (Fallows, 2011).  

The importance of the media and communications technology to the current Refugee 

Crisis is further compounded by the fact that it is through social media and ICTs that today’s 

refugees, fleeing the failed attempt of the Arab Spring, are able to navigate their way to Europe, 

keep in touch with family and friends at home, and also follow various refugee routes.  

Finally, while many components of the ongoing Syrian refugee crisis are worth 

investigating, examining media coverage in the United States and China is especially significant 

because such research might help to enrich the current understanding of how the United States 

and China position themselves in relation to the crisis, as well as what kinds of potential exist for 

collaboration to alleviate the crisis. These insights are not limited to Syrian-Western and Syrian-

Chinese relationships, but are also manifest in other institutions. In addition to political tensions, 

the Syrian Refugee Crisis also forecasts serious economic troubles for the EU that will inevitably 
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ripple outwards to the U.S. and Chinese markets. Even more significantly, Syria and the other 

Middle Eastern countries that bear the heaviest burden of the Syrian refugee crisis also have 

major economic strengths, such as large oil supplies and important trade contracts, which may be 

compromised under the heavy influx of displaced Syrians. The question that comes to the 

forefront is how, and to what extent, the public is informed about these threats and developments, 

and how newspapers present the huge-scale crisis to publics in different yet ‘united’ nations.  

 

Organization 

This study is organized as follows. The first section will briefly present the historical 

background of the Syrian Refugee Crisis and the salient issues and events that appear within the 

selected news media. The second section of the literature review will discuss the theoretical 

foundations of the study by reviewing key themes from media framing and crisis reporting, 

mainly focusing on framing and crisis storytelling. Finally, the literature review will present an 

overview of the specific frames that will be examined in this study and will provide rationale for 

using the frames as an analytical tool for the data collected within the selected six-month period.  

Next, the methodology section will introduce the research questions and specific steps 

that will be taken to address them. After introducing the methodology of this study, the analytical 

section will present the results of the content analysis of media coverage of the refugee crisis 

from June to December 2015. The differences and similarities between American and Chinese 

coverage will be described in detail. Through a comparison of the newspaper framing of this 

humanitarian disaster, the analysis will also introduce several variables that may have influenced 

the different ways newspapers in the East and West have framed the Syrian refugee crisis, 

portrayed the refugees themselves, appointed responsibility, and suggested potential solutions.  
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Finally, the study will discuss the results within a broader context of transnationalism and 

refugee studies in order to explore larger implications that media framing may have for 

understanding international humanitarian crises. The discussion and conclusion will summarize 

and appraise the main findings of the content analysis and propose a route for future research.  
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Chapter Two 

Literature Review 

 

 

Historical Background of the Syrian War and Refugee Crisis 

 

Before this study introduces the key concepts from the literature on newspaper framing 

and content analysis, it is important to briefly introduce the historical background of the Syrian 

refugee crisis on which this study will focus. First, it is necessary to ask: what elements gave rise 

to the Syrian conflict and subsequent outpouring of refugees from Syria? Next, how has the 

refugee crisis evolved since the Syrian conflict began, and what has been the general global 

reaction to this crisis? Finally, what are the political relations between the Syria, the U.S., and 

China, and how have the U.S. and China in particular responded to the Syrian war and resulting 

refugee crisis? 

Syria is a land of diversity, and has been a land of prosperity as well. According to a 2012 

estimate, the population of Syria is around 21,118,000 (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2013). Ethnic 

division includes 90.3 percent Arabs and 9.3 percent Kurds, Armenians and other small groups. 

74 percent of the total population is Sunni, and 13 percent are Shia, while the remaining 13 

percent of the population are Christians, Druze, Jews, and others (World Population Review 

2013).  Since 1970, the Shia minority has ruled over the majority by means of suppression; this 

is considered to be the cause of hatred and insecurity among the majority Sunni population. 

Corruption, unemployment, a greater ratio of youth in the country’s population, and poor 

economic policies of the Assad regime are other factors which contributed to the suffering of the 

Syrian people, mobilizing them to stand up for their rights in 2011. 

In fact, Syrians have lived under continuous authoritarianism since 1963, when the 

Ba’ath Party established its rule in the country as the result of a successful coup, promptly 
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imposing emergency and martial law in the country, as well as confiscating people’s basic 

personal, political, and social rights. Current president Bashar al Assad has also put curbs on 

media and individual freedom (Dunne, 2013), creating a sense of frustration among Syrians 

about the political future of the country. 

The Syrian uprising occurred as part of the Arab spring, which was triggered by the self-

immolation of Mohammad Bouzaizi of Tunisia on September 18, 2010, protesting against the 

local authorities (Basselgia, 2012). After sweeping across various Arab countries, the wave of 

protest entered into Syria and turned into a nationwide uprising on March 15, 2011 aiming for 

the immediate exit of Bashar al Assad and his Ba’athist rule: the same ruling party that has 

controlled the country since 1963 (Bhardwaj, 2012).  

Syria contains great significance due to its geostrategic position in the Middle East. It is 

situated between both friends and enemies; Iran, Hezbollah, Hamas are its regional allies, while 

Israel and other Sunni regimes in the region are considered as its rivals. Russia and China are the 

state’s strategic allies, as Syria has lent its strategically important warm-water seaport of Tartus 

to Russia, and is buying billions of dollars-worth of weapons from China. Furthermore, Syria’s 

pro Sino-Russian and anti-Israel policy also affects United States interests in the region. Thus, 

Syria is a hub of conflicting interests for the world powers.  

The outcome of the Syrian conflict and the international response to the Syrian refugee 

crisis will define the future power politics of the region. The events of the civil war and refugee 

crisis are continuously being monitored and covered by international newspapers, and also 

thereby framed by news media, in particular the media of those countries who have stakes in the 

region. Media scholars of the agenda-setting and news framing schools believe media owners 

and organizers have different agendas when covering the same event, and thus present the issue 
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differently for pursuit of their own national objectives. Therefore this study will look into how 

the two selected newspapers, The New York Times and People’s Daily, which are both known 

but having divergent policies, contexts and regional backgrounds, frame the problem in question.  

China and the U.S. differ greatly in terms of their strategic interests in Syria and the 

Middle Eastern region at large. Cordesman (1996) has listed several of the major strategic 

interests of the United States in Middle East, including oil, security of regional allies and 

countering regional and ideological foes, the Iranian nuclear program, counter terrorism, support 

for military presence in the region, defense bases and installations, Russian and Chinese 

influence in the region, arms control, capitalist ideologies, democracy, humanitarian issues, and 

many others (Cordesman: p.13). In the period of the Cold War, U.S. foreign policy in the Middle 

East was built around a "holy trinity" of American interests: Israel, oil and anti-communism; 

however the collapse of Soviet Union left a vacuum in American policy which was filled by 

Islamic terrorism or fundamentalism. Soon after the attacks of 9/11, the anti-communism frame 

was replaced by anti-Islam framing in U.S. newspapers (Ibrahim, as cited in Ibrahim, 2010). 

By contrast, Chinese-Middle Eastern relations are far simpler and perhaps more “shallow” 

(Alterman, 2008). Once, China sought to be the reliable friend of liberation movements around 

the world and the foe of most established governments. Today, however, China’s thirst for 

energy guides much of its policy in the Middle East, with other commercial, military, and 

diplomatic interests taking a secondary role. Since Middle Eastern governments control much of 

what China seeks in the Middle East, China has sought to broaden its relationships with the 

governments of the region.  

Meanwhile, China views the United States as a hegemonic power that aggressively 

pursues its own interests at the expense of others. Analysts have determined that China sees 
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recent U.S. efforts to reform the Middle East and replace unsavory rulers as undermining 

stability rather than supporting it (Zhu, 2010). Therefore, China tends to view the U.S. as acting 

against the interests of not only China, but of the international community at large (Chipman, 

2007; Dumbaugh, 2008). The U.S., meanwhile, holds equally unfavorable views of Chinese 

involvement in the Middle East, especially considering trading of weapons and arms. 

 The observation that the U.S. is highly active in the Middle East, while China is more 

cautious, also corresponds to the levels of involvement that the U.S. and China have committed 

to the Syrian refugee crisis. According to UN funding data and various media reports, China, the 

world’s second largest economy, has supported UN efforts to alleviate the refugee crisis with a 

modest $23 million, but has not given any money to Syrian relief efforts since 2014 

(Ignatieff, 2016). Given these meager contributions by a fellow major global player in the Syrian 

conflict, many opinion pieces in the U.S. have expressed that the United States ought to exert 

more pressure on China, as well as Russia, to contribute more significantly to UN efforts to 

address the Syrian refugee calamity (Bacchi, 2015). China has not yet hosted any Syrian refugees, 

and apparently has no plan to (Pan, 2016).  

Comparatively, the United States has expressed more explicit efforts to assist and accept 

Syrian refugees than China, though many critics argue that U.S. efforts are nowhere near enough. 

As of February 2016, U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry announced nearly $601 million in new 

humanitarian funding for Syria and neighboring countries. Meanwhile, U.S. relief agencies 

continue to reach out to besieged areas in Syria with emergency food and other assistance, while 

health teams vaccinated 3 million children across Syria against polio in 2015 (USAID). However, 

the U.S. has not welcomed a large number of Syrian refugees either: only 2,290 as of 2015, or 

0.0005 percent of the total number (Bremmer, 2015). Furthermore, to hear American politicians 
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and election candidates to speak in the wake of the terrorist attacks in Paris, and more recently 

Brussels, it seems that general opinions in the U.S. are trending towards the belief that Syrian 

refugees pose a threat to domestic security. So far, the debate about whether or not to accept 

Syrian refugees has induced a “serious identity crisis for the U.S.” (Bremmer, 2015).  

Although Chinese and U.S. policy in response to the Refugee Crisis both demonstrate 

some level of reluctance to fully committing to assisting and hosting Syrian refugees, that does 

not mean that the two countries express no concern for the matter. It remains to be seen in the 

content analysis of the respective nations’ newspaper coverage how the media frames portray the 

refugee crisis to the public.  

 

Crisis Coverage in the News  

 

In crisis communication, framing analysis can provide crisis managers with useful 

insights into appropriate crisis response strategies in order to minimize the damage to an 

organization’s image (Boyd, 2000; Coombs, 2006). Typologies of crisis response strategies 

have been developed and tested through framing research (e.g., Benoit, 1995; Coombs & 

Holladay, 1996).  

However, these previous approaches often fail to consider how the media framed the 

crisis at the outset. A crisis is “an event for which people seek causes and make attributions” 

(Coombs & Holladay, 2004, p. 97). As it occurs, people seek information about the crisis and 

then evaluate the cause of the event and the organizational responsibility for the crisis based 

on media coverage of the crisis. Therefore, it is important to look at how the media frame a 

crisis event, the cause of the crisis, and the actor responsible for it, because those frames 

influence the public’s perception and impressions of the organization (Coombs, 2006).  
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This study aims to identify what kinds of news frames have been used in the coverage 

of the Syrian refugee crisis, including frames attributing responsibility for the event. Based on 

previous research into news framing, this study uses content analysis to explore the different 

media frames used. Ultimately, the findings may better inform crisis managers about how 

news coverage might influence public perceptions in countries as divergent as the U.S. and 

China, and may also have implications for future research into international response 

strategies. 

Today’s “Syrian Refugee Crisis” or “European Migrant Crisis” is not the first time the 

world has witnessed a humanitarian crisis of this scale. Several editorial and opinion pieces in 

the New York Times have drawn comparisons between Syrian refugees boarding trains in 

Hungary to the haunting history of Jews being sent to concentration camps during WWII. The 

repeated introduction of the crisis as “the worst since World War II,” further evokes this 

historical parallel. However, this current event is new and extremely different in many ways. 

Perhaps more so than ever before, the crisis involves and implicates the entire world.  

Furthermore, the media portrayal of the current Migrant Crisis via is quite different due 

to the new media technologies available to instantly report on the crisis. It is now instantly 

possible for readers far away from the crisis to access images and read about the stories of the 

refugees and the European citizens who are encountering them, as well as updates about 

politicians’ efforts to mitigate the crisis and solve the problem at its roots.  

As European nations directly face the consequences and unfolding events of the refugee 

crisis, other countries in the world look on, report, analyze, and try to make sense of the situation 

from a humanitarian, political, and economic viewpoint. The United States and China stand on 

opposite ends of the world, with the refugee crisis continuing to exacerbate between them; 
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indeed, both the United States and China play an important strategic role in the region and in 

finding a solution to the crisis. Questions of responsibility and human rights in a globalized 

world are raised through the news coverage of the Refugee Crisis in the United States and China, 

among other media from around the world. 

That being said, there are many other countries that are much more deeply implicated in 

the refugee crisis than China is, nations which almost certainly produce news coverage of the 

crisis that would prove insightful and meaningful for this study. For example, Russia is one of 

the most active players involved in the Syrian War, thus holds great potential to resolve the 

migrant crisis at its source by encouraging a solution to the raging war. An analysis of Russian 

newspaper framing of the refugee crisis would also prove insightful, however this study focuses 

on the U.S. and Chinese perspectives in order to illuminate their unique, contrasting perspective. 

The issues raised by the Syrian Refugee Crisis are highly relevant countries all across the 

world today, especially key players like U.S. and China. For instance, one of the most significant 

debates surrounding the coverage of refugees in the media is the extent to which state power is 

being challenged or even undermined by the movement of persons across borders. This study 

will consider the implications of refugee flows for how newspapers frame the consequences of 

the refugee crisis, including security threats and economic effects. Finally, it is also important to 

ask: are newspaper media empowering refugees to reach safety, or are newspapers reinforcing 

state policy and control over their movement?  

As globalization has impacted the transnational flows of people across borders, it has also 

dramatically impacted international media. According to Sparks (2000), the concept of 

globalization has replaced the “imperialism paradigm” as the main way of thinking about the 

international media (2007; 126).  As suggested earlier, “the deepest meaning conveyed by the 
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idea of globalization is that of the indeterminate, unruly and self-propelled character of world 

affairs; the absence of a center, of a controlling desk, of a board of directors, of a managerial 

office” (Bauman, 1998; 59). Power in this world, whether physical or symbolic in nature, is not 

concentrated in a single place. No state is strong enough to dominate world politics, just as no 

company is strong enough to dominate the world market, and no news organization is powerful 

enough to control all information about a certain topic (Sparks 139-40).   

Such rejection of a notion of any single controlling center stands in contrast to the central 

claim of the media and cultural imperialism paradigm, which claimed that broadcasting around 

the world was dominated by U.S. companies and U.S. agendas (Sparks, 2007; 140).  Following 

globalization, the United States “is no longer the puppeteer of a world system of images but is 

only one node of complex transnational construction of imaginary landscapes” (Appadurai, 1996; 

31). Therefore, it is not merely relevant but necessary to study news media outside of the United 

States in order to gain a broader, more accurate understanding of globalization’s effects on media 

framing.  

To further reinforce the importance of examining Chinese media in combination with U.S. 

media, Sparks (2000) has argued that no media is genuinely global in nature, as the so-called 

global media’s audience is “too small, too rich and too English-speaking to be considered 

inclusive.” There is also scant evidence that supports the existence of a global public sphere, and 

in fact the public sphere remains largely state-oriented. However, there is no question that many 

globalizing trends are made possible with the assistance of mass media at both domestic and 

international levels. Optimistic perspectives portray these processes of globalization as a positive 

force that works to unify widely different societies, integrating them into a “global village,” and 

enriching all parties in the process (McLuhan 1964). It remains to be seen what effect 
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globalization has had on the use of media frames in regards to a uniquely ‘globalized’ 

‘internationalized’ crisis such as the Migrant Crisis.  

Since the dawn of the era of globalization, studies outlining the ways immigration has 

been portrayed in the popular media have found elements of public anxiety over immigration and 

related issues of multiculturalism, race, and national identity. According to Chavez (2001), these 

anxieties did not suddenly burst forth in the 1990s, but rather these issues received increasing 

attention and formulation over the past thirty-plus years (2001; 12). This raises important 

questions about the role of the popular press in such coverage (German 1994). In the coverage of 

refugees and migration, it is pertinent to investigate whether popular newspapers merely reflect 

the public’s increasing anxiety, or, by playing to the fears and concerns of the public, cite anti-

refugee, anti-immigrant sentiments (Parenti, 1986). Therefore, the present study’s examination of 

coverage of refugees by two popular newspapers seeks to raise new questions about the media’s 

role in the public’s increasing concern about refugees and immigration (Simon and Alexander 

1993) as well as in reflecting international relations and policy regarding the Refugee Crisis. 

 

 

Media Framing and International Relations 

  

The political relationships between countries are profoundly important aspects of global 

society, as they influence the way the entire population of the world lives and divides itself into 

separate communities. The United States and China are often considered to be at opposite ends 

of the cultural and political spectrums, and the relationship between the two countries has been 

considered to be one of the most complex in the world due to centuries of isolation between the 

two nations. In the modern era, tensions between China and the United States remain heated 

amidst economic competition and cooperation. 
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There is an impressive body of literature that explains the key concepts of international 

relations in great detail (i.e. Griffiths & O’Callaghan, 2012; Carlsnaes, Risse, Simmons, 2013). 

U.S.-China relations have long been an interest and enigma for many scholars of international 

affairs, and the contemporary international relations between the U.S., China, and their interests 

in the Middle East in particular, has been a growing area of interest for many years, with recent 

literature focusing on human rights offering especially relevant insights into the present analysis 

of both countries’ media framing of the refugee crisis.  

 There is also a rapidly growing collection of literature related to the media’s influence on 

foreign affairs (Gowing, 1994; Neuman, 1996; Bahador, 2007; Evans, 2008; Van Belle & Potter, 

2011; Yordanova, 2012; Robinson, 2013), most of which support the hypothesis that the media 

indeed have an influence on the decision-making in foreign policy. However, these studies often 

fail to define the degree to which the media coverage plays a role in foreign affairs. Some 

research has examined the ways that the media of selected countries portray foreign nations by 

focusing on one country’s media (Yu & Riffe, 1989; Saleem, 2007) or comparing media of 

selected countries (Soderlund & Schmitt, 1986; Soderlund, Wagenberg, Surlin 1989; Yang, 

2003). There is still a dearth of academic research comparing media in U.S. and Chinese media, 

especially concerning the coverage of the Middle East, including the Refugee Crisis.  Even 

though some studies emerging are about media coverage of the crisis, none of them have 

compared news from U.S. and China, nor have they explored the framing perspective. 

The framing of international issues by different national newspapers reflects each 

country’s different policies and goals. Even for countries in which newspapers are not strictly 

regulated by the state, the coverage of political issues will follow certain established narratives 

and political motives.  In the era of globalization and communication technology, media have a 
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significant influence on international relations. Through coverage of foreign crises, media are 

able to create an emotional response from public who may extort policy-makers to take action 

(Neuman, 1996).  For example, in 1994 when the Clinton administration decided to withdraw 

from Somalia after the media’s negative representations of the issue, which caused public 

response and pressure to retreat (Bly, 2002). 

Examining the framing at play in the media coverage of international events a key aspect 

to understanding international relations. Pavlik (2008) defined framing as a tool to organize ideas 

and thoughts so that particular events and issues make sense as they are put in a meaningful 

context. The context may be influenced by social and political reality, stereotypes, prejudices, 

and political agendas. In other words, the way media in different countries frame the same event 

highly depends on the cultural context as well as political and economic ideologies. For example, 

Maslog, Lee & Kim (2006) explored how English-language media in India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, 

Indonesia, and the Philippines represented the war in Iraq differently according to their own 

perspectives. The results showed that the media varied significantly in their distribution of war 

and peace frames, and that there was little consistency in their perception and framing of the 

incident. The act of framing is intrinsic in the process of making news and may in turn have a 

great influence on the audience’s perception of reality, though this will not be explicitly 

measured in the present study. 

 While analyzing media frames of controversial issues, it is helpful to explore news 

sources used in the media coverage, as they are an important element of the framing process. 

Through the keywords, metaphors, visual images, concepts, and symbols embodied in the news 

(Entman, 1991), media framing determines the way in which the public understands the events of 

processes (Evans, 2008). While writing their stories, journalists interact with different news 
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sources and choose those that are suitable to the topic and audience. Depending on the source 

used in media coverage, media may present a different picture of the same issue. Thus, analysis 

of the usage of news sources can provide additional information on how media differ in their 

choice of sources and how it influences the process of framing (Lasorsa & Reese, 1990). 

Framing is an extension of agenda setting in terms of media effects, and is attributed to 

second-level agenda setting (McCombs, Shaw, & Weaver, 1997; Scheufele, 1999). It involves 

selection and salience (Entman, 1993) and calling attention to some aspects of a reality, or 

obscuring others (Griffin, 2003). While agenda setting is concerned with the salience of an issue, 

framing is concerned with the presentation or emphasis in salience of different aspects of such 

issue (De Vreese, 2005). In this way, [the press] is like the beam of a searchlight that moves 

restlessly about, bringing one episode and then another out of the darkness into vision 

(Lippmann, 1992, p. 229) 

Like globalization, framing is also a “fractured paradigm” (Entman, 1993), which has no 

single or universal definition; different scholars have defined the concept differently. The most 

cited definition provided by Robert M. Entman (1993) states that “to frame is to select some 

aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a 

way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or 

treatment recommendation for the item described” (1993; 52). 

A media frame has also been explained as “a broad organizing theme for selecting, 

emphasizing, and linking the elements of a story such as the scenes, the characters, their 

actions, and supporting documentation” (Bennet cited in 2002: 42 cited in Boykoff 2008). In 

practice, a frame is a conceptual lens that brings certain aspects of reality into sharper focus, 

emphasizing a particular way to understand an issue, while relegating other issues to the 
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background. Therefore, the practice of framing embodies the capacity of news media to select 

certain aspects of a story that promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, 

moral evaluation, or treatment recommendation.  

According to Snow and Benford (1988), “The robustness, completeness, and 

thoroughness of the framing effort," rely on three core framing tasks and the degree to which 

these tasks are attended to: diagnostic framing, for the identification of a problem and 

assignment of blame for the problem; prognostic framing, to suggest solutions, strategies, and 

tactics to solve a problem; and motivational framing, to serve as a call to arms or rationale for 

action.  

 In the context of newspaper framing of the Syrian Refugee Crisis, diagnostic frames 

describe how the Syrian refugee crisis and its actors contribute to the event and who is to 

blame. Prognostic frames involve how the solutions to the Refugee Crisis are emphasized in 

the newspaper media. For example, an article might suggest military intervention and arming 

the rebels against Assad, as well as providing active humanitarian assistance to Syrian 

refugees, or encouraging diplomatic means and negotiations to resolve the refugee crisis. 

Motivational frames appeal more to reader’s emotions and sense of morality in relation to the 

crisis, moving them to action. In this study, Snow and Benford’s three framing tasks will be 

further explained in relation to Semetko and Valkenburg’s five generic frames.  

To investigate and compare the framing of the Syrian Refugee Crisis in the U.S. and 

China, this study takes its content analysis framework from Semetko and Valkenburg’s five 

frames measuring the attribution of responsibility, conflict, economic consequences, human 

interests, and morality. It is significant to identify how these five frames are used in 

newspaper coverage of the Syrian refugee crisis, as frames are powerful mechanisms that can 
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help define and solve problems and shape public opinion (Knight, 1999). Much of the 

previous research on framing has focused on media frames in relation to public policy issues, 

although framing research is also potentially useful for identifying strategic messages created 

by public relations practitioners (Hallahan, 1999).  

Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) studied the differences in the use of news frames of 

European politics in four national newspapers and three national television outlets in Holland. 

The results of their study showed that the most common frames were attribution of responsibility, 

conflict, economic consequences, human interests, and morality.   

Table 1 

Syrian Refugee Crisis – Generic Frames Coding Key 
Frame name Description 

Attribution of responsibility frame This frame is defined as “a way of attributing responsibility for 

[a] cause or solution to either the government or to an individual 

or group” (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000, p. 96). The story points 

out who is to blame, or possibly describes how to take 

responsibility and further plans to solve the issue.   

 

Human interest frame This frame “brings a human face or an emotional angle to the 

presentation of an event, issue, or problem” (Semetko & 

Valkenburg, 2000, p. 95). The story focuses on people’s 

reactions, and emotional aspects of the Crisis.  

 

Conflict frame The conflict frame is used in such a way as to reflect conflict and 

disagreement among individuals, groups, or organizations (e.g. 

politicians, parties, countries, religions, races, etc.)  

 

Morality frame This frame puts the event, problem, or issue in the context of 

morals, social prescriptions, and religious tenets.  

 

Economic consequences frame  This frame reports an event, problem, or issue in terms of the 

consequences it will have economically on an individual, groups, 

organizations, or countries.  

Other Other articles, including photo captions, brief factual summaries 

(e.g. number of drownings in the Mediterranean, statistical 

updates), announcements, and Syrian Civil War news, which do 

not provide any form of commentary or analysis.  
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According to Semetko and Valkenburg, the way European politics and issues are framed 

in the news via these five generic frames influence public understanding and evaluation of issues, 

institutions, and political actors. Furthermore, the public’s perceptions may be easily changed 

depending on what frames are used in the media coverage (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). The 

use of these news frames also depends on both the type of outlet and the type of topic. According 

to Semetko and Valkenburg’s study, the most significant differences recorded were not between 

media (television vs. the press) but between sensationalist versus serious types of news outlets. 

Sober and serious newspapers and television news programs more often used the responsibility 

and conflict frames in the presentation of news, whereas sensationalist outlets more often used 

the human interest frame.  

In crisis situations, the human interest frame stimulates the psychological pulse of 

people, which ultimately leads them to a more negative attitude toward the crisis (Padin, 2005, 

October 12). Cho and Gower (2006) showed that the human interest frame influenced 

participants’ emotional responses, and that it was also a significant predictor of blame and 

responsibility in a transgression crisis. Therefore, the use of the human interest frame in 

coverage of the Syrian Refugee Crisis in the U.S. and China will be described in more detail 

in the results section. 

As for the conflict frame, Neuman et al. (1992) found that it was also commonly used 

by U.S. news media. In the Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) study, the conflict frame was the 

second most common frame, assessing the more serious the newspaper, the more the conflict 

frame was evident. The economic consequences frame, Neuman et al. (1992) also identified it 

as a common frame in U.S. news. The wide impact of an event is an important news value, 

and economic consequences are often considerable (Graber, 1993). While the other frames 
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may be evoked more directly, Neuman et al. (1992) found that the morality frame was 

commonly used by journalists indirectly through quotations or inference because of the 

journalistic norm of objectivity.    

 The presence of frames in a text are the projection of power (Entman, 2007) and can be 

gauged by looking at the usage of certain keywords, phrases, stock phrases, stereotyped images 

and sources of information (Entman 1993) or rhetoric in verbs, nouns or modifiers, adjectives or 

proverbs (Ray, 2004). The frames in text provide the contexts which are transferred to the 

audience, who interpret them according to their mental schemata, defined as mentally stored 

clusters of ideas (Goffman, 1974) that guide individuals’ processing of information (Graber, 

1988).  Although each member of the audience has unique mental schemata, and all frames are 

not created equally (Levin, Schneider & Gaeth 1998), they are considered to have an almost 

uniform effect on the majority, if not all, of the audience exposed to them. This common effect 

on readers is what makes it significant to study the frames used by mass media (Ray, 2004). This 

reflects that framing affects readers’ understanding (Price, Tweksbury & Powers, 1997) and 

recall of thoughts (Valkenburg, Semetko & De Vreese, 1999) about events and issues. 

 Frames are also embedded in a culture, and can therefore be studied by looking at the 

elements and aesthetics of one’s culture. Culture is comprised of shared beliefs and 

understandings, mediated and formed by symbols and language of a group or society (Zald, 

1996). It plays an important role in giving the context and interpretation of certain information 

about an occurrence (Wolfsfeld, 2003; Zhou, 2008). The framing of an event or occurrence can 

have different interpretations from framing of same event (Nelson, Clawson, & Oxley, 1997) in 

another culture. 
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Therefore, culture and ideology of a nation play a significant role in influencing media 

framing. Aday, Livingston and Hebert (2005) in their study on coverage of the Iraq war found 

that there were significant biases in the coverage in U.S. and Arab media about the issue. Both 

the media constructed the reality as per their culture and ideology. The study in hand is 

concerned with the frames focusing on what attributes of the issue or actors are highlighted and 

how they have been emphasized in their coverage by the selected newspapers. The present 

research is limited to media frames; hence only frames embedded in text are analyzed, using a 

quantitative content analysis of The New York Times and People’s Daily. Therefore, the present 

content analysis is based on the how the generic frames are used in U.S. and Chinese media 

according to their different cultures, ideologies, and national interests. 
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Chapter Three 

Research Questions & Methods 

Summarizing the above literature review on media framing, it can be hypothesized that 

the U.S. media frames the international crisis and actors involved in it in line with the policies 

and interests of the U.S. government, as well as with their culture and ideology. Whereas the 

Chinese media work partially under authoritarian controls, in this case by state-censorship, the 

framing of external conflicts, such as the Syrian Civil War, and proxy conflicts, including the 

Syrian Refugee Crisis, also conforms to the political orientations of the country and ideology of 

the state.  

Research Questions 

 

Based on the literature review, this study focuses on the following broad research 

questions to fill the gap in existing literature:  

1. RQ1: How do news sources and news types correlate with how the New York Times 

(NYT) and People’s Daily (PD) frame the Refuge Crisis?  

2. RQ2: How did NYT and PD frame the Refugee Crisis before and after the death of Aylan 

Kurdi? 

3. RQ3: Were refugees themselves depicted more as individuals or as masses in NYT and 

PD coverage of the Refugee Crisis, and how does this depiction of refugees vary before 

and after the death of Aylan Kurdi?  

4. RQ4: How does each media outlet attribute responsibility for the Crisis? How does the 

attribution of responsibility vary between NYT and PD, and who/what are the main 

parties blamed by the two outlets? 
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5. RQ5: What are the potential solutions to the Refugee Crisis suggested by NYT and PD 

coverage, if any?  

 

To answer the research questions outlined above, this study will combine one of the most 

fertile research methodologies in communication sciences – content analysis of newspaper 

coverage – with an assessment of international affairs related to U.S. and Chinese involvement in 

the Syrian Refugee Crisis. News content studies focusing on this topic are rare so far, as the 

event is currently still unfolding. Consequently, this study will be one of the first to scientifically 

examine the news coverage of the Refugee Crisis with a comparative view of U.S. and Chinese 

media perspectives.  

Second, this study aims to employ the operationalizations of news frames, specifically the 

generic frames of Semetko and Valkenburg (2000), gaining the unique advantage of using 

generic frames to illuminate more specific categories. Regarding the generic frames, this thesis 

has an extra scientific purpose to expand the contextual use of these frames, as they are often 

used in a European context (e.g. Semetko and Valkenburg, 2000; Van Cauwenberge et al., 2009). 

This study questions how applicable generic frames are in an international setting shaken by 

conflict. 

Data Sources  

This study has selected two major national newspapers to be used in the media 

analysis: The New York Times and People’s Daily. The two newspapers were selected from 

among those with the highest circulation in their respective countries. The New York Times is 

a leading newspaper in the U.S., read by politicians, opinion leaders, and ordinary citizens. 

People’s Daily is also read by a similar demographic. The articles published in both selected 

newspapers are available online in electronic and searchable form.  
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The New York Times 

Considered to be the most prestigious newspaper in the United States, The New York 

Times (NYT) has been publishing from New York City since 1851. NYT has won 117 Pulitzer 

Prizes, more than any other news organization, and enjoys the world's largest online readership, 

with a circulation of 1,379,806 on weekdays, and 1,321,207 on Sundays (Stynes, 2014). The 

paper's print version has the second-largest circulation, behind The Wall Street Journal, and the 

largest circulation among the metropolitan newspapers in the United States. Partly for this reason, 

The New York Times also has a vital influence in setting the agenda of American media (El Zein 

& Cooper, 1992).  

 As for American newspapers in general, Lent (2006) argues that U.S. news is not known 

for giving much coverage to foreign issues except for where culture and ideology matter. 

Because democracy and capitalism are the dominant cultural norms of United States, Akhavan-

Majid and Ramaprasad (1998) found that anti-communism and pro-democracy were main frames 

used in news coverage. Furthermore, U.S. media also conforms to government policies and 

national interests while covering a foreign crises or conflicts (Wanta, Golan, & Lee, 2004). 

Vliegenthart and Schröder (2010) conducted a textual analysis of newspapers of four Western 

countries (U.S., UK, Germany and the Netherlands) covering the Iraq war and found that U.S. 

media covered the issue in line with U.S. government policy, legitimizing the intervention in Iraq 

and framing accordingly (p.79). Other studies also strongly suggest that American media framing 

conforms to U.S. state policy (Carpenter, 2007; Dimitrova, Kaid, Williams, & Trammell, 2005; 

Fahmy & Kim, 2008). U.S. policy towards the Syrian refugee crisis is to provide aid, defeat ISIS, 

and bring down the Assad regime.  
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 Concerning U.S. newspaper coverage of events in the Middle East, the U.S. media 

typically portrays countries positively where its political, economic and military interests matter 

(Saleem, 2007), even if they are ruled by non-democratic governments. Saleem (2007) studied 

the framing of images of foreign countries in U.S. media and found that it supports U.S. foreign 

policies, and frames foreign countries accordingly. Siraj (2006) in his study on the image of 

Pakistan in pre-9/11 and post-9/11 press in the United States concluded that, conforming to U.S. 

foreign policy in their coverage, American media portrayed Pakistan as foe before 9/11 and as 

friend after 9/11. But contrary to these, Khan (2008) also studied the pre and post 9/11 images of 

Pakistan in elite U.S. newspapers, and found that in fact U.S. media does not conform to foreign 

policy of its government, but rather emphasizes their cultural differences from other nations. 

Based on Khan’s findings (2008), it may be concluded that cultural differences may 

sometimes exert a stronger influence than foreign policy over U.S. media portrayal. Favorable or 

unfavorable coverage of any country in U.S. media depends upon its relations with United States 

(Ramaprasad, 1984). However, when the subject at hand is matter of Muslim culture and its 

image, U.S. media portrays the same allies negatively (Ali, 2007). Ali (2012) studied the image 

of Turkey in two American magazines before 9/11 and found that although Turkey is an ally of 

the U.S., it was framed negatively as a Muslim country (p.347). A similar study shows the image 

of Afghanistan as negative in American press (Shabir, Ali, & Iqbal, 2011). Merskin (2004) 

conducted a textual analysis on the speeches delivered by President Obama on the media after 

September 11, 2001 to January 29, 2002 concluding that conforming to the prior studies, the 

media in question portrayed Arabs stereotypically as evil, bloodthirsty, animalistic terrorists and 

enemies. According to Suleiman (1999), in U.S. media, barbarism and cruelty are associated as 

common traits of all the Arabs.  
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Therefore, when looking at coverage concerning the Middle East, it is important to note 

that many studies have found that U.S. newspapers distort the image of Arabs, framing them as 

extremists, terrorists and fanatics, which has created general mistrust and dislike for Arabs 

among some Americans (El-Farra, 1996). Additionally, Abrahamian (2003) found that after the 

incidence of 9/11 the US media framed the incidence in the context of Islam and portrayed all 

Muslims as either terrorists or sympathizing with terrorists (p.538). Therefore, it is highly 

relevant to examine how The New York Times portrays Syrian refugees in this context.  

The People’s Daily  

The People's Daily (PD) is one of the most influential and authoritative daily newspapers 

in China.  Ever since it was founded on June 15, 1946, the People's Daily has been under direct 

control of the Party's top leadership. Therefore, it is an official newspaper of the Chinese 

Communist Party, which is currently published worldwide with a circulation of approximately 4 

million. Similar to Pravda's relationship with the Soviet Union, People’s Daily provides direct 

information on the policies and viewpoints of the government. Thus, People’s Daily is 

considered to be the official voice of the central government of the People's Republic of China. 

For the last 70 years, the People's Daily has published daily issues that provide the single 

location where the central government and the Communist Party of China announce their 

respective policies and disseminate governmental, political, and economic messages to the public 

and the world. Most importantly, since its inception the newspaper has been the true barometer 

of the political climate of Chinese society on a daily basis. This study will examine the articles 

published in the original Mandarin version, as they are the articles presented to the majority of 

Chinese citizens, and not specially targeted for an international audience.  
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 During the Cultural Revolution, the People's Daily was one of the few sources of 

information from which either foreigners or Chinese citizens could figure out what the Chinese 

government was doing or planning to do. During this period, editorials in the People's Daily 

were considered authoritative statements of government policy to be studied and reproduced 

nationwide, then analyzed globally for insight into the Party's plans. Today, editorials published 

in the People's Daily are still regarded both by foreign observers and Chinese readers as 

authoritative statements of official government policy; thus they will be examined with care in 

the present study.  

Distinctions are made between editorials, commentary, and opinions in People’s Daily. 

Although all must be government approved, they may differ sharply on the amount of official 

authoritativeness they contain by design from the top. For example, although an opinion piece is 

unlikely to contain views opposed to those of the government, it may express a viewpoint or 

contain a debate that is under consideration and reflect only the opinions of the writer. In other 

words, an editorial trial balloon may be used to assess internal public opinion. By contrast, an 

official editorial means that the government has reached a final decision on an issue. 

Additionally, newspaper articles in the People's Daily, like other Chinese newspapers, are 

often not read for content so much as placement. In China, visibility and prominence in official 

media communicates power. A large number of articles devoted to a political figure or idea is 

often taken as a sign that the mentioned official or subject is rising. Likewise with articles on 

geographical areas foreign or domestic.  

During the Tiananmen Square Protests of 1989, a People's Daily editorial was published 

on 26 April, which condemned "unlawful parades and demonstrations," marking a significant 

moment in the newspaper's history. The editorial increased tension between the government and 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trial_balloon
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protesters, and top CPC leaders argued about whether to revise it. Since the mid-1990s, the 

People's Daily has faced a decline of governmental subsidies combined with increasing 

competition from international news sources and Chinese tabloids. As part of its effort to 

modernize, it began an online edition in 1997, and the web bulletin forums, such as the 

Strengthening Nation Forum in the Chinese edition, has been known for their surprisingly candid 

content. 

Amnesty International says of the People’s Republic of China that “Hundreds of 

thousands of people continue to be detained in violation of their fundamental human rights 

across the country, death sentences and executions continue to be imposed after unfair trials, 

torture and ill-treatment remain widespread and systemic, and freedom of expression and 

information continue to be severely curtailed” (Amnesty International, 2003). Amidst this 

atmosphere, foreign media companies must work to develop a dialogue with the bureaucratic 

agencies that regulate the Chinese media and entertainment market. The purpose of this dialogue 

is on the one hand to enable the foreign company to understand the Chinese government more 

clearly, and at the same time convince the Chinese state that foreign media organizations are not 

seeking to destabilize China, sow the seeds of social or political trouble, or weaken China’s 

sense of cultural identity’ (Liu, 2002: 4, 165).  

As for Chinese media’s portrayal of the Middle East, state-owned news outlets seek to 

highlight the positive role China is playing in the region. A commentary published in People’s 

Daily in January 2016, the day China's leader arrived in Saudi Arabia, praised Xi’s tour for 

“injecting positive energy into the peaceful development of the Middle East” (Kuo 2016). 

China’s position as both a member of the UN Security Council and as a responsible great power 

was cited to explain its increasing influence. An opinion piece by the former Chinese 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinese_tabloid
http://opinion.people.com.cn/n1/2016/0119/c1003-28065089.html
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ambassador to Iran argued that Beijing’s deepening engagement with the Middle East was 

“commensurate with China’s expanding role in international platforms, where Beijing will and 

should assume more responsibilities” (Hua 2016). The study at hand will examine to what extend 

framing of the Syrian Refugee Crisis in People’s Daily reflects China’s commitment to taking on 

more responsibility in the region.  

Time frame 

The time frame of June to December 2015 was selected to pivot around the key event of 

the death of Aylan Kurdi on September 2, 2015. Aylan Kurdi’s image made global headlines 

after he drowned in the Mediterranean Sea, becoming a symbol of the Syrian refugee crisis. The 

event has also been identified by the media as a turning point in public opinion about the crisis. 

RQ1 will measure the impact of this event during the three months prior and three months 

preceding September 2, 2015.   

Another key event that occurred within the time frame examined by this study includes 

the Paris Attacks on November 11, 2015, which also had significant effects on newspaper 

framing of the issue. According to The New York Times, Google began preserving detailed data 

on search volumes since 2004, which have since been used to measure prejudicial searches 

against certain groups of people (Soltas, 2015). The search data revealed that terrorism prompts 

swift and dramatic changes in American policy concerns. Before the Paris attacks, approximately 

60 percent of American people’s searches that took an obvious view of Syrian refugees saw them 

positively, asking how they could "help," "volunteer" or "aid." The other 40 percent were 

negative and mostly expressed skepticism about security. After the Paris attacks, however, the 

share of people opposed to the United States accepting Syrian refugees rose to 80 percent.  



 

 

 

47 

Correspondingly, within the New York Times sample collected from June 2015 to 

December 2015, the months with the most articles published about the Syrian Refugee Crisis 

were September and November. As for People’s Daily, the distribution of articles about the 

Syrian Refugee Crisis was more consistent over the six-month period, showing an increasing 

trend from June to December (Figure 1). Both newspapers show an increasing amount of 

coverage on the issue, demonstrating that the Syrian Refugee Crisis continues to be a top issue 

on China and U.S. agendas. The research at hand seeks to further uncover how the occurrence of 

key international events during this time period may have influenced the use of generic frames 

by the U.S. and China. 

 

Figure 1 

Number of NYT and PD articles on the Syrian Refugee Crisis, June – December 2015 

 

Note: NYT (n= 415) + PD (n=209) = Total sample 624 
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Data collection 

The units of analysis for this study are news stories related to the Syrian refugee crisis. 

The news stories were collected from The New York Times of the U.S. and The People’s Daily of 

China. Conducting a census approach, the whole population of relevant stories from both 

newspapers published during the selected time frame was taken as sample for the present study. 

Riffe, Lacy and Fico (2005) argued that this approach is the most appropriate when the sample 

size is small. Several other researchers (Siraj, 2006: Durrani, 2012) have also used this approach 

in their investigations. This study selected the two newspapers as representative samples of 

American and Chinese newspapers due to their circulation and prestige, as explained in the 

previous section. 

The data from The New York Times was retrieved from archives accessed via the 

ProQuest electronic database. The data from People’s Daily was accessed from the web archive 

(1946-Present) via OriProbe Information Services. Both archives were filtered against keywords 

“Syria” and “refugees” during the time period from June 1, 2015 to December 31, 2015. The first 

task was to identify and retrieve all articles published from June 1, 2015 to December 31, 2015 

that focused on the Syrian refugees, the “Syrian Refugee Crisis,” or the “European Migrant 

Crisis,” which are the most popular keywords on this subject in Internet searches. The selection 

was undertaken through a keywords search in English for The New York Times and Chinese for 

People’s Daily: 

•    ‘refugee’ OR 難民 

•         ‘Syria’ OR 敘利亞 

•         ‘Syrian refugee’ OR 敘利亞難民 

•         ‘Syrian refugee’ AND ‘crisis’ OR 敘利亞難民 AND 危機 

•         ‘European refugee’ AND ‘crisis’ OR 歐洲難民 AND 危機 
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•         ‘Syrian refugee crisis’ (exact phrase) OR 敘利亞難民危機 

•         ‘European refugee crisis’ (exact phrase) OR 歐洲難民危機 

 

The researcher translated the above keywords to reflect the commonly used terms 

corresponding to the English keywords. The objective of this research is to retrieve the most 

articles from the selected newspapers that discuss the Syrian Refugee Crisis or its causes and 

effects. An ‘and/or search’ was be used, so that an article was picked up if it mentions one or 

more of the keywords. The search was undertaken to account for the title, abstract, and body 

content of articles from selected newspapers.  

The initial search yielded over 600 articles from The New York Times and over 400 

articles from People’s Daily in the selected time frame. Blog articles and duplicates were 

discarded first. Then a careful reading of the article content was conducted and only those news 

stories that were exclusively related to the context of the Syrian refugee crisis were included in 

the final population. The final sample consisted of 415 articles from The New York Times and 

209 articles from People’s Daily. Therefore, pooling the contents of both newspapers, the overall 

population of the study comprised 624 articles. 

Coding Procedure 

The codebook was organized into questions and variables to allow for appropriate 

coding and analysis to address the research questions and identify the generic frames (see 

Appendix A). The researcher was responsible for translating the codebook from English to 

Chinese, which was used to code People’s Daily articles in Mandarin. Translation of the 

codebook was undertaken with the assistance of a native-speaker as editor, so that attention 

will be given to locally used language when translating terms. 
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First, each article was coded for newspaper title (1 = NYT; 2 = PD) and other 

descriptive information, such as the year, month and day published and the headline text. Next, 

news type was coded numerically for 1) foreign news, 2) domestic news, 3) editorials, 4) 

opinion, 5) letters, 6) commentary, and 7) other. The origin of news was coded numerically 

for 1) staff journalists or foreign correspondents, 2) other wire or news service, 3) reader 

contributions, 4) experts, such as researchers, professors, specialists, or statistics, 5) 

government sources, or 6) not stated. Major news sources were coded for 1) politicians or 

government officials, 2) ordinary people, 3) experts, 4) non-governmental agencies or staff, 

including the UN, 5) other media outlets or news agencies, 6) other, or 7) no specific source.  

The primary and secondary topic of each article was also coded. While the main goal 

of the coding is to identify the frames, the act of coding for primary and secondary topics 

served as a warm-up for the coders to clearly select the overall frame of the story. Primary and 

secondary topics included 1) people, including refugees and other peoples’ behaviors, 

reactions, or emotions, 2) policy, described as plans by government, international groups, aid 

organizations, or others, 3) action, such as operation of aid and relief efforts, or military 

strikes, 4) impacts, including economic, security, and cultural, 5) responsibility, and 6) other.   

To answer RQ2, articles were also coded according to whether they focused on 

refugees as individuals (1) or masses (2), or did not explicitly mention refugees at all (3). An 

individual focus was identified when the majority of the article quoted one individual, or 

several, and also included details such as name, age, and occupation. Stories portraying 

refugees as masses were identified by language use such as tide, flow, pour, crowds, etc. 

While many articles used a combination of both of these portrayals, the researcher coded 

according to the majority perspective that was presented in each story.   
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The frames measured by this study were derived from Semetko and Valkenburg’s 

2000 research, so that the author and co-coder carefully read articles to identify recurrent 

themes. Although each news story could contain more than one frame, each article was coded 

for only one frame. The frame was coded when it prevailed in more than half of the 

paragraphs in the selected article, or was the single theme of the story. The possibility of 

dominant and secondary frames was not measured in this study, but could be extremely 

illuminating for future research. It was also possible that no frame was selected because of the 

equal importance the article allocated to different frames, or because of the straightforward 

factual nature of the story.  

To answer RQ3, a careful close reading of each article was conducted using the 

generic frames coding key (Table 1) as reference. The researcher then factored in the 

rhetorical language, the frequency and placement of key statistics in the article, and quotes, 

among other details, to determine which frame was being used by the news story in question. 

To address RQ4, the researcher coded each article according to the party held responsible for 

the Crisis, including 1) Syria, 2) the U.S., 3) Europe, 4) The West at large, 5) Middle East, 6) 

Russia, 7) China, 8) Refugees, 9) Policy, 10) Economics, 11) Extremism, 12) Universal 

responsibility, 13) Human traffickers, 14) other or 15) not mentioned. While doing so, the 

researcher kept careful notes of specific solutions that may have been raised within the sample 

population to address RQ5.  
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Intercoder Reliability 

In the process of media content analysis, a risk of subjectivity in interpretation appears, 

which can lead to a low quality research outcome (Chang et al., 2012). To avoid this, two 

coders, including the author and a Taiwanese graduate student, ran the intercoder reliability 

test. The coder was informed about the purpose of this study and was trained to become 

familiar with the study’s objectives as well as vague peculiarities during training sessions in 

which various randomly selected articles were examined and coded. As multi-language 

content analysis poses challenges (Peter & Lauf, 2002), the researcher ensured that both 

coders have proficiency in both English and Chinese.  

Ten percent of the articles from each newspaper sample were randomly selected to 

check for intercoder reliability (21 out of 210 PD, and 41 out of 414 NYT). After coding was 

completed, intercoder reliability was calculated. Quantitative content analysis should measure 

and report the validity of the coding design through testing inter-coder agreement. Not only is 

reliability reporting required for the validity of the analysis, but it also contributes to the 

further improvement of quantitative content analysis as research method within media and 

communication studies. This analysis used one primary coder and one secondary co-coder, 

and inter-coder reliability was measured using Cohen’s kappa (k). Kappa measures the 

agreement between two coders who independently assign values to items applying codebook 

variables that are mutually exclusive, calculating inter-coder agreement by dividing actual 

agreement by chance or random agreement, arriving then at observed agreement 

(Krippendorff, 2004, p. 245–247).  

The reliability was measured using Cohen’s kappa, which is used with only two coders 

(Brennan & Prediger, 1981). In a study in which units are coded, Cohen’s kappa provides 
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straightforward results as it documents point-by-point agreement, which allows noticing details 

at which agreement is smaller and requires sequential analysis. Therefore, this coefficient is 

suitable for this study, as it describes agreement with respect to how a coding scheme was used 

(Bakeman & Gottman, 1997). This method suggests that results above 0.81 are considered highly 

reliable, and those above 0.61 are reliable (Cohen, 1960). However, as Cohen’s kappa has been 

criticized for being somewhat conservative, and often results in low variance in studies such as 

these, we set validity measures at above .70 for kappa and above 70 percent for raw agreement.   

The results of the intercoder reliability tests for the NYT and PD sample, as presented in Table 2, 

show that the morality frame received the lowest, yet acceptable, level of reliability (0.8). 

Remaining categories, major news sources, individual vs. masses, etc., received the highest level 

of 1. As raw agreement was acceptable in most cases (with overall variables scoring above 90%), 

we assumed low Kappa values to be due to language differences or inadequate coder training.  

Table 2 

Intercoder reliability test results 

 New York Times 

Cohen’s Kappa, (% agree) 

People’s Daily 

Cohen’s Kappa, (% agree) 

News Type 1 (100%) 1 (100%) 

News Origin 1 (100%) 1 (100%) 

News Source .76 (82.5%) .814 (90.4%) 

Primary Topic .74 (82.5%) .93 (95.2%) 

Secondary Topic .78 (85%) .88 (90.4%) 

Refugee portrayal .81 (92.5%) .80 (90.4%) 

Framing .89 (92.5%) .87 (90.4%) 

Responsibility .85 (90%) .92 (95.2%) 
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Chapter Four 

Results 

 

RQ1: How do news sources and news types correlate with how the New York Times (NYT) and 

People’s Daily (PD) frame the Refuge Crisis? 

1. News Type 

It is significant to measure the news types within the sample population, because certain 

news types are more likely to employ different frames. The majority of coverage focusing on the 

Syrian Refugee Crisis in both newspapers was categorized as International News (NYT-62.2%; 

PD -63.2%). For The New York Times, articles about the Refugee Crisis appeared most often in 

the “Foreign Desk” section, while People’s Daily similarly printed most coverage of the crisis in 

the international (國際) section. International news from both newspapers overwhelmingly used 

the conflict (51.8%) and economic consequences frames (52.5%).  

On the other hand, domestic news focusing on the Refugee Crisis was scarce in both 

newspapers; only 11.3% of the New York Times sample categorized Domestic News (e.g. 

National Desk; Metropolitan Desk), while none of the People’s Daily articles about the Syrian 

Refugee Crisis were categorized as national news. However, People’s Daily articles did 

occasionally use Chinese national values as a moral, domestic lens when the morality frame was 

employed, which will be discussed in more detail later on.  In the American coverage, a domestic 

lens was used to examine the crisis when it triggered concerns over U.S. immigration policy and 

security, which in turn influenced the rhetoric used by political campaigns, especially evident in 

the presidential candidates’ vows to either reject or welcome refugees (see appendix B1).  
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Domestic news predominantly featured the conflict frame (51.1%) and attribution of 

responsibility frame (19.1%);   

 Additionally, editorials made up 4.6% of the New York Times sample, and opinion pieces 

made up 5.5%. Editorials framed the Refugee Crisis mainly through the economic consequences 

(32.3%) and conflict frames (32.1%). Other articles in the form of letters (4.1%) made up 

another small component of the overall NYT population. The remaining 7.2% of the sample 

consisted of commentary from experts, politicians, or staff. The letters, opinions, and 

commentary pieces were more likely than other news types to contain the attribution of 

responsibility frame, and were often more emotional and outright in blaming a certain party or 

suggesting a solution. Commentary pieces mainly framed stories through the human interest 

(35.7%) and attribution of responsibility frames (14.3%). Letters were most likely to employ the 

attribution of responsibility (58.8%) and morality frame (35.3%). Similarly, opinion pieces 

mostly framed stories through the attribution of responsibility (33.3%) and conflict frame (25%). 

Therefore, the different article types will reflect present a different framing of the Crisis. 

  As for People’s Daily, 31.1% of articles about the Syrian Refugee Crisis were classified 

as “Important Front Page News” (要聞). Otherwise, perspective news (觀點/ 觀察) made up 

only 0.5% (1 article), and there were few letters printed concerning the topic. For example, one 

letter congratulating President Xi Jinping on the 2015 Beijing Forum on Human Rights, was 

submitted by Chinese scholar Liu Hai Nian, emphasized Chinese values as a kind of moral code: 

“How to achieve peace? President Xi Jinping pointed out that the core lies in building 

new international relations in order to encourage win-win cooperation, and to build a 

common destiny of mankind.... Chinese people remember history and cherish peace. 

When a New China was established, it initiated the Five Principles together with India 
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and other countries, and later Asia and Africa and other countries jointly initiated the ten 

principles of peaceful coexistence. Chinese government seeks to safeguard national 

sovereignty, and to safeguard world peace and development for the country and its people 

to create a good environment. In recent years, war has continued in West Asia, North 

Africa and other countries, where the existing social order is disturbed, peaceful homes 

are reduced to rubble, and large numbers of people are forced from their homes to 

become refugees. Such situations and the underlying reasons behind them let people feel 

deeply that peace is hard-won and the right to peace is valuable” (for the original Chinese 

text, refer to Appendix C-1).  

Additionally, one official government document was published in PD during the selected 

time period, which discussed the Refugee Crisis (0.5%), and another 3.3% of the PD sample was 

composed of opinion (評論) and theory pieces (理論), x2 (8, 624) = 133.76, p<.0001.  

 

2. Origin of news 

 The majority of stories for both The New York Times (83.6%) and People’s Daily (84.7%) 

were obtained from staff journalists.  The second-most common source for both newspapers was 

expert quotes, opinions, or other cited information (9.2% NYT; 4.8% PD). The People’s Daily 

used more direct government sources (2.9%) than The New York Times (1%), while the New 

York Times published more reader contributions and ordinary people’s voices (3.9%) than 

People’s Daily (1%). Other wire and news services were seldom credited, except for photo 

credits or brief news summaries, with The New York Times citing AP or Reuters in 2.4% of the 

sample, and 3.8% of the People’s Daily sample, x2 (5, 624) = 23.55, p<. 0001.   
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3. News sources 

Politicians and government officials made up the most common source of quotes, 

statistics and other information for articles about the Syrian Refugee Crisis in both The New York 

Times (44.1%) and People’s Daily (56%). As consistent with its role as a state-run newspaper, 

the Chinese newspaper (PD) used government sources more frequently than NYT.  

 

Table 3 

Major news sources 

     NYT (n=415)   PD (n=209) 

Politicians/ officials 

 

183 (44.1%)  117 (56%) 

Ordinary people 

 

70 (16.9%) 6 (2.9%) 

Experts 

 

31 (7.5%) 27 (12.9%) 

Non-governmental agencies  

 

85 (20.5%) 18 (8.6%) 

Other media outlets  9 (2.2%) 22 (10.5%) 

Other 6 (1.4%) 19 (9.1%) 

No specific source 31 (7.5%) 0  (0%) 

Total 415 (100%) 209 (100%) 

Note: each cell shows the number of published articles from each media outlet containing each type of 

news source, followed by the percentage in parentheses, x2 (6, 624) = 98.17, p< .0001  

 

Quotes and other information sourced from ordinary people, including both refugees and 

the residents and citizens who encountered them, made up 16.9% of NYT articles, but only 2.9% 

of People’s Daily articles. This suggests that the NYT style of coverage incorporates more 
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testimony from ordinary people and emphasizes the importance of individual voices in their 

stories, therefore displaying more of an individual focus than the Chinese newspaper. This trend 

is further exhibited in each newspaper’s portrayal of refugees as individuals or as masses, which 

will be explained in more detail in the following section.  

Expert sources, including researchers, professors, specialists, think-tank representatives, 

and other expert statistics and quotes made up 7.5% of NYT articles and 12.9% of PD coverage. 

Therefore, expert sources were utilized more by PD than NYT.  Furthermore, nongovernmental 

agencies or staff, including the UN agencies, were quoted often in NYT articles (20.5%), but less 

so in PD (12.9%). Nongovernmental agencies prominently quoted in NYT included statements 

from UN officials and representatives and official statistics, as well as quotes and figures from 

aid groups and volunteer organizations working to address the Refugee Crisis. NYT only 

referred to other media organizations as sources 2.2% of the articles, while PD did in 10.5% of 

the selected articles.   

 

Table 4 

Relation between news sources and frames 

 Conflict  Economic 

Consequences 

Human 

Interest 

Morality Attribution of 

Responsibility 

Politicians/ officials 168 (61.3) 25 (42.4) 4 (5.6) 12 (25.5) 60 (48.4) 

Ordinary people 9 (3.3) 4 (6.8) 44 (62) 11 (23.4) 8 (6.5) 

Experts 27 (9.9) 8 (13.8) 2 (2.8) 1 (2.1) 16 (12.9) 
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Non-governmental 

agencies 

45 (16.4) 14 (23.7) 10 (14.1) 9 (19.1) 20 (16.1) 

Other media outlets 11 (4) 1 (1.7) 4 (5.6) 3 (6.4) 6 (4.8) 

Other 7 (2.6) 2 (3.4) 4 (5.6) 3 (6.4) 7 (5.6) 

Not mentioned 7 (2.6) 5 (8.5) 3 (4.2) 8 (1.7) 7 (5.6) 

Total 274 (100 59 (100) 71 (100) 47 (100) 124 (100) 

Note: each cell shows the number of published articles from each media outlet containing each type of 

news source, followed by the percentage in parentheses, x2 (6, 624) = 98.17, p<. 0001  

 

 It is significant to measure which source is quoted most frequently within the sample 

population, because the use of certain news sources may influence how the article is framed. For 

instance, articles which predominantly quote politicians and use the government as sources of 

news will use the conflict and economic consequences frame much more frequently (see Table 4).  

Ordinary people as the main source of information, on the other hand, will result in the articles 

framing the Refugee Crisis through the human interest or attribution or morality frame. 

Therefore, the more a newspaper quotes ordinary people, and uses ordinary people as a source, 

the more likely the outlet is to portray a more emotional, sympathetic, and moral outlook on 

refugees than an outlet that utilizes politicians and government statistics as news sources.  

 

4. Topic 

Policy was the primary topic of both NYT articles (34.2%) and PD articles (46.4%). Stories 

with policy as the primary topic focused on government actions, plans, meetings, political 
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tensions, international relations, and diplomacy. People – refugees, European citizens, local (U.S. 

or Chinese) citizens, etc. – were the primary subject of stories about the Syrian refugee crisis in 

18.1% of NYT coverage, but only 8.1% of PD articles. Therefore, people as a primary topic 

appeared significantly more in American versus Chinese coverage of the Refugee Crisis, which 

could emphasize how the U.S. views the crisis as a humanitarian problem that raises questions 

of human rights and the tension between personal liberties and security.  

China, according to the results of this study, focuses more on the Syrian conflict and the 

actions that have led up to the Syrian Refugee Crisis in its newspaper coverage of the crisis. 

Meanwhile, only 8% of NYT coverage focused on action as a primary topic. The action topic 

encompasses articles that describe various actions taken to address the Crisis, including relief 

efforts, the enactment of policy, military strikes, protests, etc. As for People’s Daily, action made 

up a significant portion of PD coverage on the crisis (19.6%), as most of the PD articles on the 

Syrian Refugee Crisis used conflict, specifically the Syrian Civil War, as a frame. The use of the 

conflict frame will be discussed in more detail in the Framing section.  

The impacts of the Syrian refugee crisis, including economic risks or benefits, threats to 

national security, and influences on local culture or religion, appeared as the primary topic in 

26.5% of NYT articles and 11% of PD articles. This could suggest that NYT reflects the U.S. 

concerns that the Crisis could have profound impacts for American domestic and foreign policy. 

Meanwhile, PD does not seem as concerned with the impacts – both current and future – that the 

crisis may have on China, or on Europe. Pd articles focusing on the impacts topic generally 

speculated on the broad, devastating effects that a failure to handle this crisis might have on the 

global economy and on world peace in general.  
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Responsibility was the main topic of 13.3% of NYT articles, but only 3.8% of PD articles. 

This reveals that PD is also less interested in focusing on blame and responsibility for the crisis 

than its American counterpart in the study, x2 (6, 624) = 104.23, p< .0001.  

 

RQ2: How did The New York Times and the People’s Daily frame the Refugee Crisis before 

and after the death of Aylan Kurdi? 

 

The researcher first identified which frames were used most often in the news coverage 

of the Syrian Refugee Crisis, and how the frequency differed between American and Chinese 

media. The results indicate that both newspapers employed the conflict frame most frequently; 

however, they differed according to how, when and how frequently they employed other frames.  

 

Figure 2. Framing by New York Times and People’s Daily, x2 (6, 624) = 73, p < .0001. 
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Conflict frame  

The results reveal that both newspapers employed the conflict frame most frequently 

(Figure 2: NYT- 43.4%; PD- 45%). The New York Times evoked conflict by using language such 

as “frenzied,” “chaos,” “disarray,” “fighting,” “heated rhetoric,” “rash rush,” “competing visions,” 

“strain,” “turmoil,” “arguing,” “disputes,” “discord,” “turbulent,” and “disaster,” along with 

other colorful rhetoric. Many of these conflict-associated words were used in international 

articles portraying Europe, with titles such as “European nations arguing” and “Europe’s 

disarray.” The correlation between the conflict frame and Europe is further supported by the 

results from the attribution of responsibility frame, which show that NYT points the finger at 

Europe most often (see appendix B2 for examples of NYT articles that employ the conflict frame 

to cover the Refugee Crisis.)  

Like NYT, the People’s Daily articles also evoked the conflict frame to report on the 

Syrian Refugee Crisis, mainly focusing on the conflict inherent in the Syrian Civil War as well 

as turmoil within the European Union that is preventing common action and common solutions 

to the crisis. For example, PD articles may frame the Syrian Refugee Crisis through a portrait of 

turmoil in the Middle East, related to ISIS, American military involvement, or EU political 

quarreling. One example begins by painting a scene of conflict: “Since May, the extremist 

organization Islamic State has launched offensive upgrades in Iraq and Syria, and have not only 

occupied a number of towns and villages, but have also forced numerous refugees from their 

homes.” Another article frames the Crisis as both a military and political conflict for the U.S., 

focusing on the inherent conflict and tension: the “U.S.-led international coalition will lead air 

strikes in September 2015, targeting the Islamic State, extending the scope of action to Syria. As 

of early April, the military has spent $2.1 billion. From the beginning of the fight, the U.S. 
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vowed never to send ground troops to Iraq, but gradually more and more military advisers are 

being sent into overseas war, shrouded in the haze of a growing number of Americans hearts” 

(C-2, C-3). 

 

Figure 3. Conflict frame distribution across time (NYT, PD) 

While NYT and PD both use the conflict frame in similar proportions, and in similar 

ways, the times in which the conflict frame appears in news stories are quite different (Figure 3). 

NYT shows a steady linear increase in the number of articles that frame the Refugee Crisis 

through the lens of the conflict frame. The conflict frame peaks the NYT sample during 

November, the same month as the Paris Attacks (n=43), which prompted a wave of fear, 

deepening dividing conflict fault lines, along racial, religious, and political divides. PD, by 

contrast, showed unsteady use of the conflict frame that did not correspond to the NYT trend, 

although PD use of the frame also peaked during November (n=24).  
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Human interest frame 

The American newspaper (NYT) paid more attention overall to people’s reactions and 

emotions, as it employed the human interest frame more frequently than its Chinese counterpart 

in its coverage of the Refugee Crisis (NYT-14.2%; PD – 4.7%). From NYT, examples of the 

human interest frame can be found in the many stories (of Syrian refugee children struggling to 

make a living, the saga of one girl named Hana, displaced from her home in Syria and now 

moving from one refugee camp to another, deprived of education.  

Perspectives of European and American citizens on the Crisis are also portrayed through 

the human interest frame.  For example, French residents at Calais volunteered to make a small 

library for the refugees, and others in Germany, Austria, and Sweden express that “We felt we 

had to do something… It’s a small thing but maybe it will help.” Meanwhile, Hungarian and 

Greek citizens are quoted, expressing their disapproval of the refugee influx and the EU quotas 

for accepting them. The repercussions of the Refugee Crisis in the United States are also 

illustrated through the NYT human interest stories, suggesting that “Americans have nothing to 

fear” of refugee families like those in the articles. Through the human interest frame, refugees 

are often given the opportunity to speak up for themselves, explaining why they had to leave 

their homes, and how they felt upon arriving in a new place. One family said, “we feel very 

welcomed, we went through hell to get here.”  

American concerns are also prominently voiced through this frame. For example, one 

story focuses on Twin Falls, Idaho, where a small community debates whether to accept refugees 

or not. Especially after the Paris Attacks, more American voices were represented within the 

human interest frame, some expressing that they did not want to accept refugees to their home 

state, others urging fellow citizens to uphold American values and welcome immigration.  
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People’s Daily used the human interest frame much less than NYT in its coverage of the 

Refugee Crisis (4.7%). When the human interest frame was employed, the articles mainly 

portraying the stories of refugees rather than those of European citizens, Chinese nationals, or 

members from another group. The storytelling method of the PD human interest stories were 

similar to that of NYT, in that they both evoked sympathetic emotions towards the refugees.  

“8-year-old Syrian boy Hamdan’s dream is to be a writer. But two years ago, 

when he was forced to drop out of school they had not yet learned to make 

sentences, along with his family removed to escape the war in Syria. Today, with 

his father Hamdan livelihood by selling fruit in the streets of Damascus, he only 

cares about money can sustain a person's life” (C-4).  

As could be expected, the large majority of articles that used the human-interest frame in 

both newspapers portrayed refugees as individuals (81.4%) more often than as masses (18.6%). 

Economic consequences frame 

Furthermore, the Chinese newspaper was more concerned with economic issues related to 

the Crisis than the American newspaper, employing the economic consequences frame more 

frequently (NYT-7.5%; PD- 13.4%). In this way, journalists in China put a stronger “economic 

consequences” spin on the coverage of Syrian refugees in PD than their U.S. counterparts in 

NYT. In the Chinese coverage, the economic consequences frame shaped the stories about 

Chinese government meetings with the EU or European Commission. In this way, Chinese use of 

the economic consequences frame reflects the Chinese government’s stance on the conflict: 

“When talking about the refugee crisis in Europe, Xi Jinping stressed that recent refugee 

problems in Europe caused widespread concern in the international community. The root 

causes of the current refugee problem lies in uneven development and instability in the 
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region, in addition to humanitarian aid for the refugees, but also to effectively address 

poverty and social stability, especially the elimination of the root causes of conflict in the 

countries of origin of refugees. China believes that relevant European countries to unite 

to address this major challenge, and properly handle relevant issues” (C-5).  

In the U.S., the economic consequences frame was less common for stories focusing on 

policy, impacts, and all other topics. When the economic frame was employed (7.5%), it was 

mainly to frame and give context to the European point of view on the Crisis. For example, the 

frame was used to report on Greece, where once popular tourist islands are now overpopulated 

with refugees, which views the crisis as a burden but also as a possible economic opportunity for 

local citizens to make some profit selling life jackets and other supplies. The frame was also used 

to provide a more sympathetic view of Hungary and other Eastern European countries’ so-called 

“harsh treatment” or cold welcome of the refugees, explaining that those regions were already 

struggling before the refugees arrived, with weak economies and high unemployment rates, 

therefore their ability to handle the crisis was diminished and their responsibility might be 

lessened accordingly.  

Morality frame 

The morality frame was used more often by NYT (8.7%) than PD (5.3%), and usually 

coincided with religion-related events such as the Pope’s visit to the U.S. in September and the 

holiday season in December. NYT also evoked the morality frame to view the crisis by drawing 

historical comparisons to WWII, including the persecution and displacement of Jews in Europe 

which culminated in the Holocaust – a dark shadow, very morally-tinged in the U.S. – as well as 

the U.S. discrimination and internment of Japanese-Americans during that same time period. The 

morality frame was also evoked in NYT through a discussion of American national values – 
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freedom, democracy, acceptance, tolerance, and diversity – in a morally inspiring or chastising 

tone, as seen in articles such as “The Statue of Liberty must be weeping.” In sum, the NYT 

morality frame was used in three ways: a historical angle (WWII), the religious angle 

(predominantly Christian), and the national values angle.  

Before the death of Aylan Kurdi, the morality frame was most evident through evocations 

of the Holocaust, bringing up painful memories of masses boarded onto trains and treated as less-

than-human, thereby placing the Syrian Refugees Crisis on a similar level of anguish and atrocity. 

However, September saw the greatest number of NYT articles employing the morality frame, 

following the death of Aylan Kurdi and the Pope’s visit to the United States and speech at the 

UN. During the days immediately following Aylan’s death, from September 3 to 12, the morality 

frame focused on the morally appropriate ways for the media to report on his death, and also 

asserted that the photograph forced Western nations to “confront the consequence of a collective 

failure to help migrants fleeing the Middle East and Africa to Europe in search of hope, 

opportunity and safety” (B-6).  

Regarding the Pope’s visit, NYT articles employed the morality frame to place the Syrian 

Refugee Crisis on the agenda of issues morally responsible citizens ought to care about. While 

none of these articles about Pope Francis analyzed the Crisis in great detail, all of the articles 

featuring Pope Francis mentioned refugees at least once, suggesting that the Crisis and possible 

solutions are a matter of universal moral concern. The Pope is repeatedly described to have urged 

for “particular attention to immigrants and refugees as a primary responsibility of the church” in 

his speeches.    

In November and December, approaching the holiday season in the U.S. that includes 

Hanukah and Christmas among others, there was also a surge in the use of the morality frame in 
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NYT. Several stories made a comparison between Syrian refugees and Jesus’ family, 

highlighting that Jesus, Joseph and Mary were also refugees fleeing from a tyrant ruler. Another 

article (12/1) says “Jesus was a refugee, and they are meeting with someone who has taken a 

mean stance on refugees” and asks “how can you preach Jesus, a refugee, on Sunday, then deal 

with a refugee-basher (Trump) on Monday?” One Texas governor was criticized for not 

accepting Syrian Refugees, using a bible verse as a reference and Christian morals as a frame 

(12/5).  

Around this time in December 2015, discussions of religion entered into the U.S. political 

discourse on the Refugee Crisis, as some Republican politicians expressed that they would only 

permit ‘Christian refugees’ to seek asylum in the U.S. This triggered a flurry of stories using the 

morality frame to remind readers once more that “Jesus was a refugee” (12/16) and that “refugee 

children of all faiths deserve our compassion” (12/17).  

Stories which used the religion-oriented morality frame typically moved from a religious 

focus to encourage larger, universal values, such as resisting the urge to categorize people and 

thus dehumanize them, “for it is that very impulse that fueled the insanity and violence 

perpetrated” (11/22). Many of these “moral” tenets are described as American national values. 

Another article in December urged “we need to be alert to 'pseudo-inefficiency' - that leads us to 

act in was contrary to our values” as Americans (12/6). Therefore, the coverage of the Refugee 

Crisis, as portrayed through the morality frame, was also an occasion for reflection and 

resurgence of national values. One letter framed the crisis as a larger reflection of national values, 

writing that it “has made me think as a Canadian about who we are as a country and what we 

value as people” (9/5). Germany is praised by one contributor for demonstrating “moral 

leadership” (9/12). American values are put in the limelight after a flurry of Republican 
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politicians declared that they must ban the entrance of Syrian Refugees. Other examples include 

citizens pressuring American governors to “treat refugees as members of their own families” and 

encouraging Americans to not let “Paris attacks diminish our sense of humanity and 

responsibility” (11/22).  

The use of “national values” to evoke the morality frame is prevalent in People’s Daily 

coverage as well, along with a moral code of “universal values.” Therefore, PD uses national 

values rather than religious values to use the morality frame. For example, one rare opinion piece 

“Open Era, Open Heart” presents the following moral lesson: 

British poet Milton said, "the construction of spiritual heaven, also built a hell." Some 

people cannot find the key to open the mind; it is plagued by its fall, The Closing of the 

crux. People cannot remain self-enclosed; it is more difficult to seek happiness in the 

spirit of isolation. Today, the possession of information, to make new knowledge, to 

initiate activities, it is easier than ever. However, opening your heart takes active 

consciousness and courage. Allan Bloom in "Closing of the American Mind," indicates, 

"the self is the soul of modern alternatives." Perhaps, with the changing times, it is also 

time to re-examine the self.” (C-6) 

Therefore, in the Chinese newspaper, the morality frame occurred in the context not of 

religious morals, but a context of communist values such as unity and cooperation, or of 

philosophical ‘rights and wrongs’. 

 

Attribution of responsibility frame 

NYT and PD used the responsibility frame at inverse times over the six-month period, 

emphasizing how different Chinese and U.S. reactions were in relation to significant 
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international events. In September, following the death of Aylan Kurdi, the Syrian Refugee 

Crisis became a prominent political issue in the public eye. During that time, NYT saw a huge 

spike in articles that employed the responsibility frame, seeking to identify a culprit for the 

innocent child’s death. China, on the other hand, saw a significant decrease in articles using the 

responsibility frame during that same period of time.   

 

Figures 4 + 5 Framing distribution by NYT and PD over six months, x2 (6, 624) = 73, p < .0001 
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Similarly, following the Paris Attacks in November, the NYT saw an increase in articles 

using the Responsibility frame. In contrast, PD saw a decrease in the responsibility frame for that 

month. The contrast between US and Chinese use of the responsibility frame may be a reflection 

of China’s efforts to avoid ‘stirring the pot’ and maintaining a neutral stance on the conflict. The 

U.S. on the other hand, seems to be more outspoken in blaming and coming up with solutions 

immediately following these crises.   

Furthermore, the U.S. newspaper NYT used the attribution of responsibility frame 

significantly more than the Chinese newspaper (NYT- 23.9%; PD- 12%). However, the blame 

and criticism for the Crisis was just as heated in PD coverage as that in NYT coverage. One 

example from PD states: 

“And after going through hardships, suffering hardships, they luckily arrived in Europe. 

Increasing numbers of refugees are disappointed to find that Europe is definitely not their 

fantasy paradise. In this strange land, they still have to endure the pain of life and 

suffering, and it’s still difficult to see glimmers of hope. 

Associate Professor, Institute of International Affairs at Hungary University, a European 

integration and security policy expert, holds that "the United States interventions in Libya, 

Syria to promote 'democracy', now proved to be a total failure. As allies of the United 

States, European countries are also involved, for the current refugee crisis, Europe itself 

has an inescapable responsibility. Syria is the main source of refugees, Libya is a point 

for refugee smuggling… ” (C-7) 

 

The difference between the two newspapers’ use of the responsibility frame lies in the 

time pattern that the frame was used, the frequency of use, and the specific parties that were held 
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responsible. In the NYT articles, the U.S. newspaper focused more on Europe’s responsibility to 

deal with crisis, and its failure to do so. The majority of PD articles using the attribution of 

responsibility frame pointed the finger at the United States for triggering a domino effect of 

catastrophes in the Middle East, culminating in the current Syrian Refugee Crisis today. The 

implications of the attribution of responsibility frame, and which parties are held responsible by 

each newspaper, will be discussed in more detail in the latter section focusing on RQ3.  

 

News Frames before and after the death of Aylan Kurdi 

In addition to the attribution of responsibility frame, the use of other news frames was 

also influenced by international media events, such as the death of Aylan Kurdi. The 

investigation of the use of frames before and after this event on September 2, 2015 reveals that 

the human-interest frame and morality frame also increased in both NYT and PD after the 

photograph of Aylan Kurdi was released in early September.   

 

Figure 6. Framing by PD and NYT before and after 9/2/2015, x2 (1, 624) = 7.68, p< .01. 
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As for The New York Times, use of the human interest frame in stories about the refugee 

crisis increased by 57.7%, while the morality frame increased by 68%. The large increase in 

these two frames is attributable to the emotions and sympathy evoked by the story of a helpless 

child. The focus on this individual boy stood in stark contrast to the previous articles, which 

framed the Refugee Crisis as a massive daunting wave of humanity crashing on European shores. 

 People’s Daily did not see such a dramatic increase in human rights and morality frames, 

but these frames did increase nonetheless (8.5% and 14.8% increase respectively). The most 

significant difference in PD framing before and after was actually an increase in the economic 

consequences frame (27.1%). In fact, very few of the articles in PD explicitly mentioned the 

death of Aylan Kurdi or his relatives, while NYT mentioned Aylan relatively often, either by his 

name or by description as the “three-year-old boy.”  

 

 

News Frames Before and After the Paris Attacks 

 

 The Paris attacks also prompted changes in how the two newspapers framed the crisis. In 

NYT, the use of the conflict frame, human-interest frame, and morality frame increased, while 

the economic consequences frame decreased. Interestingly, the responsibility frame also 

decreased during the selected period after November 11, though that trend could be due to a 

limitation of the sample size (see figure 7).  China’s Daily articles reflected opposite patterns as 

its American counterpart, showing a decrease in the conflict and morality frames, but a slight 

increase in the human-interest frame. While both China and the U.S. are adamant about counter-

terrorism measures and domestic security, it seems that these stances are communicated 

differently through the framing of the Refugee Crisis. The NYT articles posed the Refugee Crisis 

as a security threat more often, via the conflict frame, after the Paris Attacks, while PD did not 
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identify the Paris Attacks as a threat to China in particular, and did not hype up the tension 

through use of the conflict frame.  

 
Figure 7 Before and after Paris Attacks, x2 (6, 624) = 30.4, p < .0001. 
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their own words. Other stories focused on the individual backgrounds of villagers in Germany 

and Hungary, and their personal reactions to the hundreds of migrants entering their own quiet, 

isolated, towns (B-7). People’s Daily, on the other hand, only focused on individual refugees in 

5.7% of its coverage on the crisis. These stories were similar to the individual focus seen in NYT, 

incorporating many quotes from the refugees to describe their situation in more vivid detail. The 

frame that portrayed refugees as individuals most often was human-interest frame at 81.45% 

(NYT) and 58.3% (PD), x2 (3, 624) = 193, p < .0001.  Refugees were portrayed as individuals 

most often when the topic was “people” (50.5%) and impacts (21.8%) in NYT. For PD, refugees 

were portrayed most often as individuals when the topic was “policy” (42.3) and “impacts” 

(23.2).  

Still, the majority of both NYT (77.6%) and PD (49.8%) coverage presented refugees as 

masses, x2 (3, 624) = 210.58, p< .0001. After all, the Refugee Crisis is repeatedly hailed as the 

“largest humanitarian crisis” of displaced peoples perhaps of all time. The frame that portrayed 

refugees as masses most often was the economic consequences frame at 87.1% (NYT) and 67.9% 

(PD), as well as the attribution of responsibility frame, 83.7% (NYT) and 68% (PD), x2 (3, 624) = 

177, p < .0001.  The portrayal of refugees as masses was accomplished through language equating 

them to a “tide” of humans “pouring” into Europe. The evocation of refugees as masses often 

accompanied suggestions of threat: “migrants overwhelm tourist island,” “record numbers,” 

“hundreds,” “migration surges,” “scramble for Europe,” “migrant tide,” “influx,” “’lost 

generation’ deprived of school,” “sheer numbers,” “migration juggernaut,” “thousands flood into 

Austria,” “a world awash in desperate refugees,” “migrant crossings in Mediterranean in October 

surpass total for all of 2014,” etc (B-8). In Chinese, the language was similar, also referring to 

the movement simply as (潮) a “tide.” Interestingly, both American and Chinese news depictions 
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of masses of refugees evoke water imagery, suggesting elements of a threatening, uncontrollable 

nature. 

Table 5 

News portrayal of refugees 

 NYT PD 

Individuals 89 (21.4%) 12 (5.7%) 

Masses 322 (77.6%) 104 (49.8%) 

Not mentioned 4 (.7%) 93 (44.5%) 

Total 415 (100%) 209 (100%) 

Note. Each cell shows number of published articles within each newspaper outlet containing each type of 

refugee portrayal, followed by the percentage in parentheses. , x2 (3, 624) = 210.58, p< .0001. 

  

As for People’s Daily, many of the articles (44.5%) did not mention refugees at all, but 

instead expounded upon the conflict in Syria and American and Russian involvement there, only 

mentioning refugees offhand as a consequence of this conflict, but without a specific focus. 

While at first I considered that these results may not be significant to the research, I believe these 

articles are still important within the overall sample, because it still reflects the China’s view on 

the subject – that it the Crisis is more a matter of politics and settling the wars in the Middle East, 

rather than a ‘humanitarian’ refugee crisis that necessitates a sense of Chinese responsibility. The 

main problem for China lies in the resolution of the Syrian civil war, not exactly in the resolution 

of the refugee crisis. As reflected in the framing of the crisis, these findings support to my 

original hypothesis that each newspaper’s coverage and framing of the crisis will reflect their 

respective nation’s policy and priorities.   
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RQ4: How does each media outlet attribute responsibility for the Crisis? How does the 

attribution of responsibility vary between NYT and PD, and who/what are the main parties 

blamed by the two outlets? 

 

 Both The New York Times and People’s Daily showed different trends in attribution of 

responsibility. The parties held responsible for the Crisis include both those who are blamed for 

causing the crisis, as well as those who are blamed for dealing poorly with the current Syrian 

Civil War and mismanaging “migrant tide.”  

 

Table 6 

Attribution of responsibility 

 NYT PD 

Syria 8 (1.9%) 2 (1%) 

United States 48 (11.6%) 24 (11.5%) 

Europe 105 (25.3%) 11 (5.3%) 

“The West” 10 (2.4%) 13 (6.2%) 

Middle East 9 (2.2%) 1 (0.5%) 

Russia 5 (1.2%) 1 (0.5%) 

China 1 (0.2%) 1 (0.5%) 

Refugees 0 (0%) 1 (0.5%) 

Policy 45, (10.8%) 11 (5.3%) 

Economics 12 (2.9%) 0 (0%) 

Extremism 40 (9.6%) 14 (6.7 %) 
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Universal responsibility 21 (5.1%) 13 (6.2%) 

Human traffickers 10 (2.4%) 0 (0%) 

Note. Each cell shows number of published articles within each newspaper outlet containing each type of 

refugee portrayal, followed by the percentage in parentheses, x2 (9, 229) = 48.3, p< .001. 

 

 

According to Table 6, the party blamed most by the U.S. newspaper was Europe (25.3%), 

as NYT presented numerous stories (n= 105) describing the multiple ways that Europe has failed 

to deal with the Crisis, including bad policy, a lack of cohesion within the European Union, 

xenophobic reactions among people and politicians, and hostile treatment of refugees by locals 

and leaders alike. One example of the ways in which Europe was implicated as responsible for 

the negativity of the Refugee Crisis is the coverage of the Hungarian journalist kicking a fallen 

refugee. Otherwise, most of the NYT articles that attribute responsibility to Europe actually used 

the conflict frame to underscore the lack of unity and potential impending breakdown of the 

European Union.  

However, in these stories, it is not always Europe as a whole that is blamed for 

mismanagement of the Crisis and failing to find solutions. For example, Hungary seems to take a 

villainous role in the news stories, while Germany and Merkel take on a more saintly aura. For 

example, NYT reported on “the cruel and inhumane way some Hungarians are treating Syrian 

and Afghan refugees” (B-9).  

China, while generally employing the responsibility frame less than NYT, presented 

relatively fewer views of European responsibility alone (5.3%), more often expressing the 

responsibility and culpability of “The West” at large (6.3%) for creating the Syrian Civil War in 

the first place, failing to spread democracy, and then having failed to stop the conflict after it 

started five years earlier. One PD quote asserts “The U.S. should be responsible for collecting the 
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bitter fruit it planted in Iraq and Syria,” going on to say “While others burn in the fire of terror 

under the eyes of the Western world, they have closed the door to shirk its responsibility and 

refused to ignore the voice of the refugees, which is totally illogical” (C-8). While the majority 

of People’s Daily stories (55%) about the refugee crisis did not attribute responsibility to a 

specific party, the instances in which it did attribute responsibility or blame were particularly 

scathing. Most often, the coverage placed responsibility on ‘The West’ as a whole, singling out 

Europe or the U.S. less often. However, PD did identify the U.S. as the sole responsible party 

most often (11.5%). 

Interestingly, both the U.S. and Chinese news coverage of the Crisis placed responsibility 

on the United States in equal measure (NYT- 11.6%, PD – 11.5%), x2 (15, 624) = 100.24, 

p< .0001.  Attributing responsibility to the U.S. was both positive and negative; NYT blamed the 

U.S. more positively, as having a moral responsibility to help immigrants and protect human 

rights around the globe: “With more people fleeing conflict and disaster than at any time since 

World War II, renewed leadership is required. No country is better placed than the United States 

to offer it” (9/22 “How the US can welcome refugees”).  

However, NYT also did not shy away from implicating the U.S. for causing the crisis and 

failing to show responsibility for it: 12/20 the U.S. bears some responsibility for invasion in Iraq, 

worsening of ethnic cleansing of Christians in U.S. China’s attribution of responsibility to the 

U.S. was overall more negative, holding the U.S. responsible for its failings in efforts to train 

Syrian militants to fight against ISIS. These failings are often attributed to the core fundamental 

failed system of democracy guiding U.S. policy.  

The news stories also identified bad policy as responsible for the Crisis and the ongoing 

negative effects it perpetrated in the Middle East, Europe, and elsewhere (NYT- 10.8%; PD- 
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5.3%); “Hundreds of thousands of migrants have been seeking refuge in Europe, only to find 

themselves confronted with a patchwork of incoherent asylum policies across the 28 member EU” 

(9/3 Squalid migrant camp).  

Extremism (NYT-9.6, PD- 6.7) was explicitly identified as responsible for the crisis in 

stories, which focused on the destruction of Syria and the ripples of terrorism in Europe. 

Otherwise, stories took a more broad approach, attributing responsibility to the “international 

community” at large (NYT- 5.1, PD-6.2). China in particular stressed the importance of 

international cooperation and international development to reach a solution.  

Syria itself, the Assad regime in particular, was rarely blamed by either newspaper or 

presented as the focus of responsibility.  One NYT article states, “The root cause of the refugee 

crisis today is the war that has been taking place in Syria and the state sponsored terrorism 

actions carried out by President Bashar al Assad” (10/6 “EU must do more to contain Syria 

conflict, Turkish leader asserts”). However, the title of that article focuses responsibility on the 

European Union, not on Syria to resolve its own problems: “EU must do more to contain Syria 

conflict.”  

 

RQ5: What are the potential solutions to the Refugee Crisis suggested by NYT and PD 

coverage (if any)?  

 

While calls for a solution were common, concrete and specific solutions to the crisis were 

rarely offered within the 624 articles examined in the study. Instead, the suggestions for solutions 

to the crisis were broader. The most common suggestion from both newspapers held that “the 

international community needs to work together” to find a solution to the Refugee Crisis. Both 
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newspapers are rather broad in their suggestions of solutions, appearing most often in stories 

using the attribution of responsibility frame.   

One main solution to the problems exacerbating the Syrian Refugee Crisis includes 

making policy changes regarding European borders and the Schengen Agreement. One NYT 

article summarizes the problem with European policy, which is that “unless all European Union 

members agreed to take in a fair proportion of asylum seekers, Europe's open border policy 

would be under threat” (9/1). NYT frames Europe’s solution to the crisis as developing a quota 

system for a more even distribution of refugees throughout the European Union: After weeks of 

indecision, the European Union voted on Tuesday to distribute 120,000 asylum seekers among 

member states, a plan meant to display unity in the face of the largest movement of refugees on 

the Continent since World War II (9/22 “Plan on Migrants Strains the Limits of Europe's Unity”). 

Therefore, according to both NYT and PD, the solution to the problem will be for European 

nations to reach a consensus on this issue, with the larger context of support from the 

international community.  

In addition to a broad call for EU unity and political resolve, as well as international 

cooperation and aid to mitigate the crisis, The New York Times also identifies that stopping 

human smugglers is another solution to help mitigate the refugee crisis. There were several 

stories published in the NYT after Aylan Kurdi’s story that focused on the large number of tragic 

drowning deaths in the Mediterranean Sea.  In September, Europe took action to implement this 

solution, seeking to use force against smugglers “stop human smugglers, UN resolution to allow 

forces to stop them” (9/11). Other articles suggested that monetary contributions to aid 

organizations were another solution to helping solve the crisis, such as the “McDonald's, World 

Food Program,” which “needs more money to aid refugee crisis” (9/21).  UN organizations and 
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aid organizations also stressed that they are suffering a deficit and are unable to provide required 

assistance, therefore monetary contribution is one solution to the Crisis.  

China, meanwhile, did not offer concrete solutions other than repeatedly emphasizing the 

Chinese government’s stance that a political solution is the key. According to the Chinese 

embassy website, political settlement is the only realistic solution for resolving the Syrian crisis. 

This is reflected in the PD articles framing and coverage of the crisis.  
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Chapter Five 

Discussion 

 

This thesis synthesized previous research focusing on frames in the news to examine how 

The New York Times and People’s Daily framed the Syrian Refugee Crisis from June 1, 2015 to 

December 31, 2015. A typology of frames was developed on the basis of extant research and 

examples of generic frames were discussed. A contentious issue in current framing research 

addresses the properties and characteristics of a frame, and current research has discussed media 

framing of different events and issues without addressing the implications for audiences. For 

some issues, media induced information plays a more important role than for instance personal 

resources (Gamson, 1996). This suggests that characteristics of an issue are important for 

understanding framing.  

The results of this study support the hypothesis that the U.S. media (NYT) frames the 

international crisis and actors involved in it in line with the policies and interests of the U.S. 

government, as well as with their culture and ideology; whereas the Chinese media (PD) work 

partially under authoritarian controls, in this case by state-censorship, the framing of external 

conflicts, such as the Syrian Civil War, and proxy conflicts, including the Syrian Refugee Crisis, 

also conforms to the political orientations of the country and ideology of the state.  

 

Chinese policy and newspaper framing 

 According to the Chinese embassy, China’s position towards the Syrian civil war and 

Refugee Crisis is as follows:  

“China is deeply worried about the situation. China maintains that political settlement is 

the only realistic way out of the Syrian crisis. All relevant parties in Syria should take 



 

 

 

84 

credible steps to implement the spirit of the communiqué of the foreign ministers' 

meeting of the Action Group on Syria, cease fire and stop violence immediately, 

positively respond to the initiative of holding the second Geneva conference on the 

Syrian issue, and start and implement a Syrian-led, inclusive political transition as soon 

as possible. Relevant parties in the international community should provide positive and 

constructive help for the political settlement of the Syrian issue and avoid taking any 

action that could further militarize the crisis…. 

“China has maintained an objective and just position and a responsible attitude on the 

Syrian issue. We are committed to protecting the fundamental interests of the Syrian 

people, maintaining peace and stability in the Middle East region and upholding the 

purposes and principles of the Charter of the United Nations and basic norms governing 

international relations. China has made consistent efforts to promote peace and encourage 

dialogue, firmly supported and actively promoted the political settlement of the Syrian 

issue … We have provided humanitarian assistance to the Syrian people, including 

Syrian refugees in other countries, as our ability permits, and will continue to do so.”  

 

As evidenced by the official statement above, Chinese policy towards the Syrian conflict 

focuses on 1) finding a political solution, which involves a peaceful political transition, 2) 

preventing further militarization of the crisis, 3) presenting China as a peacemaker, a force for 

stability in the Middle East, and a provider of humanitarian assistance to Syrian people and 

refugees alike.  

This policy is reflected in how People’s Daily framed the Refugee Crisis from June – 

December 2015. The Syrian civil war is an ongoing humanitarian and security nightmare that has 

entangled many regional and non-regional states. China, unlike other major powers, has largely 

avoided the Syrian civil war and the costs of participation in the deadly conflicts in the Middle 

East. Beijing’s avoidance has elicited criticism from several countries, including the U.S., which 

accuse China of free riding and willfully ignoring the humanitarian disaster. However, Beijing 
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appears willing to put up with some anger and criticism, as long as it does not impede China’s 

objectives in the region. Within a very complex situation where “states have had to consistently 

adjust to new variables,” China is a unique actor, in that it has been able to keep the instability of 

the Middle East at a safe distance (Payne 2016). 

The results of this study demonstrate how China’s policy in the Middle East, and Syria in 

particular, is reflected through how its state-run media (PD) frames the Refugee Crisis. Although 

China is geographically removed from the Syrian Civil War and Refugee Crisis, and will not be 

confronted with an influx of refugees from the war-torn country as Europe is, Beijing has 

recently begun to actively engage with the Syrian government as well as opposition leaders. In 

January 2016, representatives of the Syrian government and opposition groups met in Geneva in 

an attempt to find a solution to the four-year civil war. Unlike its policy in the past, the Chinese 

government actively participated in the pre-summit diplomacy in December 2015. On December 

24, China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi hosted his Syrian counterpart Walid al-Moallem in 

Beijing, and shortly afterward Khaled Khoja, the president of the national coalition for Syrian 

Revolutionary and Opposition Forces, arrived on January 5 for a multi-day visit. For Beijing to 

be so diplomatically active in the Middle East is unprecedented, as Beijing had never before 

made any call for a peaceful solution, always logically explaining China’s reluctance to engage 

in the Syrian conflict as being respectful of Syria’s sovereignty.  

China’s recent efforts have been interpreted as “an apparent effort to mediate the conflict” 

(Rudolf, 2016), an interpretation that is supported in the People’s Daily coverage of the Crisis. 

First of all, this action by China is a departure from what was previously described in the 

literature review as a “shallow” policy, once hesitant to take action and get too involved in the 

conflict.  China’s increased involvement could be due to various reasons, among which include 
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China’s geostrategic interests, which have so far dominated is policy in the Middle East, as well 

as China’s desire to be seen as an influential diplomatic actor on the global stage (Rudolf, 2016).  

China’s efforts to be seen as a stable peacemaker in the region is reflected in the framing 

of the Syrian Refugee Crisis in People’s Daily, as use of the conflict frame decreases at key 

moments of diplomacy for Beijing. For example, in December 2015, when China was engaging 

in pre-summit diplomacy with Syrian leaders, the conflict frame decreased. Additionally, China 

was unwilling to engage heavily in the conflict frame immediately after major international 

‘media events’ such as the death of Aylan Kurdi and the Paris Attacks. This trend in the 

frequency of the conflict frame seems to illustrate a movement towards peace or neutrality that is 

consistent with the image of China as a rational player amidst the chaos.  

Additionally, PD’s focus on ISIS to portray the Syrian Refugee Crisis through the conflict 

frame is also in line with the Chinese leadership’s concerns that the terrorist threat from Syria 

and Iraq could impact their own country. Recently, a recording produced for a Chinese audience 

by the Islamic State showed that the terror organization sees the People’s Republic as a target. 

According to official sources in Beijing, there were numerous terrorist attacks in China with an 

Islamist background in 2014 and 2015. A strict new Chinese counterterrorism law, which came 

into force just this year, underscores the leadership’s terrorism fears. 

Meanwhile, the attribution of responsibility frame as used by PD repeats its emphasis on 

finding a “political solution” to the Syrian Civil War, as well as highlighting the incompetence of 

Western solutions in the past and present. The implication within this PD newspaper frame is 

that because the West has not only created the conflict but has also failed to pacify it with the 

flawed logic of democracy, it is China’s turn to step up to the diplomatic stage and make peace. 

Therefore, the ways that attribution of responsibility frame is used in the PD sample is in line 
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with Beijing’s official policy. According to China’s diplomatic strategy, Beijing will not support 

a coalition against Bashar al-Assad, as China has enjoyed good relations with Assad’s regime, 

which it has supplied with weapons. Accordingly, PD did assign responsibility to the Assad 

regime for the crisis. Instead, the newspaper allocates responsibility to Western players who are 

already involved and embroiled in the region, while China can look and play the role of a 

peaceful negotiator.  

Additionally, PD’s focus on Syria through the morality frame (largely presented through 

national values) also reflects China’s willingness to become more active on the diplomatic stage 

and assert Chinese power as a global player. The Syrian peace process provides a unique 

opportunity for Chinese diplomats to broaden their experience with multilateral global crisis 

management and conflict mediation. The ability to shape the resolution of international conflicts 

is central to Chinese president and party leader Xi Jinping’s vision of an assertive China taking 

on more international responsibilities, reflecting its status as a global power. However, whether 

Beijing’s involvement will contribute to a resolution to the Syrian conflict or not remains yet to 

be seen.   

PD’s relatively frequent use of the economic consequences frame is consistent with 

China’s policy and strategic goals in the Middle East and worldwide. In January 2016, Xi 

Jinping made state visits to Saudi-Arabia, Egypt, and Iran, making the Middle East the last major 

world region for Xi to visit since taking office. During his trip, it was reported that Xi put the 

most emphasis on promoting the “Belt and Road Initiative” and China’s first Arab Policy Paper, 

which focuses on increasing energy-cooperation and infrastructure. The One Belt, One Road 

initiative, a proposed web of infrastructure and trade connecting China to much of Asia, Africa, 

and Europe, prioritizes the MENA region as vital for China’s future. 
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In particular, China has enormous interests in Syria, in which Beijing has invested tens of 

billions of dollars. On a related note, China is very interested in maintaining good relations with 

Iran, Russia's partner in the coalition against ISIS (Bogdanov, 2016).  The Chinese government 

also has close economic ties with a number of other regional players such as Saudi Arabia and 

Qatar, which will most likely lead China to continue proceeding with caution in Syria. 

China’s years of economic success has made the Middle East too important to ignore, 

despite the risk of conflict, as MENA oil and natural gas are essential for maintaining the 

manufacturing and construction-dominated Chinese economy. Middle Eastern economies are 

some of the few remaining locales in which Chinese manufactured goods have not yet come to 

dominate the market. Even amidst an economic slowdown, the oil will continue to flow east and 

goods will continue to ship west.  

Alexei Maslov, a specialist on China and the head of the Department of Oriental Studies 

at Moscow’s Higher School of Economic predicts that China will also seek to obtain maximum 

economic benefit from the Syrian crisis; “Here we must remember that just a few days before the 

New Year, the Chinese met with Bashar al-Assad's representatives and offered them a huge 

investment, almost $6 billion.” Maslov also says. “After ISIS is finished either by the United 

States or Russia, China will come to Syria as a major investor and try to take over oil and other 

resources of this country. Politically, China will strive to coordinate their actions with all parties 

– both with Russia and the United States” (Bogdanov 2016).  

While China recognizes the economic opportunities available in the region, it is also 

apprehensive about the region’s politics. In 2011, Beijing observed the events of the Arab Spring 

with concern, particularly with regards to how quickly regional stability eroded following 

revolutionary movements. Also, from an economic point of view, China’s leadership has no 
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interest in investing in a state, only to have that investment threatened by conflict. China needs 

the Middle East, but analysts say it is afraid of the direction the region may be turning.  

From the start of the Syrian civil war, Beijing has argued that stability is essential and 

political negotiation between competing parties is preferred. Until an environment arises where 

peace talks can make progress, Assad’s government is the legitimate authority in Syria for China.  

Despite PD’s relatively high use of the action topic, China has not shown much action or 

initiative towards mitigating the crisis.  

Due to the issues of caution mentioned above, China has been involved on a minimal 

level; it has not contributed much by way of direct humanitarian relief or aid, nor has it 

supported the military operations undertaken by a multitude of regional and non-regional powers 

to counter the Islamic State. Instead, Beijing increased its diplomatic efforts among the 

combating parties in Syria and increased economic diplomacy with regional states. China’s 

national interests are not directly impacted by events in Syria and Beijing was willing to bet that 

any disappointment among regional states for China’s policy will not fundamentally threaten 

relations. Beijing has thus far been proven right. China’s policy is often critiqued, but it is not 

regularly increasing troop numbers, as is Russia or trying to intensify the fight against ISIS as is 

the United States and its coalition. Instead, it is working to deepen economic relations with Saudi 

Arabia, Egypt, and Iran, among others. 

China’s approach to the MENA region has been called a means to free ride off the 

security provisions of other states. While Beijing would reject the notion of it being a free rider, 

it could not deny that China’s aims in the MENA region are facilitated by the security provisions 

of the United States and other Western powers. China has avoided becoming involved in the 

Syrian conflict, but its regional reputation has suffered as a result. With a deepening footprint in 
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the MENA region all but guaranteed, Beijing will face greater expectation for it to become an 

active player in regional affairs. The Chinese will retain a preference of avoiding entanglement, 

but will find that increasingly difficult to achieve.  

 

U.S. policy and framing 

The refugee and migration crisis is much more than a humanitarian drama; it is also a 

strategic challenge for the United States. Since 1945, Europe has been America’s major strategic 

ally and most important trading partner. Furthermore, American engagement and support has 

helped Europe consolidate peace and prosperity on the continent. Thus, the United States will be 

weakened if Europe comes out of the refugee crisis weakened and divided (Ignatieff, 2016). 

Emphasis on this fact is evident in the New York Times framing of the Refugee Crisis from June-

December 2016. While Europe is straining under the crisis, America remains a bystander as well 

as a critic.  

In general, as is illustrated by this comparative study of news framing, United States 

policy and attitudes towards the Syrian conflict and Refugee Crisis are quite different from those 

of China. The U.S. government has directly accused President Assad of responsibility for 

widespread atrocities and demands he must step down. As seen in the attribution of 

responsibility frame, NYT has also called out the Assad regime for creating the terrible crisis. 

However, U.S. policy also recognizes the need for a negotiated settlement to end the war and the 

formation of a transitional administration. Thus, NYT focuses most on the policy topic, using the 

conflict frame to emphasize the difficulties of agreement and negotiation on finding a settlement 

with policy.  

The U.S. supports Syria's main opposition alliance, the National Coalition, and provides 

limited military assistance to "moderate" rebels. Since September 2014, the U.S. has been 

conducting air strikes on IS and other jihadist groups in Syria as part of an international coalition 

against the jihadist group. But it has avoided attacks that might benefit Assad's forces or 
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intervening in battles between them and the rebels. A program to train and arm 5,000 Syrian 

rebels to take the fight to IS on the ground has suffered embarrassing setbacks, with few having 

even reached the frontline (BBC, Syria crisis).  

There has been heavy criticism of the Obama administration’s policy toward Syria ever 

since fighting between the Assad regime and its opponents began in 2011. Many have argued 

that strong Russian, Iranian, and Hezbollah support for the Assad regime, while the United States 

has done little for its opponents, has allowed Assad’s regime to remain in power and continue 

oppressing the Sunni Arab majority as well as other communities in Syria. Additionally, some 

have argued, U.S. unwillingness to aid the moderate Syrian opposition has only served to 

strengthen the radical jihadist opposition, thus reducing the prospects for a cooperative, much 

less democratic, government to arise if and when the Assad regime does fall.  

Accordingly, NYT’s use of the attribution of responsibility frame also reflects this 

criticism of the U.S. for its role and lack of initiative in dealing with the Crisis, by attributing 

responsibility to the U.S. and putting the blame on U.S. passivity and inactivity. Meanwhile, the 

governments of France, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar have all sought to persuade Washington 

to play a more forceful role in Syria, and have been disappointed at Obama’s unwillingness to do 

so. There is reason to believe, though, that the costs of disappointing them may be limited.  The 

Saudi and Qatari governments have been especially eager for a greater U.S. military role in 

Syria, and were offended when Obama announced this would be forthcoming but then called it 

off. Indeed, this appears to have resulted in even more voices than usual in the Gulf Arab states 

talking about how disappointment with American foreign policy will lead them to seek other 

allies. However, the NYT articles featuring the responsibility frame also takes a somewhat 

defensive stance, focusing on other countries in Europe who must deal with the crisis, as well as 

wealthy Middle Eastern nations that are offering minimal aid.  
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The NYT use of the morality frame, however, suggests that the morality of Obama’s 

policy of non-intervention in Syria might be judged. Indeed, through editorials and letters, 

readers use the morality frame to express their criticism of the Obama administration as well as 

other politicians’ negative responses to the crisis. On the other hand, it is certainly a rational, 

pragmatic one that responds both to the domestic political constraints as well as the international 

situation that the Obama administration faces. Yet, while it is understandable that the Obama 

administration does not want to intervene in Syria and either get bogged down in a quagmire or 

bring about the violent downfall of the Assad regime in a way that provides an opportunity for 

Sunni jihadists to seize control of much or all of Syria, the prolonged continuation of the war is 

neither in the interests of America nor any other concerned government (whether pro- or anti-

Assad)—especially Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon, which are experiencing serious difficulties in 

caring for the increasing number of refugees flooding across their common borders with Syria 

(Katz, 2013). 

As for solutions to the crisis, NYT echoes PD’s stance that the international community 

should identify an increasing number of appropriate channels to include all players in managing 

global security. Otherwise nations will unilaterally initiate and foster parallel security structures 

— making it even more complicated to reach diplomatic solutions in international conflicts. 

 

Research Limitations  

 

Time 

In examining the media coverage of the refugee crisis, frames may have changed over 

time as the unfolding crisis has brought attention to new issues and external news events 

occurred, creating a ripple effect. For example, the Paris bombing on November 11, 2015, 

perpetrated by Islamic State members, created a fresh wave of fear of the Middle East and 

concern about the thousands of Middle Easterners entering European soil. Furthermore, the 
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violent rape of a German woman by a gang of Syrian refugees changed the media sentiment from 

sympathetic to hostile, in December/ January 2016. Thus, this study will only focus on a limited 

time period of 6 months of media coverage, using the photograph of Aylan Kurdi as the midpoint, 

as it is a key event that influenced the narrative framing of the crisis in the news. Future research 

may examine the coverage of the crisis over a larger timeline.  

Effects 

This study does not examine the influence of the media on public attitudes or the attitudes 

and decisions of policy makers. It is exceedingly difficult to do so in a reliable manner. However, 

the effects on the audiences of NYT in the U.S. and PD in China would provide fascinating 

insights into how crisis communication and newspaper framing of humanitarian crisis may move 

people to action or change readers’ minds about the issue. This would be an interesting path for 

future study.  

Sources 

 Another limitation to this study is that it only focuses on two newspapers, one for the 

U.S. and one for China. For a more balanced, well-rounded examination of newspaper 

framing in the two countries, future studies may consider adding more newspaper sources to 

the sample. In this study, the NYT was selected as a source instead of other U.S. newspapers 

such as the Washington Post. While the Washington Post may be more closely in-tune with 

U.S. government policy, NYT posted more frequently on the topic and presented a more 

diverse scope of views, thus it was selected as the source for this study. Additionally, there are 

many other countries to compare with the U.S. news coverage of the conflict that would 

provide fascinating insights into the international management of the Refugee Crisis. This 

study picked China due to the interesting tension inherent between the two; in that U.S. 



 

 

 

94 

blames China for its passive role, and China blames U.S. for its hyperactive role. However, 

future studies may consider examining other countries’ news coverage of the Crisis, 

especially Russia, as it may provide more salient insights into how international policy and 

media framing are related.  

Placement 

 Other insightful variables would have been examining the position placement of 

articles about refugees, as well as the placement of key facts and information within the article. 

Because article placement in People’s Daily equates to visibility and power, it will be relevant 

for future studies to examine the specific placements of articles concerning Syria within the 

selected newspapers. 

Framing  

The variables included in this study were not able to measure some interesting points 

related to coverage of the Middle East and Syrian conflict, including positive or negative 

portrayal and positive or negative reactions. Future research may contribute to the existing 

body of literature on how Western media in particular portrays the Middle East, often in a 

critical or negative way, by measuring the negativity and positivity of the coverage on the 

Syrian Refugee Crisis. Furthermore, future studies may include a stronger focus on political 

events and political contexts, as well as an analysis of the images that accompany the news 

articles. Because images play an increasingly important role in news coverage, and the 

photographs of the Syrian Refugee Crisis are particularly heart-wrenching, this study suggests 

that future research also incorporate an analysis of these images in the variables examined 

alongside media framing or news coverage of the Crisis.  
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Chapter Six 

Conclusion 

 

Solving the Syrian Refugee Crisis and protecting refugees “is not someone else’s 

problem,” Amnesty International asserts. However, both U.S. and Chinese newspapers mainly 

attribute responsibility for the crisis to other players – the U.S. to Europe, and China to Europe 

and the U.S. At the same time, somewhat in contradiction, PD and NYT also emphasize that 

each and every one should take action to address solutions to the crisis. Meanwhile, most would 

agree that governments have a duty to help refugees, but many of the world’s wealthiest 

countries are still treating refugees as somebody else’s problem, as reflected in the newspaper 

framing of the Syrian Refugee Crisis. Hiding behind closed borders and fears of being “flooded”, 

these countries, including China and the U.S. have allowed poorer, mainly Middle Eastern, 

African and South Asian countries, to host an incredible 86% of all refugees. The world’s system 

for protecting refugees is broken, and worldwide 19.5 million people have been forced to seek 

sanctuary abroad.   

According to Zetter (1991), “within the repertoire of humanitarian concern, refugee now 

constitutes one of the most powerful labels. From the initial procedure of status determination - 

who is a refugee? - to the structural determinants of life chances which this identity then 

engenders, labels infuse the world of refugees.” The media has labeled the millions of Syrians 

displaced from their homes by violent conflict as various types of migrants: economic migrants, 

asylum seekers, and refugees. Furthermore, the newspapers in question have described them both 

as daunting masses and sympathetic individuals. These terms are vastly different, yet have often 

been used interchangeably in the media. Therefore, it is necessary for future studies on the topic 

to review the literature on mobilization and transnational flows from the body of globalization 
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research, as it will help specify the terminology used to describe various types of transnational 

movements of people across borders (Semmelroggen, 2015). Spanish sociologist Josetxo Beriain 

(2005) argues that human beings are constantly searching for meaning in a world where 

everything seems mixed up and in a total chaos. Things lack natural limits, and it is the human 

mind that must create them. 

Thus, people divide reality into “islands of meaning,” which help to identify oneself, 

others and the things in the world; this division lies on principles of classification, which help us 

to build definitions (Fernandez, 2006). The verb to define derives from the Latin word finis, limit: 

to define something means to establish its limits. In the world, those limits are not solidly 

established before human beings specify them. All divisions are created by human minds to help 

to comprehend what surrounds us. Otherwise, everything would exist in epistemological 

confusion. Lines are necessary to divide, to define, and to classify. The same could be argued for 

borders. But these limits are not simply part of us as individuals, but are established socially. 

Most of these lines represent other invisible lines that separate social entities.  

Due to the borders, people can define themselves and the other, as well as a code of 

ownership and belonging. Borders were born alongside the ancient agrarian empires and became 

stronger with the rise of the nation-state. The philosophy lying behind borders has been 

developed in different socio-historical formations throughout history and has performed very 

different roles. But within capitalism borders have carried out specific functions – connected to 

processes of domination and exploitation – that have nothing to do with a rationalization of the 

world. Whereas in the origins of capitalism borders were essential to unify the national markets, 

today they are used primarily to prevent movements of the multitude. Once stability is reached 

and free trade takes place, there is no need for borders between traders. Nevertheless, it is 
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compulsory to develop a barrier against those who have nothing to trade. This strategy is directly 

linked to the bureaucratic forms of identity developed by nation-states to stop the possibility of 

free movement (passports, visas, etc.). 

 In the post-modern age of information technologies and knowledge economies, borders 

continue to perform a key role in the capitalist system. But is it possible to think about a 

borderless world when borders are so deeply embodied socially? And where, then, do refugees 

belong in this discourse? (Fernandez, 2006).  

It would seem imperative for an analysis that focuses around newspaper framing of 

refugees to reach a consensus on what the term ‘refugee’ actually denotes. Yet since this term 

has come to be used in so many different contexts and disciplines, one all-encompassing 

definition would seem very difficult to attain. A look at the literature shows a multitude of 

definitions, some legal, some sociological, and some anthropological. The problem becomes one 

of how to define a concept that is labeled differently according to context and discipline. 

Moreover, in a field liked to humans and human suffering, how can we avoid making the refugee 

simply an instrument of academic enquiry and instead ensure that the defining process serves the 

refugees themselves? 

The international legal definition of a refugee, as contained within the 1951 Geneva 

Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, holds that the individual must have crossed an 

international boundary (189 UNTS 137, 1951). However, the contemporary ‘refugee problem’ 

involves millions of individuals in qualitatively the same precarious situation as ‘refugees’ who 

remain within the borders of their state: so-called “internally displaced persons” (IDPs). Often 

unable to physically cross into a neighboring state, IDPs are out of reach of the international 

community and thus denied international protection.   
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According to German Finance Minister Wolfgange Schaeuble, the influx of hundreds of 

thousands of refugees into Europe is part of the reality of globalization. The German government 

expects 800,000 or more people to arrive this year and media estimate it could be up to 1.5 

million (Schmidt, 2015). German authorities are struggling to cope with the roughly 10,000 

refugees arriving every day, many fleeing conflict in Syria and elsewhere in the Middle East. 

Minister Schaeuble, speaking to reporters on the sidelines of the International Monetary Fund's 

annual meeting in Peru, said the influx was part of the reality of globalization. IMF meetings try 

to organize the forces of globalization "such that everyone can live with them," Schaeuble said, 

later adding, "In a way, with the refugee crisis we are now seeing in Germany and in Europe a 

meeting with the realities of globalization.” 

The extensive body of literature examining globalization and transnationalism is full of 

contradictions and tensions. The tension of greatest significance to this study is that globalization 

is both an era of increased openness and of increased restrictions on movement (Shamir 

2005:197; Blomley, Delaney, and Ford 2001; Sassen 1991, 1988).  Such scholarship reminds us 

that globalization, with its inherent “hypermobility” and erasure of boundaries, is only a 

voluntarily lived reality for a small class of "cosmocrats" (Adams 1999), while it remains a 

scarce resource for most.  In fact, the overwhelming majority of the world's population is more 

or less permanently immobilized (Bauman 2002; Doyle and Nathan 2001).  Yet, regardless of the 

increasing attention given to the widening mobility gap in the present era, globalization is still 

predominantly theorized in terms of social openness and social fluidity.  

The accuracy of the claim of “free movement” across national boundaries deserves 

healthy skepticism and criticism in the current age in which displaced persons, such as the Syrian 

refugees, are still often taken into custody by governmental immigration agencies, and confined 
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to waiting rooms in ‘non-places’ before being systematically accepted or rejected from a certain 

nation state.  Therefore, the question arises: how can the conceptual, theoretical, and abstract 

research of transnational studies address the real groups of refugees caught up in tide of 

transnational flows?  

In radically changing conditions, the current relevance and utility of the concepts and 

labels attached to refugee studies in the context of globalization must be critically examined to 

see if they still describe the current state of refugees in the 21st century. Although much of the 

terminology attached to refugees was formulated at a time of regionally contained, mass refugee 

migration during the late 1970s and early 1980s, Zetter (1991) argues that the concept of refugee 

labeling can still offer vital insights into the impacts of institutional and bureaucratic power on 

the lives of refugees in a globalized era of transnational social transformations, mixed migration 

flows, and the continuing presence of large scale refugee migration. In the contemporary era, the 

formation of the refugee label reflects the causes and patterns of forced migration, which are 

much more complex than in the past.  

Governments, rather than NGOs, are the preeminent agency in the transforming the 

refugee label today; therefore, the label has become politicized by institutional fractioning and 

also by embedding it into the wider political discourse of resistance to migrants and refugees 

(Pacitto and Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2013). Accordingly, this study has found that these issues of 

politicized labeling have been reflected in the U.S. and Chinese newspaper media framing of the 

Syrian refugees.  

Recent research has begun to establish studies of interactions between refugees and 

transnational processes. Soysal (1994) suggests that two institutionalized principles are at work 

in regard to the movements of refugees: national sovereignty and universal human rights. Soysal 
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finds that it is the latter, a new globalizing principle of human rights, which has become "a 

pervasive element of world culture" (1994; 6). Universal human rights announce the arrival of a 

post national era that in fact undermines the national order of citizenship.  However, it remains to 

be seen how such a post national era is exemplified by governments, such as the U.S. and 

Chinese government, with regards to immigration and refugee-aid policy. 

This study hopes that a critical reading of the newspaper framing of the Syrian refugee 

crisis can offer constructive insights into the role of media framing in the context of these 

analytical and political anxieties, and can highlight the implications of using static frames to 

interpret lives that are transnational. By focusing on two different nations – the U.S. and China – 

through content analysis of how the New York Times and People’s Daily frame the Syrian 

refugee crisis contributes a unique perspective on a timely issue to the body of communication 

theory literature.  
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A.  Codebook (English) 

 

Level 1 coding: Descriptive variables 

The first set of variables is descriptive, enabling the coders to identify the article. Data about 

the type of article and the section in the newspaper it appears will give additional indications 

of the importance of the article. 

V.i. Coder ID 

V.ii. Coder name 

V.iii. Article ID. This is the same article identity code assigned to the article when 

constructing the database. The code follows the format: year/ month/day/newspaper 

abbreviation/page number of article/order on page (if two or more articles) (e.g. 

20150601NY1a). 

V1. Newspaper 

1. New York Times (NYT) 

2. People’s Daily (PD) 

V2. Year (Year of publication: 2015) 

V3. Month (Month of publication: 6-12) 

V4. Day (Day of publication: 1-31) 

V5. Headline  

V6. Type 

1. Foreign news  

2. Domestic news 

3. Editorial  

4. Opinion (Op-ed) 

5. Letter  

6. Commentary  

7. Other 

V7. Origin of news 

1. Staff (journalists, foreign correspondents) 

2. Other Wire/ News Service (AP, Reuters, etc.) 

3. Reader  

4. Experts (ex., researchers, professors, specialists, statistics)  

5. Government Source 

6. Not stated 
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V8. Major news source (the source that appears most frequently in the news article; may be 

quoted directly. If no quoted sources, which source of information is referred to the most in the 

story?) 

1. Politicians or Government officials 

2. Ordinary people (ex., citizens, family members) 

3. Experts (ex., researchers, professors, specialists, statistics) 

4. Non-governmental agencies or staff 

5. Other media outlets or news agencies 

6. Other 

7. No specific source 

V9. Primary Topic (pick only one) 

1. People (including refugee’s reactions, behaviors, emotions, etc.) 

2. Policy (government/ other plans, meetings; politics; IR; diplomacy) 

3. Action (e.g. policy enacted; aid / relief efforts; military strikes; protests; etc.) 

4. Impacts (economic, security, cultural, etc.) 

5. Responsibility 

6. Other  

V10. Secondary Topic (pick only one) 

1. People (including refugee’s reactions, behaviors, emotions, etc.) 

2. Policy (plans by government, international groups, or other org) 

3. Action (e.g. operation of aid / relief efforts, military strikes, etc.) 

4. Impacts (economic, security, cultural, etc.) 

5. Responsibility 

6. Other  

 

V11. Focus on Refugees, ‘Migrants,’ or ‘Immigrants’ (pick only one)  

1. Individual focus (The story focuses on individual refugees, their personal stories and/or 

stories of their families, perhaps addressing them by name in the article) 

2. Mass/ group focus (The story focuses on the mass of refugees as a whole, reporting on 

the entire group as a whole. Does the article use language such as: “tides, flow, flood,” 

etc. to describe the refugees? Does the article mention large numbers or statistics?)  

3. No focus (The story does not explicitly mention refugees, but is strongly related to the 

crisis, e.g. Syrian Civil War; Intervention in Syria; Immigration policy; etc.) 

 

 

Level 2 coding: Frames 

This section includes frames that are likely to appear in news related to the Syrian Refugee Crisis. 

Frames can be determined according to what the headline refers to, the main focus of the text, 

and the sources used and quoted.  
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V12. What topical frame does that article fall into? You may only select one code from the 

following list: 

 

1. Conflict (the story focuses on conflict between different groups such as political parties, 

different countries, different races, etc., but is not necessarily about war and violence. 

The conflict frame also includes ideological conflict and disagreements OR efforts 

proposed/ taken to resolve conflict, such as government referendums, diplomacy, policy, 

etc.) 

2. Economic Consequences (the story focuses on economic aspects of the crisis, such as 

unemployment, costs/ prices, budget etc.)  

3. Human interest (the story focuses on people’s reactions or emotions, highlighting 

particularly emotional or dramatic aspects of the issue. Does the coverage use emotional 

words to describe issues such as: hospitality, sympathy, tragedy, hostility, anger, 

xenophobia, etc.?) 

4. Morality (this frame puts the event, problem, or issue in the context of morals, social 

prescriptions, and religious tenets. The morality frame may be used indirectly through 

quotations or inference, rather than directly because of the journalistic norm of 

objectivity.)  

5. Attribution of responsibility (Who is to blame for the Syrian Refugee Crisis? Who does 

the article hold responsible for the crisis? If you selected this frame, please answer 

question B.) 

6. Other. It approaches the issue differently from the above choices. This should be used 

only if none of the above applies. Most frames should fit options 1-5. 

 

 

V13.  If the article fits into Frame 5 (Attribution of Responsibility) OR belongs to another 

frame but mentions “responsibility” or points out “blame” for the crisis: Who or What 

does the article hold responsible for the Syrian Refugee Crisis? Select only one of these 

options. 

1. Syria (e.g., Assad regime, war crimes, failed policy, religious or cultural values, conflict 

in the region) 

2. U.S. (e.g., Government under Bush, Obama; American culture and values; U.S. 

imperialism; U.S. history of turmoil in Middle East, military actions in Syria) 

3. Europe (e.g., EU history of imperialism; EU government’s poor refugee management: 

building fences, poorly set-up refugee camps, using riot police, etc., European culture and 

history, especially elements such as racism or xenophobia.) 

4. ‘The West’ or Western countries in general (perhaps naming specific countries or 

organizations, but also including typically Western values, history, economic influence, 

cultural influence, etc.)  

5. Middle East (In general or specific mention: Middle Eastern regimes or governments, 

Middle Eastern tension, conflict, policy, regional disagreements, partisanship, ethnic or 
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religious clashes, Middle Eastern organizations, etc. Terrorist and extremist groups are 

separated into a different category, see #11) 

6. Russia (e.g., Putin administration, military intervention in Syria, dubious intentions, 

stirring up conflict in the region, etc.) 

7. China (ex., Chinese government arms sales to Middle East, China’s desire/ greed for 

energy in region, turning a blind-eye to human rights, ignorance or unwillingness to help 

with the crisis, etc.) 

8. Refugees themselves (e.g., Refugees are not victims but opportunists; economic 

‘migrants’ or ‘immigrants’ seeking better life) 

9. Policy (e.g., Insufficient government policy or legislation is responsible for the Syrian 

war and/or refugee crisis; for example, UN policy for refugees and asylum-seekers made 

at 1951 UN Refugee Convention is outdated; weak EU immigration or asylum policy; or 

other policy, laws, regulations are to blame.) 

10. Economics (e.g., Corporate greed/ Government greed for oil in the Middle East has 

caused violent turmoil in the region, exacerbating the Syrian war and refugee crisis; OR 

economic disparity has caused refugees to select more developed European/ Western 

countries as their destinations, etc.) 

11. Extremism (e.g., Religious extremists or terrorists; groups such as ISIS, Al Qaeda, 

Hezbollah are responsible for the conflict/ driving refugees out of the region; other 

extremist or xenophobic groups such as Nazi’s/ neo-Nazi’s, etc.) 

12. Universal Responsibility – (due to forces of globalization, past history, universal 

cultural values, or civilization as a whole, it is the responsibility of the world or ‘global 

community’ as a whole to find a solution to the crisis.  

13. Human smugglers/ traffickers  

14. Other 

15. Not mentioned 
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Appendix A: Codebook (中文) 

 

Vi. 編碼器 ID 

Vii. 編碼器名字 

Viii. 文章編號 (e.g. 20150601PD)  

V1。報紙媒體 

1.紐約時報 (NYT) 

2.人民日報 (PD) 

V2。年（出版年份：2015） 

V3。月（出版月份：6-12） 

V4。日（公佈日：1-31） 

V5。標題: ___________________________ 

V6。新聞文章類型 

1. 國際 

2. 地方  

3. 要聞  

4. 觀點/ 觀察 

5. 讀者投書 

6. 文件 

7. 其他 

8. 不明顯 

V7。新聞來源 

1. 記者 （本報）新華社 

2. 國際通訊社（美聯社，路透社，其他） 

3. 一般讀者 

4. 專家，公民新聞部落客， 組織人員  

5. 政府來源 

6. 不知道  
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K V8。主要來源（最頻繁出現；） 

1.政治家或政府官員 

2.一般民眾 

3.專家（例如研究員、教授，專業數據，調查統計結果，觀察家） 

4.非政府機構或人員 

5.其他媒體轉載或新聞機構 

6.無特定來源 

 

L V9。主要主題（只選一個） 

1. 人們（包括難民和普通公民，他們的反應、行為、情緒、情況等） 

2. 政策（國内、國外、國際政策如何應對） 

3. 動作（非營利性組織、行業，政府等所採取的措施） 

4. 影響（例如經濟、安全、文化影響） 

5. 責任 （什麽國家/人/因素要負責？） 

6. 檢討（ 例如國家政策的漏洞，不周全之處，實際執行的情況） 

7. 其他 

M V10. 次要主題（只選一個） 

1. 人們（包括難民和普通公民，他們的反應，行為，情緒，情況等） 

2. 政策（國内，國外政策怎麽應對難民潮） 

3. 動作（政府，非營利性組織，行業等，對難民危機採取的措施） 

4. 影響（難民危機的經濟、安全、文化影響） 

5. 責任 （什麽國家/人/因素要負責？） 

6. 檢討（ 例如國家政策的漏洞，不周全之處，實際執行的情況） 

7. 其他 

8. 沒有次要主題 
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N V11. 報導對難民的觀點 （只選一個） 

1. 個別（故事集中在個別難民：他們個人故事和/或其家庭的故事，文章

介紹難民的名字，年齡等等） 

2. 大眾（故事重點：將難民視為整體，而非著重單一個案故事。報導是

否使用語言例如難民潮、蜂擁而至等，或提出統計總數來形容難民？） 

3. 沒有提到難民，但内容跟敍利亞衝突，戰爭和難民有關。 

 

框架：下面列出了可能會出現於有關敘利亞難民危機的新聞報導中所使用的

框架。何種框架的使用可以根據新聞報導的標題、文本關注的焦點來確定。 

V12.  

A. 報導内容屬於哪一個主題框架？（只選一個） 

 

1. 衝突框架（故事的重點：不同群體之間的衝突，例如政客、政黨、歐

盟國家、中東國家，西方國家等） 

2. 經濟影響框架（故事的重點：難民潮的經濟影響，關於經濟危機，國

内/國外失業率等） 

3. 「有人情味」框架 (故事的重點：人們的反應，包括難民和非難民公民。

新聞報導是否使用情感方面或情緒化的詞語來形容難民？例如：熱情

好客，同情，悲劇，敵意，憤怒等等？） 

4. 道德框架 (這個框架把事件還是問題，道德，人道主義，社會處方和宗

教信條的情況下。道德框架可以由記者間接用於通過報價或推斷，而

不是直接客觀的新聞規範，因為) 

5. 究責對象框架（誰被歸咎於敘利亞難民危機？報導是否責怪某些人、

國家、政策等等，或被歸咎敍利亞衝突或難民危機？如果選這個框架，

請回答 B 問題） 

6. 其他。這篇文章探討角度不同於以上所列的選項，意即上述選項皆不

適用。大多數的框架應符合選項 1-5。 
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V13.  

B. 如果有“究責對象框架“或報導特定提出“究責”概念：誰被歸咎於

敘利亞難民危機？報導是否責怪某些人、國家、政策等等，或被歸咎

敍利亞衝突或難民危機？（只選一個）  

 

1. 敘利亞政府（例如：阿薩德，戰爭罪） 

2. 美國政府（例如：布希、歐巴馬、美國帝國主義、美國造成中東的動

蕩、美國轟炸敘利亞） 

3. 歐洲政府（例如：一些歐洲國家的帝國主義歷史，歐盟的難民管理政

策不善，包括建築圍牆、建立難民營、使用防暴警察等） 

4. 西方國家（總體來説） 

5. 中東國家（總體或特定國家） 

6. 俄羅斯政府（例如：普亭在敘利亞的軍事干預） 

7. 中國政府（例如：軍火出售中東，中國渴望能源，北京政府漠視人權） 

8. 難民自己（例如：難民不是受害者，而是機會主義者，經濟移民尋求

更好的生活） 

9. 政策（例如：聯合國有關難民和尋求庇護者的政策不合時宜或不周全，

歐盟的政策太弱、國家法律不夠處理問題，接受度不夠幫忙難民） 

10. 企業的貪婪（例如：貪婪追求中東石油造成地區劇烈動蕩，再造成敍

利亞難民危機） 

11. 極端主義（例如：恐怖組織伊斯蘭國，宗教極端主義，基地組織等造

成難民潮的主因） 

12. 全人類應共同承擔的責任（例如：因爲文明，歷史，全球化問題，等

等 ） 

13. 人口販子  

14. 其他 

15. 沒有提及 
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Appendix B. New York Times articles 

 

B1. Domestic 

9/26 – Fear arrives in S.C. long before refugees 

11/15 – new outbreak of violence alters political discourse 

11/17 – parties split on response but united behind France 

12/8 Trump wants to block entry of all Muslims 

11/21 Muslim list? Call by Trump draws outrage 

11/22 Trump heard cheers on 9/11 

12/5 smooth visa process for woman in attack 

12/12 new chapter in history of U.S. dread  

11/27 resistance to Syrian refugees – painful Japanese American past 

12/1 Love and disbelief follow Trump meetings 

11/22 why it takes 2 years for Syrian refugees to enter U.S. 

12/1 white house tightens visa waiver program in bid to block militants 

10/2 – Idaho city debates to allow Middle Eastern refugees 

11/21 Virginia mayor sorry for remarks on refugees 

11/19 Republicans push to halt Syrian refugees 

11/21 Syrian family diverted from Indiana, welcomed in Conn 

11/4 – trickle of Syrian refugees settles across U.S. 

11/18 – Hardware store welcomes refugees as gov vows to shut them out 

11/18 – 11th hour puts family in Connecticut 

11/24 chill grips U.S. haven for Syrian families 

12/5 Texas path is cleared for immigrants 

12/10 Texas fails to block Syrian refugees 

12/5 Syrian refugees welcomed in NY 

 

 

B2. Conflict frame 

9/18 ‘confusion’ “Despite the chaos, there were few signs that European Union leaders, or the 

governments of other countries along the human river of people flowing from war and poverty, 

were close to imposing any order or even talking seriously about harmonizing their approaches 

and messages to the migrants.”  

 9/18 ‘finger pointing’ Republican candidates were divided between those advocating more 

American involvement and those suggesting stepping back and letting the Syrians fight it out 

themselves. 

9/27 – politics and philosophy clash 

11/19 – reigniting debate over civil liberties vs. security 

11/26 –‘I’m frightened’ 

 

B3. Human interest frame 

French residents at Calais volunteered to make a small library for the refugees,  

Sweden express that “We felt we had to do something… It’s a small thing but maybe it will help.”  
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Hungarian and Greek citizens are quoted, expressing their disapproval of the refugee influx and 

the EU quotas for accepting them.  

 “Americans have nothing to fear” of refugee families like those in the articles.  

One family says “we feel very welcomed, we went through hell to get here.” 

  

B4.   

Twin Falls, Idaho 

10/14 – for some immigrants, life in U.S. has already begun 

11/21 Americans react to Paris: empathy, fear, resolve 

12/9 fears grow in Texas with refugees due soon 

 

 

B5: economic consequences examples 

 

B6: Morality frame 

9/24 – Pope’s message is political and pastoral 

8/11 and 8/17  

9/3, 9/4 

(12/1), 12/5 

11/22, 12/16, 12/17, 9/5, 9/12 

 

B7. Individual refugee stories  

 

B8. Masses of refugees  
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Appendix C. PD articles quoted (original Chinese text) 

 

C1. (10/23/2015 (作者為中國社會科學院榮譽學部委員、人權研究中心主任, 劉海年) 

如何實現和平權?習近平主席指出, 要構建以合作共贏為核心的新型國際關係,打造人類命

運共同體。國家不分大小、強弱和發展先後,都是國際社會平等的一員,應尊重各國自主選

擇社會制度和發展道路的權利。如此,世界才能和平,各個國家及其人民的和平權才能真正

實現。中國人民銘記歷史,珍愛和平。新中國建立之初,便與印度等國一起首倡和平共處五

項原則,之後又與亞非等國共同倡導和平共處十項原則。中國政府捍衛國家主權,維護世界

和平,為國家和人民發展營造了良好環境。近年來,西亞、北非一些國家戰火不斷,原有社會

秩序被打亂,和平家園變成廢墟,大批民眾背井離鄉,淪為難民。此種局面及其背後緣由,讓人

們深感和平來之不易、和平權難能可貴。 

 

 

C2: (6/3/2015) 

此次會議意在應對“伊斯蘭國”攻勢陞級,但最終未能達成實質性的應對方案和戰略調整,

受到外界質疑。美聯社 2 日稱,會議乏善可陳。分析認為,以美國為首的國際聯盟打擊“伊

斯蘭國”行動不力源自其缺乏整體戰略又各懷心思,要贏得對“伊斯蘭國”的勝利,尚需時

日。 

 

C3: (6/12/2015) 

美國領導的國際聯盟自 2014 年 8 月開始對伊拉克境內“伊斯蘭國”目標進行空中打擊,9

月將行動範圍擴展到敘利亞。截至今年 4 月初,軍事行動已花費 21 億美元。從打擊伊始信

誓旦旦絕不會向伊拉克派遣地面部隊, 到一步步增派軍事顧問,陷入海外戰爭的陰霾正籠罩

在越來越多美國人的心頭。 

 

C4: (7/8/2015) “戰亂中,敘利亞兒童與夢想遠離” 

8 歲的敘利亞男孩哈姆丹夢想是當一名作家。但是兩年前,當他還沒學會造句時就被迫輟學,

跟著家人在敘利亞輾轉躲避戰亂。如今,哈姆丹隨父親在大馬士革街頭靠賣果汁維持生計,

他只關心賺的錢能否維持一家人的生活。  

 

C5:（9/30/2015 習近平會見希臘總理齊普拉斯） 

在談到歐洲難民危機問題時,習近平強調,近期發生在歐洲的難民問題引起國際社會廣泛關

注。當前難民問題的根源在於發展不平衡和地區不穩定,除了對難民進行人道主義援助,更

要有效解決貧困及社會穩定問題,特別是消除難民來源國的衝突根源。中方相信歐洲有關

各國能夠團結應對這一重大挑戰,妥善處理相關問題。 
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C6: （9/22/2015  開放時代,也請打開心靈(評論員隨筆)）  

英國詩人彌爾頓說,“心靈建造了天國,也建造了地獄”。一些人找不到開啟心靈的鑰匙,正

是其陷入困擾、走向封閉的癥結所在。人不可能在自我封閉中走向成熟,更難以在精神的

孤立中尋求幸福。今天,佔有資訊、結交新識、發起活動,不是困難的事情。然而,敞開心扉,

卻需要主動的意識與勇氣。艾倫·布盧姆在《美國精神的封閉》一書中指明,“自我是靈魂

的現代替代品”。或許,隨著時代的變遷,又到了該重新審視自我的時候了。 

 

 

C7: (10/6/2015“顏色革命”也讓歐洲大陸“很受傷”(深度觀察)) 

 而在曆盡艱辛、受盡磨難、僥倖抵達歐洲後,越來越多的難民失望地發現,歐洲絕非他們幻

想中的樂園,在這片陌生的土地上,他們依然要忍受生活的痛苦和煎熬,依然難以看到希望的

曙光。 

 

匈牙利科爾維努斯大學國際問題研究所副教授、歐洲一體化和安全政策專家加利克認為,

“美國對利比亞、敘利亞進行干預,推廣‘民主’,現在被證實是個徹頭徹尾的失敗。作為

美國的盟友,歐洲國家也參與其中,當前的難民危機,歐洲自身有著不可推卸的責任。敘利亞

是主要的難民來源地,利比亞是難民偷渡的便利通道,如果沒有這兩個國家的戰火和動亂,難

民潮就不會出現今天這種失控的局面。”  

 

C8:  (11/21/2015 美國安置 1 萬名敘利亞難民計劃受阻(國際視點))  

美國應該對自己在伊拉克和敘利亞種下的苦果負責任。” 在恐怖之火燃燒到西方世界眼

皮底下的時候,他們緊閉國門推卸責任,拒絕理會難民的呼聲,這完全說不通。”  

 


