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ABSTRACT 

This paper presents thoughts on the idea of ‘comprehensiveness’ 

as a guiding value for research into press portrayals of migration. 

Reflecting on the objectives and corpus linguistic methods of an 

ongoing project at the Migration Observatory which aims to 

analyse a large corpus of UK newspaper coverage with respect to 

migration issues, it is argued that actively seeking 

comprehensiveness can open valuable avenues for further work in 

at least three ways: a broader view of actual press coverage over a 

significant period of time; use of transparent and replicable 

methods; and visualising results in interactive ways. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
In the United Kingdom, immigration remains highly salient as an 

issue on policy agendas and public opinion [12]. Media outlets, 

particularly Britain’s national tabloid and broadsheet newspapers, 

often play important roles as communicators of migration 

information, shapers of public attitudes towards migrant groups, 

and mouthpieces of policy stances [11, 23]. Given this 

background, a better picture of journalistic representations of 

migration is a vital piece of evidence both for assessing the extent 

to which these outlets are being accurate and fair, as well as 

enabling civil society and advocacy groups to effectively 

communicate their own ‘counter-representations’.  

To this end, a number of studies have directed attention to the 

ways that some UK newspapers, particularly its tabloids, have 

negatively portrayed migrants including asylum seekers [10, 13, 

16, 22]. However, while these have usefully revealed particular 

frames and lenses which may subsequently impact public opinion 

or policy, their ability to answer questions about the overall 

portrayal of different migrant groups in large subsections of the 

UK national press is circumscribed. This is due to a number of 

reasons, including necessarily selective methods which vary in 

comprehensiveness or explicitness, and the limited scope of 

textual data collected whether in terms of publications chosen or 

time periods analysed.  

This paper reflects on the continuing efforts of The Migration 

Observatory at the University of Oxford 

(www.migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk) to systematically analyse 

how the UK national press has portrayed migration issues across 

many publications and several years. Since October 2011, the 

Observatory’s umbrella project Migration in the News has 

developed from a straightforward rationale: before making 

assertions about how or why the press should cover immigration 

in particular ways, it is necessary to understand as fully as 

possible what the press has actually said in the first place.  

First, an overview of one particular research output within the 

project, as well as its objectives and methods, is presented. Then, 

using this overview, the paper critically reflects on the ways that 

‘comprehensiveness’ can open new avenues for empirically 

documenting journalistic representations of migration in policy 

and public debates: (1) a broader view of actual press coverage 

over a significant amount of time; (2) consistently applied and 

replicable methods; (3) opportunities for visualising results in 

ways that enable users to interact with the analysis. By grounding 

the discussion in an empirical case study, this paper aims to 

provide insight into the experiences, promise, and limitations of 

doing this kind of textual analysis as applied to study of media.  

2. OVERVIEW OF THE PROJECT 

2.1 Rationale 
The Migration in the Media project (available at 

http://www.migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/projects/media) 

developed from an observation that, while a number of small-

scale studies had shown how certain subsections of the UK 

national press covered international migration issues in largely 

negative light, there was not a great deal of systematic or 

comprehensive evidence that could demonstrate these statements 

either over a longer period of time or across multiple sets of 

publications [1]. A notable exception from Lancaster University 

had used corpus linguistics to analyse a large selection of national 

and regional UK newspapers from 1996 to 2005 [6, 7, 15].  

The Migration Observatory—an independent body based at the 

University of Oxford launched in 2011 to provide impartial, 

authoritative, and evidence-based analysis about international 

migration to inform policy debates in the UK—has contributed to 

filling this gap through several projects of varying scope. The 

study on which this paper reflects sought to replicate, update, and 

extend the Lancaster work [4]. Specifically, it aimed to answer 

two questions: (1) what kinds of language have different 

subsections of the UK national press used to describe immigrants, 

migrants, asylum seekers, and refugees over the 2010-2012 

period; and (2) how do these portrayals differ among subsections 
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of the press, i.e., tabloids, midmarkets, and broadsheets. 

Discussion of the substantive findings and examples of similar 

smaller-scale studies done by the Migration Observatory can be 

found in the References [3, 4, 8, 24]. 

2.2 Methods and Data Used 
There is a well-known catchphrase, supposedly attributed to the 

film writer Jerry Belson, about the effects of assuming too much: 

never assume, because when you assume… When seeking to 

analyse press coverage, assumptions and their companions of bias 

and prior expectations can skew researchers’ decision-making—

and potentially the resulting analysis. Which publications should 

be included: only those that are perceived as particularly 

‘interesting’ because they hold particular left/right wing views? 

Which time periods should be examined: those which are 

popularly thought to feature immigration stories, such as around 

elections? Should only the ‘national’ or ‘world’ sections be 

studied, as they probably have more stories about migration 

anyway, rather than the sports or arts sections?  

These kinds of decisions may be justified by the nature of research 

questions or a theoretical stance: one would have to be selective 

in order to examine whether tabloids and broadsheets differed in 

their coverage of migration in the run-up to the 2010 General 

Election for example. However, given the limitations of previous 

qualitative studies into UK press portrayals of migrant groups, 

namely those of implied researcher selectivity and limited scope 

of data, this project sought to be as comprehensive in the analysis 

as possible. In light of the questions posed, it would be wrong to 

assume before any data collection had even occurred that certain 

kinds of publications or time periods will produce more 

‘interesting’ stories about migration. 

2.2.1 Search string and sources used 
Therefore, the project aimed to collect, as far as possible, all items 

in all UK national newspapers that mentioned any of the key 

migrant groups: immigrants, migrants, asylum seekers, or refugees 

from 1 January 2010 to 31 December 2012. This three year period 

covered a crucial time in British politics and migration policy 

change, including a General Election. Nexis UK, a database 

service that archives many kinds of international periodicals, was 

queried using the following search string:   

refugee! OR asylum! OR deport! OR immigr! OR emigr! 
OR migrant! OR illegal alien! OR illegal entry OR leave to 
remain AND NOT deportivo AND NOT deportment 

This string, replicating the work of Baker et al [6], captures 

variations of each of the four main groups while making two 

exclusions for ‘Deportivo’—a football club—and ‘deportment’ 

which refers to etiquette. It intentionally avoids the term 

‘migration’ because this could refer to the movement of animals 

or data, as in ‘annual bird migration’ or ‘data migration to new 

servers’.  

All national UK publications that had continuously published 

over the three year period were included in the search, and then 

divided into tabloids, midmarkets, or broadsheets. News of the 

World was not included in this study because it ceased 

publication in 2011. These divisions correspond to the ‘popular, 

midmarket, quality’ labels used by the Audit Bureau of 

Circulations (ABC), a national body for the media industry. 

Tabloids, or the historic ‘redtops’, tend to feature entertainment 

topics, while broadsheets usually focus on news reporting. 

Midmarkets lie somewhere in the middle, featuring a mix of both 

entertainment and traditional news journalism. Table 1 shows the 

20 titles included in the study. 

Table 1. National UK Publications Included in the Study 

Tabloids Midmarkets Broadsheets 

The Sun,  

The Sun on 

Sunday 

The Express,  

The Sunday 

Express 

The Times,  

The Sunday Times 

Daily Mirror, 

Sunday Mirror 

The Daily Mail, 

Mail on Sunday 

The Guardian, The 

Observer 

Daily Star,  

Daily Star 

Sunday 

 The Independent, 

Independent on 

Sunday 

The People  The Daily Telegraph,  

The Sunday Telegraph 

  The Financial Times 

All sections of each title were searched, including sports, arts, and 

letters to the editors. This was done because readers may 

encounter information about migration in many different forms 

and contexts: from traditional reporting about conflicts that 

generate flows of refugees, to mentions of athletes who may have 

immigrated to Britain, to reviews of recent plays that feature 

asylum seekers as main characters.  

In total, the dataset contained 58,351 items of 43,966,872 words. 

Two challenges emerged: (1) how could over 58,000 items be 

reliably analysed while removing, as far as possibly, errors 

introduced by human fatigue, and (2) how could significant and 

‘real’ patterns be distinguished from noise? Furthermore, as 

discussed earlier, avoiding prior assumptions about where and 

what to look at (or for) as well as mitigating humans’ tendency to 

identify patterns where none may exist [17] were crucial 

objectives.  

2.2.2 Corpus linguistic methods 
Based on a previous scoping study [1], corpus linguistics were 

chosen as a broad set of methods which would be helpful in 

overcoming these challenges. In contemporary use, large bodies 

of text called ‘corpora’ (singular ‘corpus’) are stored digitally 

which enables researchers to quickly and efficiently analyse them 

using various software programmes. Statistical tests or qualitative 

analysis can be performed on these corpora to identify salient 

features of the texts, for example the frequency with which certain 

patterns of words may appear [18]. This offers several advantages. 

On a practical level, it reduces the need for human coding, 

reading, and organisation [21]. On a methodological level, it 

makes the role of the researcher more transparent by predicating 

the analysis on a wide base of data that was not necessarily 

collected to confirm a prior expectation. Although some decisions 

still remain to the researcher—determining cut-off points for 

‘significant’ findings, for example [14]—the important quality to 

bear in mind is that these decisions are consistently applied. In 

other words, “it becomes less easy to be selective about a single 

newspaper article when we are looking at hundreds of articles—

hopefully, overall patterns and trends should show through” [5].  

In this study, one particular kind of corpus linguistic technique 

was used to identify the kinds of modifiers used to describe 

immigrants, migrants, asylum seekers, and refugees. Collocation 

analysis uses statistical tests, usually Mutual Information or log-

likelihood, to determine the extent to which two words appear 

near to each other, usually within a predetermined window [18]. 



Figure 1 shows how words to the left and right of a given target 

word can be identified as ‘collocates’ because of their proximity.  

…L3 L2 L1 MIGRANT R1 R2 R3… 

Figure 1. Relationship of Words to the Target Word ‘Migrant’ 

By focusing attention to those words that immediately appeared 

before mentions of each migrant group in the L1 position as well 

as within five words to the left or right, the study identified the 

main descriptors used to reference different migrant groups. 

Although this is not a perfect rule—some modifiers may appear 

outside of the L1 position, as in ‘an IMMIGRANT from 

BULGARIA’—it does reflect a tendency in written English to use 

adjectives immediately before the nouns they modify.  

However, newspaper coverage can be episodic: some events may 

generate a great deal of unique coverage that does not reappear 

Since the research questions indicated an interest in examining 

how the press had consistently portrayed each migrant group, the 

collocation results were filtered to only include those results that 

were statistically significant in every annual subcorpus. This is 

called a ‘consistent collocate’, or c-collocate, by the Lancaster 

team [14]. Therefore, in order to be reported as a c-collocate of 

the word IMMIGRANT, a collocate would have to be linked to 

IMMIGRANT in 2010, 2011, and 2012. This additional criterion 

ensured that the study would only identify those descriptors which 

were regularly associated with mentions of migrant groups over 

the entire 2010-2012 period.  

2.3 Visualising the Results 
Full results from the collocation analysis were visualised using 

Tableau Public [20], accompanied by an Excel spreadsheet 

detailing the same data. Figure 2 shows a screenshot of the 

visualisation as it currently appears on the Migration Observatory 

website. 

 

Figure 2. Screenshot of Migration in the News Visualisation 

The interface allows the user to display results along different 

dimensions: by publication type (tabloids, midmarkets, and/or 

broadsheets), reference group (immigrants, migrants, asylum 

seekers, or refugees), and by type of collocate (L1 only, or any c-

collocate within five words to the right or left). Hovering over 

each square reveals both the raw and normalised (per 1,000 items) 

frequencies for each collocate. As illustrated by the size of each 

square, this particular screenshot shows that the word ILLEGAL 

is the most significant modifier of IMMIGRANT across all three 

publication types during 2010-2012. In fact, it is overwhelmingly 

the most frequent description used by these publications, with the 

second-most frequent L1 collocates in each publication type 

trailing by quite a large margin.  

3. CRITICAL REFLECTIONS 
Overviewing the main objectives, methods, and visualisation 

output of this particular project sets the stage for some critical 

reflections on the concept of ‘comprehensiveness’ and the extent 

to which it is useful for study of press content. This section 

outlines some of the benefits—and limitations—of a corpus 

linguistic approach as they have emerged during the course of this 

study. Then, these are synthesised into a broader discussion of 

why comprehensiveness may be a useful, and even necessary, 

value for guiding media analysis in particular contexts.  

3.1 Benefits and Limitations of a Corpus 

Linguistic Approach in this Case Study 
During the course of this study, several features of corpus 

linguistic analysis emerged as particularly advantageous. Some of 

them have been mentioned earlier, but it is worth discussing them 

in greater detail here. 

3.1.1 Broader (and deeper) view of press content 
Unlike manual or critical discourse analysis approaches which 

necessarily limit the total number of documents due to the 

intensive amount of resources required, corpus linguistics enables 

researchers to handle large datasets with relative ease while 

preserving the qualitative richness present in texts. This confers 

significant advantages for study of press content. First, it allows 

study of much wider and larger sections of the press instead of 

selecting a few publications over a small time period. 

Furthermore, it enables researchers to ‘show their work’ by 

displaying all collocational results rather than just the most 

frequent. Second, these quantitative insights around broad 

patterns in texts can be augmented with deeper qualitative 

analysis via concordance analysis. For example, since the datasets 

are digitally stored, all instances of the highly-frequent phrase 

ILLEGAL IMMIGRANT can be reliably and efficiently called up 

for closer manual inspection. This technique is featured in the 

Migration Observatory’s report, where example sentences drawn 

from actual press content illustrate the quantitative findings. 

Third, researchers can add a temporal dimension: with a large 

corpus divided into annual subcorpora, or perhaps even smaller 

units like quarters or months, the same collocation and 

concordance techniques can be applied to search for changes over 

time. These three features add significant depth and breadth to 

future research which investigates press portrayals on a number of 

topics. 



3.1.2 Consistently and transparently applied 

methods  
Another challenge presented by manual analytical methods 

centres on transparency: now that a sufficiently large amount of 

data has been collected, how are those data organised, handled, 

and analysed in a meaningful way? Decisions about ‘what counts’ 

as interesting or worthy of being analysed ultimately rest with 

researchers and their specific questions. However, as mentioned in 

section 2.2.2, corpus approaches demand that these decisions be 

grounded in some rationale that is explicitly justified, often via 

some statistical or grammatical relationship. Of course, debate 

about the appropriateness of various tests or techniques is likely. 

But the important feature of this method is that such debate can 

openly occur and be based on explicit, testable measures rather 

than individually-held intuition, beliefs, or assertion. When it 

comes to politically charged or controversial issues like 

international migration, these qualities are especially vital for 

research which may be subsequently used by policy or civil 

society actors. 

3.1.3 Opportunities for informative visualisation  
Finally, as discussed in section 2.3, large textual datasets present 

unique opportunities for visualising key findings. While a corpus 

linguistic approach is one of many ways of collecting and 

analysing such data, it does provide a systematic framework that 

can guide decisions about visualisation. Features like change over 

time and comparison of subcorpora can be informed by solid 

methodological and conceptual insight alongside design 

principles. Certainly, the Migration Observatory’s own 

visualisation as seen in Figure 2 could be further developed in a 

number of ways, possibly by allowing disaggregation of 

publication types into individual titles.  

The relevance of visualisation generally for study of press content 

is twofold. First, it enables users who may have a professional 

interest in media to interact with an analysis and produce outputs 

which are useful to them. Second, it communicates key findings in 

ways that may be more immediately apparent and shareable than a 

traditional written output. Since a central objective of this study 

was to shed light on the actual language that the British national 

press had used to describe different migrant groups, then a 

visualisation wasa useful means of achieving that goal. There 

remains room to develop better understanding about the factors 

that may influence how such visualisations can be created, as well 

as the forms they could take beyond traditional chart types. 

3.1.4 Limitations of corpus approaches for study of 

press content 
However, although this study benefited from the advantages of 

corpus approaches, there are some important limitations to also 

bear in mind. Some questions may not readily match with corpus 

methods, at least in the first instance. Only reporting a statistically 

significant collocation, for example, may reveal patterns of 

language associated with particular kinds of publications. 

However, it probably neither shows the emotional contexts in 

which these usages occur, nor account for the intended audience. 

Equally, to distinguish among positive or negative portrayals of 

different migrant groups may likely require different sets of 

methods and theoretical information—possibly alongside corpus 

techniques, but not exclusively. Although the Migration 

Observatory’s research questions did not ask why newspapers 

used certain sets of words, whether this language was positive or 

negative, or indeed whether such language should be used at all, 

these issues of sentiment and reception are very relevant for the 

case of migration where relationships among the press, public 

opinion, and policy are complex and tangled [9, 19, 23].  

3.2 Comprehensiveness: Does It Matter? 
To this point, reflection on the experience of the Migration 

Observatory in conducting this study has centred on the methods 

and outputs of the project. These choices, representing conscious 

decisions on the part of the Observatory to be as ‘comprehensive’ 

as possible, resulted in some specific outcomes: a large dataset 

that includes items mentioning any major migrant group, drawn 

from all sections of all national UK publications that were 

published during 2010-2012; analytical procedures that are 

replicable, explicit, and testable; and a visualisation that enables 

users to interact with the full results while customising them 

according to their interests. But why does pursuing 

comprehensiveness matter? Why should it guide research on press 

content? 

Debates about media coverage and migration in the UK, as well as 

in many major receiving countries like the US, are likely to 

continue. Equally, the role of the press in shaping, channelling 

and fuelling public discourse is critical. Given this environment, it 

is vital to present and value evidence about journalistic content 

rather than assertion. Therefore, the pursuit of comprehensiveness 

in the realm of media analysis involves viewing the press in its 

entirety as much as possible, quantifying and documenting how 

the press has actually talked about an issue in all of its 

contradictory or unexpected ways, and then making that full 

analysis available for public interrogation. 

By reporting on a case study about analysing UK press portrayals 

of migrant groups, this paper has aimed to exemplify how the 

choice of methods and outputs can stem from a value of 

comprehensiveness. It also aimed to argue that such a value is 

particularly useful—even necessary—when it comes to shedding 

light on journalistic content.  
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