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Abstract 

Although attention continues to be directed towards explaining processes of international migration, 

it is also important to understand how these processes and migrants themselves are publicly 

presented. Print media like newspapers and tabloids are potentially valuable sources of information 

when examining the ways by which political elites, members of the public, and journalists create or 

reshape narratives on migration in the UK. Studies from political communication and linguistics show 

how migrants are framed in particular ways through newspaper reporting that are mostly negative. 

Other streams of work suggest that inter-organisational and personal networks, in addition to media 

reporting, have influenced shifts in UK migration policy. However, the large volume of text produced 

every day by newspapers makes tracking coverage by hand practically difficult and vulnerable to 

biases introduced by human error or latent assumptions about a given media. This scoping study 

identifies areas where social scientists can make progress in developing concepts and methods that: 

(1) disentangle links among print media, political elites, public opinion, and migration policy 

outcomes; (2) reliably extract valid insights from large corpora of textual data over time; and (3) 

communicate these results in transparent and accessible ways that facilitate informed debate about 

UK migration issues. 

 

Keywords: UK, migration, media, elites, public opinion, discourse analysis, text analysis, computer-assisted 

analysis, supervised learning 
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Introduction 

Migration to the United Kingdom remains high on national political and public agendas. Recent and 

widely-reported Office of National Statistics figures reveal that net migration in 2010 reached 

252,000, the highest annual level recorded (ONS, 2011). Several factors, including increases in net 

migration from A8 and non-EU citizens as well as a decrease in emigration from the UK, contributed 

to this figure. Debates on the subject tend to centre on the quantity of migrants allowed entry into 

the UK, and the kinds of people that are entering. These questions intersect with other economic, 

social, and political issues facing the UK like unemployment, crime, international competitiveness, 

and community development. As a result, political leaders have ample opportunities to frame 

migration in ways that connect with stances on other policy areas. For instance, in her address to 

the Conservative Party Conference in 2011, Home Secretary Theresa May remarked that 

[w]e know what damage uncontrolled immigration can do. To our society, as 

communities struggle to cope with rapid change. To our infrastructure, as our 

housing stock and transport system become overloaded. And to our public services, 

as schools and hospitals have to cope with a sudden increase in demand. 

 

Putting aside normative evaluations of the actual policies that emerge from these debates, 

the role of media outlets in shaping and covering migration issues is especially relevant in a context 

where print media is generally understood to have significant connection with a wide range of 

readers. Exploring how and why certain evidential claims are or are not selected, for instance, could 

reveal biases in coverage. Also, determining the extent to which particular images and narratives are 

employed to discuss migration and migrants—and when these discourses emerged—would be useful 

for identifying and tracking shifts in coverage. Finally, examination of how media actors are 

enmeshed within broader networks of political elites and civil society organisations could enhance 

understanding of the specific modes by which messages about migration are diffused. 

 Therefore, media data produced by these outlets—text, talk, images—that deals with 

migration are ripe for analysis. Yet, while significant work has been dedicated to qualitative analysis 

of relatively small textual samples taken at discrete temporal points, there remain significant 

conceptual and methodological possibilities for collecting and analysing large corpora over time. For 

instance, methods that can quantitatively test hypotheses about linguistic narratives on migrants 

within a body of text spanning several decades—with as little interference from human researchers’ 

biases as possible—would be useful for showing whether actual shifts in discourse have occurred. 

 However, such a research plan has not been undertaken in relation to migration. Indeed, the 

means by which such a plan could be implemented are still being developed and refined in fields as 

diverse as computer science, linguistics, public health, information systems, organisational sociology, 

epidemiology, and political methodology. This scoping study aims to give an overview of the 

conceptual and methodological terrain that lays before researchers who are concerned with the 
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intersection of media content and the ways that migration issues are understood, discussed, and 

ultimately decided in the UK context. Specifically, the research questions for this study are: 

 What is known about how British news media portray migrants, and discuss migration and 

related issues? 

 What is known about the relationships media outlets, political elites, and public perceptions 

on migration issues in the UK context? 

 What is known about the factors that influence the quantity, quality, and eventual impact of 

media coverage of UK migration? 

 What techniques have been used to collect and analyse a corpus of textual data, on 

migration or on other topics? 

 What kinds of outputs have been used to capture and express the complexities of media 

coverage as well as relationships among actors? 

 

 This report is organised in the following manner. First, I give an overview of migration as an 

issue within the UK context, paying particular attention to the relationships among media outlets, 

political elites, and public discussion of migration issues. Next, I compare and contrast five general 

kinds of data collection techniques for textual materials: reading, human coding, dictionaries, 

supervised learning, and unsupervised learning. This leads to discussion of qualitative and quantitative 

analytical techniques available to researchers using large corpora of text as data. Finally, I review a 

range of outputs and visualisations that aim to communicate the results of these studies to different 

audiences. When taken together, the findings of this scoping study reveal fascinating avenues for 

multi-method research on the discursive dimensions of UK migration—both now and in the future. 

 

1 UK Migration, Media, and Political Elites 

Since this scoping study is primarily concerned with the relationships among media outlets, their 

textual outputs, and UK migration issues, it is necessary to outline what is meant by ‘migration’ as 

well as its contemporary importance for British society. In the following sections, I acknowledge 

some of the complexity surrounding both official and everyday usage of different migrant categories 

while providing some descriptive context of British migration trends. Then, I turn attention to 

dimensions of media coverage that are especially salient for understanding how tabloids and 

broadsheets can influence discussion of migration. Next, I focus on political elites as networks of 

actors that shape policy development. However, as I go on to explain, it is apparent that these policy 

outcomes are connected to public opinion on migration. I draw upon work on ‘thermostatic 

modelling’ as explored by Soroka and Wlezien (2004, 2005) to draw attention to this link. Finally, I 

synthesise the range of studies available on this subject to tease out some guidelines for future 

research at the nexus of political elites, public opinion, and print media. 

Migration in the British context 

When discussing ‘migration’ in any context, it is important to address which actors and means of 

analysis are included. Arango (2000) and De Haas (2010) note how human movement both 



 8 

contributes towards as well as is subject to a range of social, economic, and political changes. In this 

section, I briefly explore how migration issues—and migrants—have figured in contemporary Britain. 

Aligned with the research questions, the scope for defining who is a migrant includes major groups 

appearing in media accounts and policy debates: asylum-seekers, refugees, skilled and unskilled 

migrants, economic migrants from both EU and non-EU countries, and students.1  

Migration policy in Britain has also undergone significant shifts. Since 1997, British migration 

policy ”has been characterized by legislative activism. With six substantive Acts of Parliament in 13 

years, a raft of accompanying secondary legislation and other legislation with an immigration 

dimension, immigration has been subject to continual change” (Mulvey, 2010: 439). Generally, these 

transformations have delivered more restrictive asylum policies, more pervasive discourses of 

security, and a movement towards civic integration that ascribes to a shared sense of Britishness 

(McGhee, 2009). Attempting to explain how and why these changes have occurred, however, reveals 

a variety of answers. Recent research has argued for several explanations: the centrality of racial 

biases (Craig, 2007), reframing of migrants as security threats (Innes, 2010), public opposition that 

demands policy response (Facchini and Mayda, 2008), civil society organisations that advocate for 

policy outcomes (Statham and Geddes, 2006), and networks of elites who collaborate for particular 

outcomes (Somerville and Goodman, 2010). In the next sections, I review three of these broad 

reasons for shifts in British migration policy: media portrayal, political elites, and public opinion. 

Media outlets and discussion of UK migration 

Print media in the British context features a range of newspapers and tabloids that can be 

differentiated in several ways: frequency of publication, political leanings or endorsements, intended 

audience, style, and geographic coverage (Gabrielatos and Baker, 2008). While such distinctions 

could also be made among the print offerings in most countries, British outlets are particularly fertile 

grounds for examining the links among news media, public attitudes, and policy outcomes because 

they are seen to have significant influence over readers (Greenslade, 2005). Table 1 displays the 

major UK newspaper titles that are published in daily or Sunday formats, as well as the circulation 

figures for each in December 2010 and December 2011 based on official figures from the Audit 

Bureau of Circulations (ABC) which is the industry organisation that measures UK media.    

 

 

 

 

                                                        
1 Usage of these terms is also subject to valid criticism. For instance, an asylum-seeker might become an 

economic migrant at a later point. Also, differentiating between ‘skilled’ and ‘unskilled’ is also a political 

process. Finally, using pre-determined categories simply for convenience can imply tacit acceptance of common 

categories already in use; see Bakewell (2008) for an insightful call for ‘policy irrelevant’ research. 
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Table 1: Circulation Figures for UK National Dailies and Sunday Editions, December 2010 and 

December 2011 

 

Title 

(Dailies) 
Dec 2011 Dec 2010 

% 

Change 
 

Title 

(Sundays) 
Dec 2011 Dec 2010 

% 

Change 

The Sun 2,530,843 2,717,013 -6.85  
Mail on 

Sunday 
1,909,075 1,951,783 -2.19 

Daily Mail 1,994,908 2,030,968 -1.78  
Sunday 

Mirror 
1,702,008 1,047,363 62.50 

Daily Mirror 1,092,182 1,133,440 -3.64  
Sunday 

Times 
935,442 1,008,163 -7.21 

Daily Star 616,498 713,602 -13.61  The People 780,266 486,669 60.33 

Daily 

Express 
596,415 623,689 -4.37  

Daily Star 

Sunday 
640,406 336,868 90.11 

Daily 

Telegraph 
587,040 631,280 -7.01  

Sunday 

Express 
626,832 544,870 15.04 

The Times 409,060 448,463 -8.79  
Sunday 

Telegraph 
452,858 490,322 -7.64 

Financial 

Times 
333,771 390,121 -14.44  Sunday Mail 365,232 352,300 3.67 

Daily 

Record 
274,505 290,247 -5.42  

The 

Observer 
266,659 301,457 -11.54 

The 

Guardian 
230,108 264,819 -13.11  

Independent 

on Sunday 
128,394 150,437 -14.65 

i  221,715 N/A N/A      

The 

Independent 
119,551 175,002 -31.69      

 

 Regardless of type, newspapers exercise control over publication, extent of coverage, timing, 

and—crucially for textual analysis—content (Statham, 2002). Van Dijk generalises this kind of 

control by calling it ‘social power’, or “the control exercised by one group or organisation (or its 

members) over the actions and/or the minds of (the members of) another group, thus limiting the 

freedom of action of the others, or influencing their knowledge, attitudes or ideologies” (Van Dijk, 

1996, 84, italics in original). Yet, it is important not to overstate the degree to which newspapers 

accomplish this as autonomous entities. Being commercial enterprises, newspapers are also 

influenced by readers who tend to purchase those papers that express views similar to their own. 

Gabrielatos and Baker observe that “the reciprocity of influence between newspapers and readers, 

and, more importantly, the power of newspapers over the selection, extent, frequency, and nature 

of their reporting…make newspapers an excellent source of data” (2008: 9).2  Furthermore, editorial 

staff and individual journalists who are responsible for the production of news content are also 

                                                        
2 This is not to ignore other forms of media like film that can also transmit messages about migrants and their 

experiences in the UK; see Macdonald (2011). 
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linked to the political elites that produce migration policy in the first place:  

To understand British media coverage of migration, one must understand the 

relationship between media corporations and government and between 

journalists and their political sources. The policy focus is transmitted to news 

workers and the stories media organizations produce (with that focus in mind) 

feedback into policy discourse. (Threadgold, 2009: 4) 

 

 At this point, it is also important to note one additional major player in the UK media 

sphere that operates alongside traditional newspapers. The British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) 

produces a variety of news and entertainment programmes for distribution via television, radio, and 

online outlets. According to its Charter (B.B.C., 2006b), the BBC aims to fulfill five ‘public purposes’, 

including (1) sustaining citizenship and civil society; (2) promoting education and learning; (3) 

stimulating creativity and cultural excellence; (4) representing the UK, its nations, regions and 

communities; and (5) bringing the UK to the world and the world to the UK. Furthermore, in the 

course of producing and delivering its programming, the BBC “must do all it can to ensure that 

controversial subjects are treated with due accuracy and impartiality” (B.B.C., 2006a: 20).  

 It is this condition of impartiality, when coupled with ‘public interest’ aims, which makes the 

BBC an important actor to include in studies of political discourse and media content. For instance, 

Collins (2008) uses content from the BBC programme Question Time to illustrate broader issues 

that question the process by which stories are actually selected, discussed, and ‘spun’.3 Harrison 

(2010) also observes how the phenomena of user-generated content like pictures, articles, and 

comments submitted by the public to the BBC highlights how the organisation itself is a kind of 

‘gatekeeper’, sifting through a range of stories to choose those which apparently align with its ‘core 

values’. Macdonald  goes further in her analysis of the BBC’s televised ‘Asylum Day’ coverage on 23 

July 2003, arguing that equal access to political spaces like televised programmes does not 

necessarily “equate to audibility of diverse voices” (2007: 679). Collins draws attention to the fact 

that “this raises the question of the extent to which the political debates within programmes such as 

Question Time are effectively controlled by an agenda set by the parties themselves. It is certainly the 

case that in all such interview situations, the party communications experts will attempt to construct 

the process in the interests of the politicians” (2008: 61-62).  

Since these connections to political elites and public opinion also bear upon article content 

and timing of publication, this study also includes them in its design. For now, however, I turn 

attention to the range of descriptive studies that have analysed how migrants are portrayed in media 

accounts.  

 

                                                        
3 His analysis focuses on the Question Time: Leaders Special in the run-up to the 2005 General 

Election, particularly how leaders handled the issues of National Health Service funding and hospital 

waiting times. 
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National media outlets and the construction of migrants 

Studies that investigate the intersection of media and migration tend to look at how migrants are 

viewed in news reports. One of the most comprehensive examples comes from Lancaster University 

in the form of an ESRC project titled Discourses of Refugees and Asylum Seekers in the UK Press 1996-

2006 (Gabrielatos and Baker, 2006, Baker et al, 2008, Gabrielatos and Baker, 2008, Khosravinik, 

2009). A team of researchers used qualitative and quantitative techniques in order to reveal linguistic 

patterns that constructed refugees, asylum-seekers, immigrants, and migrants (RASIM) to the UK. 

Using text drawn from 19 UK newspapers, they found that migrants are “objectified and 

backgrounded” (Gabrielatos and Baker, 2008: 293) in more right-wing media. Yet, they also found 

that linguistic choices relating to refugees and asylum-seekers also appeared in supposedly left-wing 

media that seemed to reinforce negative representations. Finally, they observed spikes in coverage 

that corresponded with external, international events. By providing a table that lists these 

observations against major events, reproduced below, they suggest “the existence of a causal link 

between events and press attention to RASIM” (Gabrielatos and Baker, 2008: 18).  

 
Table 2: Events and Spikes in Migration-Related UK Press Coverage, 1996-2006 

 
Period Events 

March-May 1999 War in Kosovo 

Fighting between separatist guerrillas and paramilitary 

   forces in East Timor 

September-October 2001 Twin towers attack 

U.S. attack on Afghanistan 

Australian “boat people” incident 

April-May 2002 Siege of the Church of the Nativity for 38 days 

War in Afghanistan 

East Timor independence 

December 2002-February 2003 Chechen suicide truck-bomb attack 

Iraq disarmament crisis 

March-April 2004 Second round of French presidential elections 

The Asylum Bill in the United Kingdom 

EU expansion-related immigration checks scandal 

Madrid explosions 

Palestinian suicide bombers 

Violence in Kosovo 

Darfur ceasefire 

Assassination of Pim Fortyun 

March-May 2005 UK general elections 

Earthquake in Sumatra 

  

In an earlier study, Bowskill, Lyons, and Coyle (2007) present findings from an analysis of 

about 250 UK newspaper articles on integration, as well as a subset of 42 articles on Islamic faith 

schools, that sought to understand how conventional notions of ‘integration’ and ‘assimilation’ are 

rhetorically deployed. They randomly selected a three-week period of news coverage between May 

and June 2004 from The Daily Mail, The Daily Mirror, The Daily Telegraph, The Guardian and The Sun, as 
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well as their Sunday versions that included The Mail on Sunday, The Sunday Mirror, The Sunday 

Telegraph, The Observer and The News of the World. Coming from a social psychological perspective, 

they make two conclusions about the discourse: (1) it “privileges an essentialised and monistic value 

structure aligned with and constitutive of a dominant ‘in-group’”, and (2) it “clearly reproduces 

power structures in which the rights of the ‘other’ are necessarily diminished in order to 

assimilation to be achieved” (Bowskill et al, 2007: 808). To them, these findings are also worrying 

because they appeared to be “embedded in wider liberal discourses of tolerance…conceal[ing] 

assimilative undertones and a drive towards homogeneity in line with normatively positioned 

‘mainstream’ (i.e., non-Muslim) British values” (Bowskill et al, 2007: 808).  

 In another study, Gedalof (2007) drew upon a year of coverage spanning August 2002-

August 2003 in The Daily Mail, the 2001 Home Office White Paper titled Secure Borders, Safe Haven: 

Integration With Diversity In Modern Britain, and the 2003 Home Office Report titled The New and the 

Old: Report of the ‘Life in the United Kingdom’ Advisory Group to investigate notions of ‘family’, ‘home’, 

and ‘woman’ in these texts. Using a Foucauldian framework that sought to uncover how concepts 

are framed in ways that enable certain conclusions while disallowing others (Foucault, 1985: 10-11), 

she argues that these texts revert to stereotypical images that circumscribe immigrant women into 

certain roles: “the possibility is never entertained that the daily remaking of home and belonging that 

she [the migrant woman] is involved in might be something more complicated than simple repetition, 

that it might be instead a creative, imaginative work-in-progress” (Gedalof, 2007: 90).  

 Innes (2010) also seeks to show how asylum-seekers and refugees are cast in a singularly 

negative light—in this case, as threats to British security. Although the domain of her research is 

more focused on official government documents, she does include some analysis of tabloid media 

and its dominant messages on migrants.4 Citing individual articles from 2007 and 2008 in The Sun, 

The Express, and News of the World, she demonstrates how migrants’ negative casting “is dependent 

on their portrayal as a collective which is constructed through the attribution of criminal 

characteristics and the idea that they want to take something away from British citizens” (Innes, 

2010: 473). This construction, she argues, “allows the UK to maintain its imagined cultural identity 

without undermining the British liberal myth of acceptance and benevolence…British people do not 

hate asylum-seekers; they hate cheaters – but the two have become synonymous in dominant public 

perceptions in the UK” (Innes, 2010: 474).  

 

Regional and local print media 

From the above examples, it is apparent that national print media is a rich source from which to 

draw textual data on migration issues. However, while they are often the focus of academic study, 

                                                        
4 Admitting in the article that “references here have been very selective due to space” (Innes 2010, 473), her 

methodology for selecting and analysing articles is not given. 
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they are not the only actors in a news ecology that includes regional and local newspapers. Since the 

domain of this scoping study aims to capture these sources as well, in this section I present several 

studies that have aimed to fill in this gap. 

 Finney and Robinson (2008) use descriptive statistics as well as critical discourse analysis to 

explore how the ‘dispersal policy’ levied on asylum-seekers in 1999 was discussed in the papers of 

two major destination cities: Cardiff and Leeds.5 At the heart of the public debate was concern over 

the extent to which the government had adequately prepared host communities to deal with an 

influx of asylum seekers (Robinson et al, 2003). Using coverage of asylum-related topics from January 

1999 to July 2001 in the most-widely circulated local dailies—comprising 38 articles from The 

Yorkshire Evening Post (YEP) and 36 articles from The South Wales Echo (SWECO)—they found large 

differences in the representation of asylum-seekers. For instance, negative coverage of asylum-

seekers appeared in 5% of the SWECO articles, compared to 30% in the YEP coverage. Generally, 

the researchers concluded that “the YEP emphasises the problems associated with asylum seekers 

while the SWECO emphasises the experiences of asylum seekers and the contexts of their 

migrations” (Finney and Robinson, 2008: 403). By combining their textual data with interviews 

among editorial staff at each newspaper, they observed that “what distinguishes the local press from 

the national is its very place-based roots, both imagined and physical, and its position within dynamic 

local power and information networks” (Finney and Robinson, 2008: 409). The addition of interview 

methodologies further illuminated how individual editors and journalists had significant leverage to 

shape each of the papers’ coverage profiles. 

 These layers of geography and local variation also factor into other recent studies that 

investigate migrants’ portrayal in regional media accounts. Catto, Gorman, and Higgins (2010) use 

social representation theory (SRT) to direct their study of how Scottish newspapers discussed 

Central and Eastern European immigrants’ usage of local health services.6 Texts were drawn from 1 

January 2004 to 1 April 2008 among six major Scottish newspapers, resulting in a sample of 220 

articles that dealt with the specific issue of A8 and A2 migration. Among their findings is an 

interesting observation: over the time period, blame for the threats increasingly rests on the central 

government in Westminster while themes of reassurance emerge with respect to the Scottish 

National Health Service. This is intensified by accompanying representations of Scotland as less 

vulnerable to migration. Generally, “it is one of devolution’s interesting dimensions that different 

parts of the UK appear to have had different emphases in their policies toward migration…This begs 

                                                        
5 This policy, put into operation in 2000, meant that “all asylum seekers who request accommodation 

assistance are sent—dispersed—without choice about where they are located, to a ‘cluster area’ within one of 

eleven Dispersal Consortia around the UK, away from the South East” (Finney and Robinson 2008, 398). 
6 SRT is primarily concerned with the ways in which new threats are perceived by society, how these threats 

are expressed, and who is held responsible for their impacts (Washer, 2006: 62). While this approach has 

been used to explore representations of multiculturalism on societies in general (Ginges, 2000), the 

researchers innovatively apply it towards media accounts in order to ascertain how migration is framed. 
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the question of what representations might have been in other parts of the UK where the context 

may have been different” (Catto et al, 2010: 773). Such a question opens analyses of text to wider 

social, cultural, and geographic factors. 

 Finally, Rasinger (2010) uses textual data from the Cambridge Evening News gathered from 

July 2006 to July 2008, spanning 68 articles, to identify how Eastern European migrants are portrayed 

in this particular context. Using a critical discourse analysis framework, as well as some quantitative 

statistical tests, he makes several conclusions that are aligned with past work using national media 

sources. Regarding the content of coverage, “analysis of headlines have shown a stark preference for 

the use of themes with negative denotations and connotations with regard to how migrants are 

presented…Migration and migrants are portrayed as a threat the ‘natives’ need protecting from” 

(Rasinger, 2010: 1028). His findings also suggest that reference to local figures and events lends 

greater authority to the claims made in coverage: the link between ‘outsider’ migrants and 

criminality, for instance, is strengthened if “those [people] in positions of power and influence [are] 

portrayed as showing concern for the local ‘natives’” (Rasinger, 2010: 1028).  

 

Discussion and conclusions 

Reviewing these recent studies has demonstrated how media narratives on migrants are especially 

relevant for social scientists. By using mostly qualitative techniques like Critical Discourse Analysis 

(CDA) or content analysis, these studies illustrate how newspapers tend to express largely negative 

views of migrants through article content and word choice. Their methods to select which texts are 

included in the sample, however, vary in both explicitness as well as comprehensiveness. Some like 

Innes (2010) who may have a clear conceptual framework in place might tackle a limited corpus by 

hand to identify useful articles. Finney and Robinson (2008) and Catto, Gorman, and Higgins (2010) 

turn to readily available databases like LexisNexis when applying their coding frames, while Bowskill, 

Lyons, and Coyle (2007) photocopied actual articles to add to their study. Generally, it is difficult to 

clearly identify the links between study purposes, the chosen framework, and the methods by which 

texts are selected. 

Also, as evidenced by those studies that focus on regional media sources, it is important to 

avoid divorcing media from their social, economic, and political contexts. For instance, as McKenzie 

et al (2011) argue in their survey of how editors make decisions about coverage, newspapers in less 

pluralistic communities tend to make decisions more frequently based on circulation and marketing 

figures. Also, Harrison’s study of British Broadcasting Corporation user-generated news content 

suggests that the agenda of an organisation maps onto day-to-day operations: “moderation errs on 

the side of a cautious ‘BBC news consensus’ which forms the basis of the BBC’s own editorial values 

and the subsequent moderation of [user-generated content]” (2010: 254). Finally, to focus solely on 
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static, discursive elements in texts ignores dynamic components of migration debates in which 

newspapers participate and initiate:  

The policies at stake and what groups mobilise to advance and resist them form part of the 

struggle to which media coverage responds…To say that a social problem is constructed 

through active media work is not to deny a material basis for concern but to focus on how 

those concerns are framed for a particular audience and the implications that this framing has 

for the political solutions seen as feasible or desirable. (Brown and Ferree, 2005: 7) 

 
Indeed, as Gabrielatos and Baker argue in their RASIM study that combines qualitative and 

quantitative methods, “a traditional corpus-based analysis is not sufficient to explain or interpret the 

reasons why certain linguistic patterns were found (or not found)…[A] corpus based approach was 

therefore useful in identifying large-scale trends and minority cases” (2008: 33). In the next section, I 

consider how political elites contribute to migration policy change. This constitutes another layer 

that bears upon public discussion of these issues. 

Political elites and migration policy outcomes 

For the purposes of this study, elites are understood to include people who “have access to and 

control over mass public discourses, e.g. politicians, journalists, scholars, writers, directors and 

policy setting boards of internationally effective media” (Khosravinik, 2009: 479). Inclusion of a media 

component into this conceptualisation focuses attention on the relationships that elites hold with 

actors operating within or through public spheres like newspapers. In this section, I present some 

recent studies that investigate how UK migration policies, or the “laws and programmes relating to 

the social, cultural, and political status of foreigners and their interaction with the native population” 

(Freeman, 1992: 19), have been debated and ultimately implemented. This is accomplished by 

discussing how networks of institutions and actors are currently seen as a particularly valuable 

concept to help explain how policies are developed. 

 

Three general explanations for elite decision-making on migration 

At the heart of this discussion is a central question: what accounts for changes in the direction that 

elites take when setting migration policy? Examining British policy in the post-war (1945-1990) 

period, Messina (1995) puts forward three general explanations. The liberal model argues that 

increasing levels of movement precipitated by trade and development in transportation, when 

coupled with the diffusion of liberal norms across Western Europe, puts greater pressure on nation-

states in the areas of integration and welfare provision for foreigners. As expectations surrounding 

appropriately anti-discrimination and pro-internationalism stances rise, elites respond through 

equally liberal policies. The political-historical thesis shifts emphasis away from difficulties arising from 

contemporary economic change and towards the legacies of colonialism and past political 

relationships. Here, ties forged through historical interaction direct which kinds of policies—guest 

worker schemes, permanent settlement regimes, family migration—are considered advantageous 
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and politically feasible. Elite decision-making, according to the thesis, is bound up in historically- and 

politically contingent ways. Finally, the political institution breakdown perspective suggests that changes 

in migration policy are actually symptoms of a larger trend where traditional political institutions like 

parties and policymaking bodies are perceived as being out of touch or unrepresentative of the 

general population (Lawson and Merkel, 1986). Weak domestic institutions, for instance, can 

“caus[e] confusion, contradictions, and incoherence in state immigration and immigrant policy, 

which…in turn politicis[e] policy and exacerbat[e] existing political, constitutional, and legitimacy 

problems” (Messina, 1995: 691). As conventional elites like ministers and members of parliament 

lose authority, other elites from opposition parties or civil society rise in influence (Karapin, 1999). 

 It is important to note that these explanations, while perhaps relevant for the period during 

which Messina focuses, are not the only ones available. Certainly, factors both endogenous and 

exogenous to the nation-state influence elites’ decisions on migration policy: the liberal and political-

historical views emphasise how policies made in the ‘here-and-now’ are actually connected to other 

spaces and time periods that lie outside of elites’ own immediate experience. Meanwhile, the 

political institution breakdown view focuses attention on the link between internal political dynamics 

and changes in migration policy: the ability of given elites to successfully implement policy is related 

to the domestic institutional environment, “irrespective of developments in the international political 

economy” (Messina, 1995: 692). 

 However, more recent work on migration policy challenges this dichotomy of factors having 

influence inside and outside of nation-states (Castells, 2000, Amin and Thrift, 1994). Political 

geographers, for instance, use spatial concepts that transcend territorial containers like states 

(Agnew, 1994) to enable a view of actors like political elites as enmeshed in a variety of influences 

operating at a range of scales and across time (Massey, 2009). Such a perspective recognises that 

answering questions like ‘how and why migration policies are made’ requires sensitivity to historical 

contexts, macroeconomic links, and political arrangements as they operate alongside individual 

agency. In a similar vein, Castles (2004) identifies several alternative reasons for why migration 

policies tend to fail: (1) policymakers do not view migration as a social process with self-sustaining 

dynamics of its own, but rather as a kind of ‘tap’ that can be turned on or off at will; (2) migration is 

not linked to broader relationships among developing and developed countries that are especially 

vital given the transformative impact of globalisation; and (3) not enough attention is given to the 

specific ways by which policies are formulated in state and supranational bodies. Network analysis 

aims to address Castles’ third reason for policy ‘failure’ by directing attention towards the precise 

modes and actors that have the greatest influence on policy outcomes. 
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Networks and migration policy 

Constructing networks as a form of analysis aims to “buil[d] an empirical picture of actors’ perceived 

relationships of power, contestation, and alliance forming to others” (Statham and Geddes, 2006: 

258). Network analyses figure particularly prominently in studies of elites, especially where 

researchers are concerned with ascertaining the presence and intensity of links among related actors 

on a given issue. Statham and Geddes (2006) use network analysis in order to answer a key 

question: do political elites or civil society organisations tend to drive British migration policy? They 

conclude that “instead of policies being decisively shaped by the mobilized interests of the ‘organised 

public’, we consider that political elites have considerable autonomy in their actions over 

immigration” (Statham and Geddes, 2006: 266).  

Balch (2009) uses a similar network-oriented approach in arguing that the emergence of 

‘managed migration’ as a Labour policy from 1997-2007 arose from the gathering of political elites 

around a new narrative espousing the possibilities that immigration held for UK macroeconomic 

growth. The fact that this idea was introduced by policy think-tanks, employers seeking skilled 

workers, and other civil society experts existing in the public realm would appear to place Balch’s 

conclusions in tension with Statham and Geddes. However, Balch widens the notion of networks 

operating in bi-directional influences to include ‘epistemic communities’, or “identifiable groups or 

networks of experts with shared analytic and normative beliefs or ideas about a particular issue. 

Their currency is consensual knowledge which contains ideational structures that provide the source 

of paradigmatic policy change” (Balch, 2009: 615).7 Instead of placing political elites and members of 

the organised public in competition for influence or power over immigration issues, Balch suggests 

that these actors are actually part of their own networks that in turn mutually influence each other. 

Somerville and Wallace (2010) advance a similar argument in their analysis of how networks 

influenced the development of UK migration policy over the same period of 1997-2007, with two 

advances on previous scholarship. First, they disaggregate economic migration from asylum, finding 

evidence for a Balch-like scenario where a community of elites and civil society actors drove policy 

change. On asylum, however, where Home Office actors dominated the issue, their analysis suggests 

that policy was more elite directed with less influence from pressure groups. Second, they 

acknowledge that “policy networks operate in a pluralistic or fragmented policy environment and 

are characterised by interdependence and constant ‘manoeuvres’ to gain resources” (Somerville and 

Goodman, 2010: 954).8 Casting networks in terms of aggregations of processes that can change over 

time enables researchers to see political elites as dynamic agents who are simultaneously located in 

wider relationships with a range of other actors (Kickert et al, 1997).  

                                                        
7 For further core reading on epistemic communities, see in particular Haas (1992, 2001). 
8 See Evans (1992) and Smith (1993) for more detail on policy networks. 
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Discussion and conclusions 

This trio of recent studies into the nature and role of networks in shaping migration policy illustrates 

how micro-level relationships among individual elites exist within historical, political, and economic 

contexts. Public organisations, for instance, responded in part to global economic change in order to 

produce recommendations that reflected ‘new’ directions for British migration policy (Balch, 2009). 

Also, just as the political-institutional breakdown perspective acknowledges that elites’ relative 

positions can change depending on the institutional arrangements in which they find themselves, 

these studies begin to articulate how networks are dynamic entities. However, precisely mapping 

these relationships as they change over time remains difficult, not least of all because their formation 

is partly determined by the environment in which they are located. Furthermore, giving 

organisational entities the same weight as individual cabinet members in a network analysis, for 

instance, obscures the personal and public relationships that can simultaneously bear upon policy 

decisions. Yet, disaggregating institutions into their constituent members for face-to-face surveys 

may prove unhelpful in research if those individuals cannot or do not wish to be contacted. Equally, 

individuals that actually do impact the practical delivery of policy may not appear in newspapers. 

 Given these challenges, it is useful to consider how one might conceptualise linkages in ways 

that go beyond static networks. One possibility lies in the ‘multi-organisational field’ (Curtis and 

Zurcher, 1973), a concept explaining how organisations of all types form a two-tiered system that 

operates on organisational and individual levels. Links, or in this case activity occurring between nodes 

in a traditional network analysis, can overlap depending on the multiple affiliations held by individuals. 

Another possibility is the image of an ‘arena’, which researchers employ to describe processes that 

“distribute and redistribute access to participation in policymaking and implementation, and thereby 

help to maintain or change political and economic relations” (Bryson and Crosby, 1993: 185). For 

now, however, it is vital to note that what connects these concepts in the context of contemporary 

network analyses is an imperative to view relationships among a range of actors as dynamic entities. 

Public opinion and migration policy outcomes 

Since the research questions for this study are also concerned with public perceptions of migration 

and migrants, in this section I briefly review major approaches that researchers use for explaining 

how these opinions change over time—as well as their impact on migration policy outcomes. There 

is general consensus that multiple factors operating at the individual, group, cultural, and societal 

levels interact to generate and drive public opinion on migration-related issues. However, the exact 

mechanism by which the public impacts UK policy directions is less clear. By introducing Soroka’s 
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(2005, 2010) ‘thermostatic model’, I build upon the previous section on elite networks to include 

the general public as another layer of influence on policy outcomes.9  

 

Drivers of public opinion: multiple levels and factors 

A recent UK survey found that about 70% of respondents favoured greater immigration controls, 

although the strength of this opinion varied depending on which kind of migrant was in question 

(Migration Observatory, 2011). Yet, a vital question in public opinion research asks what drives 

these perceptions. At the micro-level, psychologists have made some progress understanding how 

individuals respond to groups as threats; yet, much less work investigates how these groups “get 

invoked or implicated subtly in public discourse” (Brader et al, 2008: 975) like news reports. This is 

a significant gap considering evidence—including the above survey results—showing that members of 

the British public respond in different ways to different immigrant groups (Ford, 2011).  

Leong (2008) provides a multi-level framework that attempts to join individual, group, and 

cultural factors into a holistic account of change in opinion towards immigrants. Values, or “belief 

systems and guiding principles that determine the way that individuals think (cognition), behave, and 

feel” (Leong, 2008: 121), influence how people see their social world by providing a lens through 

which phenomena are interpreted (Katz and Hass, 1988). Meanwhile, as social psychologists would 

observe (Berry, 2004), how and to what extent in- and out-groups interact can also determine 

attitudes towards people perceived as foreigners. Finally, a stream of work beginning with Hofstede 

(1980) claims that cultural differences—but particularly the degree to which a culture emphasises 

individualist or collectivist dimensions—account for variation in attitudes towards immigrants 

(Brown et al, 1992). Generally, Leong observes, “collectivists tend to make greater distinctions 

between members of the ingroup and the outgroup and they practice greater intergroup 

discrimination…Collective cultures are therefore more likely to reject immigrants and 

multiculturalism” (2008: 123). Given cross-national survey evidence that shows how opinions 

towards immigrants vary over time (Simon and Lynch, 1999), it is apparent that treating public 

perceptions as monolithic entities divorced from either individual or societal influences is both 

incorrect and unhelpful for teasing out the exact mechanisms by which opinions are formed and 

reinforced. 

 Indeed, using 2006 Pew Research Center Data that solicited US opinions on undocumented 

Mexican migration, Buckler, Swatt, and Salinas (2009) indicate that, at least in the American context, 

the greatest predictors for increasing or decreasing migration controls were (1) cultural threat, or the 

extent to which a person views immigrants as threats to the home culture, and (2) cultural affinity, or 

how individuals holding close ties to ethnic minority groups do not prefer to support further 

                                                        
9 This link follows from an assumption that political elites actually respond to constituents’ demands, and 

therefore are aware of and take note of changes in public opinion. 
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migration controls affecting their group.10 Within the European context, Green (2009) also found 

support for threat hypotheses; however, her regressions also indicated that macro-economic factors 

like low Gross Domestic Product (GDP) also accounted for between-country variation in support 

for increases in ascribed immigration criteria like language skills. 

…[A]s individuals from high-status groups tend to perceive themselves and others as unique 

and distinct indivdiuals, they might also expect potential immigrants to excel on individual 

qualities, such as language and work skills…Low-status groups tend to perceive themselves 

and others more in terms of category membership. (Green, 2009: 54) 

 
 In a stream of work on British and wider European attitudes towards immigration, McLaren 

(2001, 2003) and McLaren and Johnson (2004, 2007) also use survey data to investigate what factors 

contribute towards attitudes. Among their conclusions is the observation that “to the extent that 

newspapers influence the views of their readership, it seems plausible that the news stories in 

tabloids are both increasing people’s fear of crime and their worries about immigration, and that 

many readers are consciously or subconsciously linking the two” (McLaren and Johnson, 2007: 717). 

However, they do not completely follow up with this argument, leaving open an opportunity to 

measure via what modes and to what extent consumption of print media actually shapes attitudes. 

Yet, if one takes the theoretical and empirical conclusions of these comparativ studies 

seriously, it is apparent that several factors ranging from the psychological to societal influence the 

direction and intensity of public opinion towards migrants. Connecting these perceptions to public 

policy outcomes is also of interest to researchers. In the next section, I give an overview of how this 

relationship has been studied, with particular attention to the notion of a ‘thermostatic model’ that 

seeks to explain how opinions translate into policy.  

 

Linking public opinion to policy outcomes: the thermostatic model 

In a stream of research focused on the ways that public opinion can influence policy directions, 

Wlezien (1995) and Soroka (2002) draw attention to the precise mechanism by which the public 

demands more or less policy from political elites on a given issue. Although they express this 

relationship formally through equations, in plain language it states that “a departure from the 

favoured policy ‘temperature’, which itself can change, produces a signal to adjust policy accordingly 

and, once sufficiently adjusted, the signal stops” (Soroka and Wlezien, 2005: 667). By using readily 

available survey data measuring public preferences for policies on a range of issues in the UK and US, 

they conclude that governments tend to be generally responsive to public demands—although they 

caution that “whether due to different institutions, policy processes or political culture, both public 

reactions to public policy and policy makers’ responses to public preferences may vary across both 

policy domains, across countries, and within countries across subnational governments” (Soroka and 

                                                        
10 Their study also provides a good review of seven hypotheses that span the three levels indicated by Leong, 

including economic threat, culture threat, ethnic affect, core values, cultural affinity, contact, and group threat. 
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Wlezien, 2005: 686).  

 The value of this model lies in its ability to empirically link public opinion with shifts in policy. 

By applying its features across several geographic contexts, Soroka and Wlezien demonstrate how 

the results generated from the data are representative and robust. Yet, their analysis does not 

explicitly deal with actors that can mediate public opinion and connect networks of elites to civil 

society—namely news outlets. Soroka himself observes how public perceptions are part and parcel 

of “day-to-day interactions between newspapers, television, citizens, politicians, and bureaucrats” 

(2002: 264-265). In the final section of this conceptual overview, I synthesise the range of theoretical 

and empirical material available to social scientists concerned with the interactions of media, political 

elites, and public opinion to generate some broad guidelines that can direct future enquiry. 

Exploring the nexus of print media, political elites, and public opinion 

Taking up the challenge of Walgrave, Soroka, and Nuytemans (2007) to tease out the extent to 

which media outlets impact both public opinion as well as macro-level political processes, I now turn 

attention to this nexus. Searching through the bibliographies of relevant studies revealed how the 

concept of mediated public spheres could shed light on the interrelationships among these levels and 

actors. Also, the process of agenda setting offers some direction for researchers interested in the 

wider significance of newspaper outlets. In this section, I demonstrate how these two ideas can 

usefully untangle the apparent complexity present in studies of political communication. Then, I 

synthesise the conceptual material covered in this section to advance guidelines for future research. 

 

Mediated public spheres and agenda setting: impact of newspaper messages 

Petithomme defines mediated public spheres as “an institutional setting where a structured public 

communication between particular communicators and the broader public is mediated through a 

given national media” (2010: 154).11 Breese (2011) goes further by envisaging a typology that divides 

a range of public organisation activity along two dimensions: scale, or a continuum ranging from face-

to-face interaction to symbolic mass-media forms, and type which varies from political to civic. By 

using axes instead of ideal-types, Breese advances the notion that the nature and purpose of public 

organisations’ activities can vary over time. Inclusion of newspaper outlets as a kind of actor that 

operates within and through this two-dimensional sphere—a concept that has some resonance with 

Curtis and Zurcher’s (1973) multi-organisational field—helps one to recognise their simultaneous 

links to other kinds of publics and political elites.  

Equally, as Petithomme observes, “media can serve as a ‘magnifying glass’, as a forum for 

political debates, but journalists can also act as autonomous actors and become producers of events, 

                                                        
11 The concept of a ‘mediated public sphere’ originated with Habermas ([1989] 1999) where it is seen as “a 

separate realm from the state, the formal economy, and the family…[where] private individuals, rather than 

agents of the state, come together to participate as citizens” (Breese, 2011: 132). 
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so that media can be considered as ‘agenda-setters’” (2010: 154). Agenda-setting research is 

fundamentally concerned with understanding how and to what extent “increased issue salience for 

the media leads to increased issue salience for the public—in agenda-setting terms, that the media 

agenda has an impact on the public agenda” (Soroka, 2002: 265). A variation on this purpose focused 

on policy agenda-setting seeks to shed light on the relationships between the media and policy 

outcomes (Kingdon, 1995). In a significant study on the salience of media effects in the Belgian 

political context, Walgrave, Soroka, and Nuytemans (2007: 831-832) make three important 

observations: (1) media effects are more pronounced on symbolic rather than substantive policy 

issues, (2) newspapers, especially in countries that are less ‘television centred’, and (3) effects varied 

across issue types, with the greatest impact occurring on sensational, crime- and justice-related 

topics. In another study that examined how Latino immigrants living in the US were perceived by the 

public, Brader, Valentino, and Suhay (2008) find evidence strongly suggesting that news coverage 

influenced how positive or negative particular groups were seen by the public. Importantly for this 

section, however, is their finding that affective or emotional cues generated by media accounts of 

ethnic groups also impacted the nature of opinions that members of the public expressed.  

 At the heart of this discussion lies a central question: if one assumes that mediated public 

spheres, as face-to-face and symbolic spaces where a range of policy and public agendas are debated, 

contain a host of dynamic networks and interrelatioships, then how and to what extent do certain 

actors have more influence than others? Freeman, in his seminal thesis on migration policy, argues 

that “[t]he direction of immigration policy is mostly a function of which fragments of the public have 

the incentives and the resources of organise around immigration issues, because immigration politics 

are dominated by the organised public” (2002: 79). However, Statham and Geddes counter this 

largely objective account of policy change with a social constructionist perspective:  

[T]he decisive factor shaping the level and form of collective action is not directly derived 

from objective interests, but from the political environment in which such interests are public 

defined, constructed, mediated, and thereby made accessible to other collective actors, 

including the wider public, to take up stances based on their perceived interests. Collective 

mobilisation is not a direct outcome of the distributed costs and benefits of immigration 

policies, but of the extent and way immigration is politicised and public mediated, and how 

certain positions are made to appear more feasible, reasonable, and legitimate. (2006: 251, 

emphasis original) 

 
This debate points to the importance of understanding how media forces interact with both the 

content of agendas as well as the political environments in which they are publicly reshaped and 

communicated.  

 

Lessons and guidelines for future research 

Reflecting on this conceptual overview of migration, media, political elites, and public perceptions, I 

now present some salient lessons and guidelines that are helpful for future research. First, dynamic 

and contextual factors impact the nature of relationships within any publicly mediated sphere. As Wilkes 
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and Corrigal-Brown (2011) show in their study investigating changes in Canadian attitudes towards 

immigration over twenty years, changes in macro-economic conditions greatly impacted shifts in 

perceptions. When coupled with evidence from Balch (2009) demonstrating how public 

organisations respond to larger economic and political change, this suggests that an analysis of actors 

like newspaper outlets needs to account for the political economic environment in which they are 

located—a conclusion with which Messina (1995) would agree via his three theoretical explanations 

for changes in Western European immigration policy change. 

 Second, and in a related vein, analyses should also include a sensitivity towards geographical and 

agent-based dimensions of influence in order to untangle the actual policy impact or resonance of news 

reporting on political elites and issue debates. In other words, as Navarro et al. (2011) and Navarro and 

Villena (2004) explain in their series of textual analyses investigating newspaper debates surrounding 

the expansion of biotechnology in the Phillipines, the production of news content existed within a 

wider ecology of actors who exerted different kinds and amounts of pressure. This conclusion is 

echoed in the studies of British newspaper coverage of immigration described earlier, where 

regional differences and individual journalists accounted for variation in the tone, amount, and 

content of news (Finney and Robinson, 2008, Rasinger, 2010). In this regard, the two-dimensional 

typology of public organisations proposed by Breese (2011) may prove useful in capturing both the 

range of issue debates in which newspapers participate—civic and political—as well as the scale of 

these interactions which range from micro-level editorial decisions among a small network to 

industry-wide statements that have immense visibility across the country.  

At this point in the report, it is important to ask a ‘big-picture’ question: given the range of 

studies presented, what should researchers consider when trying to advance upon previous 

scholarship regarding the links among media outlets, political elites, and public opinion? In terms of 

how news coverage is actually produced, researchers have not fully developed the angle of individual 

journalists or editors charged with writing stories themselves. Certainly, a great deal of work 

focuses on their textual outputs. However, whether due to methodological challenges of identifying 

individual writers or the practical difficulties posed by fast-moving news reporting (Threadgold, 

2009), there is less work that can empirically show how migration stories enter public narratives. 

This is where network analyses may shed light on the specific conduits and nodes that appear to 

significantly shape news coverage—although, as earlier described, these links are themselves subject 

to change and contextual influences. Finally, as Petihomme (2010) observes, research on public 

opinion formation rightfully includes media consumption: the relationships between newspapers and 

their readers—and, for that matter, the BBC—are themselves mediated by external events as well 

as industry-specific conventions. However, in developing a conceptual framework that includes ‘the 

public’, one should be sensitive to the fact that influence differs from being granted access 
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(Macdonald, 2007). Interrogating the content as well as the formulation and delivery of news, even in 

contexts that are supposedly ‘impartial’, is vital to prevent foreclosing critical examination. 

The above suggests that tackling the complex reality of mass media, political elites, and 

public perceptions surrounding UK migration in any substantive manner will require a 

comprehensive and dynamic toolbox from which researchers can draw upon cutting-edge thinking. 

Next, I turn my attention to the methodological issues surrounding the collection of textual data. 

 

2 Data Collection Methods 

Since this project is concerned with the quality, quantity, and eventual impact of migration news 

stories on public perceptions and political elites, it is necessary to investigate how researchers could 

collect relevant data—in this case, texts of news reporting. In this section, I briefly highlight the 

relevance of textual data to the research questions at hand. Specifically, I differentiate between 

semantics, or the existence of words and phrases, and the actual use of words in reality. Then, based 

on Quinn (2010), I compare and contrast five broad options for identifying and collecting relevant 

news stories which could be useful for future analysis: (1) reading; (2) human coding; (3) use of 

dictionaries; (4) supervised computer learning; (5) unsupervised or topical computer learning. These 

options also transfer to the following chapter on data analysis.  

Nature of textual data and their relevance to research 

Schaffner cogently links language and politics by explaining that  

we think of [politics] mainly in terms of the struggle for power in order to secure 

specific ideas and interests and put them into practise. This process of manifesting a 

political will and transforming it into concrete social action is realized first of all 

between political parties. In this process, language plays an important role. In fact, 

any political action is prepared, accompanied, controlled and influenced by language. 

(1996: 201) 

 

It is crucial to understand that these power struggles are often carried out through persuasion and 

manipulation; Fairclough (1989) explains that patterns of text and talk ‘naturalise’ both the social 

order and “especially relations of inequality” (van Dijk, 1993). Put in other words, “language 

represents and contributes to the production and reproduction of social reality” (Richardson, 2008: 

322). Whichever concept one uses—multi-organisational fields, arenas, mediated public spheres—

there is an imperative to recognise how political and social realities are contingent and variable.  

These realities can manifest themselves through text in two ways. Semantics refers to 

measurable properties in language, whereas use is generally understood to contain meanings at the 

level of agency (Leydesdorff and Welbers, 2011). When an analysis aims to reveal how political elites 

frame an issue through speeches and newspaper interviews, it is making a link between linguistic 

choices and a desired outcome (Baden, 2010). It is this connection between text and reality that 

remains at the heart of discourse analysis, particularly in political studies.  
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Methods for collecting, organising, and coding textual data 

Before analysis can occur, however, textual data must be identified, sorted, and coded. While this 

might seem like an obvious statement, it actually conceals important decisions about the quantity, 

quality, and sources from which texts are drawn. These decisions bear upon the kinds of analyses 

that can successfully follow. I proceed using a ‘relative cost’ approach to evaluating different means 

of collecting data. Quinn et al (2010) provide a very useful framework that captures five general ways 

for collecting, organising, and coding textual data: reading, human coding, dictionaries, supervised 

learning, and unsupervised learning.12  

Their table, reproduced below, indicates several key points. First, it explains some of the 

prior assumptions made about textual data by researchers using any of the five general methods. It 

also expresses in relative terms the practical time- and knowledge-costs associated with each 

approach. These include not only hours spent with texts, but also the substantive human knowledge 

or training already required to be in place. Although their model includes costs accrued during and 

after analysis, for the purposes of this section on data collection only the pre-analysis costs will be 

discussed. 

 

Table 3: Summary of Assumptions and Relative Costs Across Five Methods of Text 

Categorisation 

 

   Method   

 

A. Assumptions 
 

Reading 

Human 

Coding 

 

Dictionaries 

Supervised 

Learning 

Unsupervised 

Learning 

Categories are known No Yes Yes Yes No 

Category nesting, if any, is known No Yes Yes Yes No 

Relevant text features are known No No Yes Yes Yes 

Mapping is known No No Yes No No 

Coding can be automated No No Yes Yes Yes 

B. Costs      

Pre-analysis Costs      

   Person-hours spent conceptualising Low High High High Low 

   Level of substantive knowledge Mod/High High High High Low 

Analysis Costs      

   Person-hours spent per text High High Low Low Low 

   Level of substantive knowledge Mod/High Mod Low Low Low 

Post-analysis Costs      

   Person-hours spent interpreting High Low Low Low Mod 

   Level of substantive knowledge High High High High High 

                                                        
12 I adapted their table by using the term ‘unsupervised learning’ in place of their choice, ‘topic learning’. This is 

to ensure continuity with the notion of ‘supervised learning’, as well as reflect other literature that uses 

unsupervised learning terminology. 
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Assumptions about textual data 

When approaching a corpus of text for the first time, researchers need to ask themselves a series of 

questions regarding what their research design demands should already be known about a given 

corpus. First, do the research questions bring any pre-determined categories of interest? These 

often are macro-level topics, such as ‘immigration’ or ‘asylum’.13 Second, is it necessary to know how 

these categories relate to other topics? For instance, a project might also be concerned with subsets 

of migrants such as ‘A8 migration’ and ‘highly-skilled migration from non-EU countries’. Third, do the 

researchers care which features of text should be gathered? Headlines, bylines, authors, proper 

nouns, and quantities of a given word are all examples of explicit textual dimensions that can be 

identified to be of interest. Fourth, should the researchers know how semantic features map into 

categories? For example, the regular co-presence of ‘crime’ and ‘migrant’ might be a feature of a 

given corpus; ‘mapping’ them into a category labeled ‘threat’, however, requires knowing how other 

negative words also fit or do not fit under this label in a range of contexts. Finally, is it important for 

the process of categorising texts to be automated using a range of statistical or algorithmic tests? By 

making these assumptions explicit, Quinn et al. explain, they aim to show how a range of 

categorisation approaches “fill distinctive niches as tools” (2010: 211). In the following paragraphs, I 

turn attention to each approach and its relative costs. 

 

Reading 

This approach, familiar to everyday users of texts, has the least number of assumptions about a given 

corpus. Units like articles can be approached on a case-by-case basis, with few limits on the number 

or range of interrelated topics that can be handled. No effort at computerising the process is made, 

as well. However, such an approach comes with significant pre-analysis costs of time and prior 

substantive knowledge: not only do researchers need to be fluent in the language itself, they also 

need to have enough familiarity with context in order to identify and extract the relevant 

information. As a result, “even in the best of situations, purely qualitative summaries of a text are 

often open to debate and highly contested” (Quinn et al, 2010: 212).  

 

Human coding 

As a well-established approach to content analysis in the social sciences, human coding fundamentally 

involves the assigning of a given number of categories to a texts, whether they be whole articles for 

sorting or smaller sentences—even individual words—that are assumed to indicate the presence of 

a pre-determined variable. Reliability, or “getting consistent results from the same measure” (Babbie, 

2009: 158), can be increased by comparing the outputs of several human coders to check that the 

                                                        
13 I use examples using migration-related subjects; however, the assumptions outlined here equally apply to any 

subject where a corpus of text is being used. 
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defined categories are regularly pointing to the same textual elements, called inter-coder reliability. 

However, mapping the exact path from observation to categorisation is rarely made explicit: coders 

use their judgment to determine where a text best fits. In terms of pre-analysis costs, a great deal of 

time has to be spent on developing and testing codes—much more than entailed with reading where 

such categories are unknown. Also, setting these codes requires a high degree of expert knowledge 

in the first place.  

 

Dictionaries 

Moving towards automation, use of dictionaries carries the most assumptions regarding a corpus of 

text. In short, “the analyst develops a list of words and phrases that are likely to indicate 

membership in a particular category. A computer is used to tally up use of these dictionary entries in 

texts and determine the most likely category” (Quinn et al, 2010: 212). Whether these categories 

are affective—positive or negative words, for instance—or indicative of particular grammatical 

functions, they must appear in the constructed dictionary in order to be counted. For this reason, 

starting costs are also high with dictionaries: in-depth knowledge of the subject, never mind the 

language itself, is required to build a comprehensive and useful list in the first place.  

 

Supervised learning 

More recent attempts at automated methods of organising and coding texts centre around 

combining human and computer-based approaches. Generally, supervised learning methods that are 

used to pre-process textual data come from the realm of information extraction (Costantino et al, 

1997).14  Some texts like newspapers, or financial documents in the case of Costantino et al., are 

regularly structured and display relatively predictable patterns of which computers can take 

advantage. By building a template or similar code from which a programme can search a corpus, an 

analyst can quickly draw out key data like authors and dates of publication. In another method, a 

researcher begins with a sample of texts that are hand-coded using conventional methods earlier 

described. This subset of ‘training data’ provides the basis for developing categories or search terms 

on which algorithms are built. These are then tested on another sample of texts that have also been 

coded by hand. By comparing the outputs of the automated processes to the hand-coded results, a 

programme can be modified and refined over subsequent tests (Hopkins and King, 2010). 

Importantly, such methods do not rely on human direction to determine which factors are most 

relevant, although a researcher may provide a range of pre-determined possibilities. While there is a 

significant amount of pre-analysis cost involved, mainly due to the amount of supervision needed to 

                                                        
14 This differs from information retrieval where the objective of a programme is to identify relevant texts from a 

corpus.  
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calibrate algorithms and ensure that reliable and valid results are being produced, this method does 

offer some promise at removing human bias from coding. 

 

Unsupervised learning 

Finally, as implied by its terminology, unsupervised learning attempts to automatically infer the 

presence of relevant categories in which texts can be organised and ultimately coded (Quinn et al, 

2010). This occurs without prior engagement with the corpus; similar to reading methods, and 

unlike human coding, dictionaries, and supervised learning, the ‘unsupervised’ element means that 

links between words and given categories are not assumed before coding occurs. Use of statistical 

tests over large corpora in this way means that “it [is] possible to extract the ‘average behaviour’ of 

a word from examples of the way it is used in a text and to bring together words sharing similar 

properties” (Rossignol and Sebillot, 2005: 105). In terms of identifying and collecting relevant texts, 

unsupervised learning methods offer the possibility of surveying many texts, assigning appropriate 

descriptive labels to them, and finally sorting them into self-organising categories ready for analysis—

all with a minimal amount of human decision-making.  

Discussion and conclusions 

Reflecting on this range of methods for identifying, collecting, and coding textual data prior to 

analysis, it is apparent that each approach carries certain expectations regarding the degree to which 

researchers wish to use their own judgment. Indeed, time and knowledge resources may 

constrain—or enable—the choice to use a given method. However, I have aimed to also show how 

the assumptions surrounding a research question, as well as the extent to which researchers 

presume certain categories and relationships prior to engagement with a corpus of text, also bear 

upon these techniques. Also, just as supervised learning methods use other techniques in its 

execution, it may be fruitful for researchers to consider applying several of these techniques 

simultaneously to corroborate sorting and coding results. This is especially salient considering that a 

major aim of automatic coding is to efficiently deal with a constant flow of ‘new’ information in 

order to determine whether or not it is actually relevant for a given enquiry (Gaughan and Smeaton, 

2005). Although such a ‘monitoring’ function would be useful and interesting on its own (Best et al, 

2006), I now turn my attention to compare a range of data analysis methods that relate to the 

framework given in Quinn et al. (2010).  

 

3 Data Analysis Methods 

Given a corpus of text, it now becomes important to identify relationships and significant features. 

Fundamentally, the previous section was concerned with the extraction and sorting of textual data 

units whether they are sentences, paragraphs, or articles. This section moves forward in dealing with 

the ways by which researchers try to draw out significant meaning from text. I survey the range of 
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analytical methods available to researchers using textual data: critical discourse analysis (CDA), 

conventional content analysis, corpus linguistics, and computer-assisted content analysis.15 It is 

important to note that, while most computer-assisted techniques involve statistical learning 

methods, a narrative approach will be used as far as possible to ensure basic comprehension of the 

processes and challenges associated with these analytical choices.16 

Critical discourse analysis 

CDA is concerned with “the discourse dimensions of power abuse and the injustice and inequality 

that result from it”, taking explicit political aim at “the power elites that enact, sustain, legitimate, 

condone or ignore social inequality and injustice” (van Dijk, 1993: 252). This can be accomplished by 

critically examining the construction and deconstruction of categories, frames, and metaphors (Mio, 

1997). As explored in the conceptual chapter, if a given study is interested in linking media portrayal 

of migrants, CDA offers the possibility of gaining insight into the precise constructions that 

contribute towards positive and negative connotations (Rasinger, 2010, Gedalof, 2007, Finney and 

Robinson, 2008).  

 However, since most studies that use CDA employ human coding methods, the costs 

associated with this method as outlined in Quinn et al. (2010) apply. Crucially, it is often difficult to 

exactly determine how coders came to the conclusions they did, introducing concerns for the 

reliability and validity of CDA across multiple studies that involve different research teams. Also, due 

to the intense and close reading required to identify and discriminate among nuances in meanings, 

this kind of analysis is less amenable to automated methods. 

Manual content analysis 

Content analysis, as an umbrella term encompassing both qualitative and quantitative approaches, is 

primarily concerned with “the characteristics of language as communication with attention to the 

content or contextual meaning of the text” via “the subjective interpretation of the content of text 

data through the systematic classification process of coding and identifying themes or patterns” 

(Hsieh and Shannon, 2005: 1278). What I term ‘manual’ content analysis derives from the qualitative 

stream of work that uses human reading of texts to ascertain how and to what extent they fit into 

the categories supplied by the research design.17 Balabanova and Balch (2010) use this technique to 

determine how UK and Bulgarian newspapers framed the ethical concerns about intra-EU labour 

migration. First, they use existing political theory and previous studies on EU migration to construct 

                                                        
15 Grimmer and Stewart (2011) provide an accessible and state-of-the-art overview of the automated methods 

given in this section. Meanwhile, Hsieh and Shannon (2005) provide a similarly useful review of content analysis 

as it manifested across several fields. 
16 For readers interested in the actual statistical outputs, I refer to the relevant studies for consultation. 
17 In this regard, traditional content analysis differs from CDA in that the researcher is not necessarily 

concerned with power dynamics. Rather, this method has largely descriptive aims that try to determine to 

what extent certain categories are present in a given corpus. 
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a typology of eight possible ‘frames’ or justifications for positions on migration that were divided 

along a communitarian-cosmopolitan dichotomy. Then, each researcher hand-coded articles to 

identify the presence of any of these eight argumentative frames.18  

 Singer (2009) also uses content analysis to determine how online comments submitted in 

response to newspaper articles on the 2007 Scottish elections reflected new directions in Scottish 

identity and politics. Specifically, as expressed in her methodology section, she searched and coded 

for linguistic instances of up to six subjects: politics, politicians, and social or civic issues of relevance 

in the 2007 election; another user or user comments; the newspaper story to which the comment 

was attached; references to the media; any of the main newspapers in Scotland, and other unrelated 

subjects like sports (Singer, 2009: 493). By identifying how users’ comments were distributed across 

these categories, as well as providing specific examples of discourse in use, her use of content 

analysis aims to show how this online space was used—effectively using textual analysis to shed light 

on an observed reality. 

 Finally, in a very interesting analysis of internal emails from Enron that were later made 

public, Hopkins and Drutman (2011) use content analysis to explore the different kinds of corporate 

political activity in which the company engaged.19 Based on their reading of concepts like ‘lobbying’, 

they manually extracted information that fit along five dimensions that constituted ‘political activity’: 

elections, monitoring, direct contacting, opinion leadership, and formal participation (Hopkins and 

Drutman, 2011: 18-19). Across these three examples are some fundamental choices in research 

design of which researchers need to be aware. First, if the goal of a content analysis is to identify and 

categorise the presence of certain words or ideas in a text, then useful codes will emerge from 

human reading as illustrated by Singer. Alternatively, as illustrated explicitly in Balabanova and Balch’s 

study, if existing theories and concepts are used to inform the construction of typologies or 

categorical ‘containers’ into which textual data is sorted, then codes will be determined beforehand. 

Hsieh and Shannon (2005) capture these differences in a table which is reproduced below.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
18 They also used quantitative sampling methods where basic keyword searches generated a range of articles 

drawn from six UK newspapers and six Bulgarian newspapers. Interestingly, their analysis concludes that the 

majority of media coverage in both countries cast migration in utilitarian terms of cost/benefits to the national 

economy or welfare state. 
19 In a more sophisticated manner than the Balabanova and Balch study, Hopkins and Drutman use Support 

Vector Machine (SVM) methods to pre-sort through a random subcorpus of over 24,000 emails—drawn from 

the main corpus of over 250,000 emails—to identify 2,559 emails that were most relevant for the researchers’ 

questions. 
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Table 4: Major Coding Differences Among Three Approaches to Content Analysis 

 
 

Type of Content 

Analysis 

 

Study Starts With 

Timing of Defining 

Codes or Keywords 

Sources of 

Codes or Keywords 

Conventional content    

   Analysis 

Observation Codes are defined during 

   data analysis 

Codes are derived from 

   Data 

Directed content analysis Theory Codes are defined before 

   and during data analysis 

Codes are derived from 

   theory or relevant 

   research findings 

Summative content 

   Analysis 

Keywords Keywords are identified 

   before and during data 

   analysis 

Keywords are derived 

   from interest of 

   researchers or review    

   of literature 

 
Interestingly, they also provide description of ‘summative content analysis’ as a method that begins 

with counting the presence of certain keywords that are of interest to the researchers. Patterns that 

emerge from this initial analysis are then examined through closer, qualitative reading that seeks to 

understand how these keywords are used in context. Such a method provides a transition into 

quantitative content analysis that I cover in the following section. 

Corpus linguistics 

In broad terms, corpus linguistics (CL) is a computational approach to content analysis that can be 

integrated into either qualitative or quantitative research designs. Its methodological strengths lie in 

its ability to be coupled with other analytical techniques—including those discussed in this report—

to shed light on textual data. Choosing to conceptualise Hsieh and Shannon’s treatment of theory-

building and empirical observation as two ends of a continuum, Pollach observes that CL “always 

analyses corpus data both quantitatively and qualitative in order to explain and interpret patterns 

rather than just count them…address[ing] the association of textual patterns either with other 

textual patterns or with contextual patterns” (2012: 4).  

Baker et al. (2008), as part of the RASIM project at Lancaster University described earlier, 

attempted to demonstrate how CL could be used to identify themes in newspaper coverage about 

migrants. Generally, it “start[s] with the examination of relative frequencies and emerging statistically 

significant lexical patterns in the corpus and sub-corpora” (Baker et al, 2008: 277). Two 

characteristics about text are especially salient for linguists: keyness, or the greater presence of 

certain words or clusters of words in a text that points to a possible topical entry; and collocation, or 

the higher chance of two words appearing together within a pre-determined span of words. Pollach 

(2012) capitalises upon these characteristics in her analysis of corporate letters sent to shareholders 

by coupling keyword frequencies, collocations, and statistical measures of how words were 

dispersed across the corpora and within documents. These analytical techniques illustrate how CL 

can enhance traditional content analyses simply by enabling researchers to handle more data, as well 

as revealing textual characteristics like framing and affect that not immediately apparent upon a 
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surface reading. Usefully, she also provides a summary of major software packages available to 

researchers who are interested in using CL; this is reproduced below.20 

 

Table 5: Corpus Linguistics Software Tools 

 

 
Morph 

Adorner 

R 

corpus 
SCP Textpack WMatrix 

Word 

Cruncher 

WordList 

Creator 

WordSmith 

Tools 
WordStat 

Frequency 

List 
 x  x x x x x x 

Keyword-

in-Context 
 x x x x x  x x 

Keywords    x x   x x 
Dictionary    x  x   x 

Collocation  x   x x   x 

Lemmatizing x        x 

Statistics  x       x 

Word 

dispersion 
        x 

Dispersion 

plot 
       x  

Computer-assisted/supervised content analysis 

Hopkins and King (2010) provide a useful overview of computer-assisted or supervised content 

analysis and its application to social scientific enquiries that draw upon textual data. They point out 

that content analyses, whether done by hand or by computer, are often concerned with two 

processes: identifying a quality or characteristic in a given text in the first place, and determining the 

extent to which a collection of these individual units of text expresses the same. As has been 

observed already, the sheer volume of textual data available to researchers makes hand-coding for 

either process costly in terms of time and resources.  

Automated content analysis aims to predict how much of a desired characteristic—

sentiment or topic being the most relevant for social scientists—is present in a corpus via statistical, 

automatic learning, or rule-based methods. After running either of these techniques on a sample of 

texts to generate estimates, researchers apply the estimates to the whole corpus. This can 

significantly reduce the amount of time necessary to carry out an analysis. To enhance the reliability 

of the model, the smaller sample can be drawn from a domain that is related to the whole body of 

text; this has the potential to remove extraneous or spurious links (Hopkins and King, 2010: 233). In 

the following sections, I give an overview of some of the most popular methods in the supervised 

and unsupervised learning literature. These are (1) semantic analysis and (2) its variant latent semantic 

analysis.21 

 

                                                        
20 See Davi et al (2005) for a review of WordStat software. 
21 They are by no means the only analytical techniques available to social scientists. Support vector machine 

(SVM) methods have also been used, although their precise workings require more computational knowledge; 

see Tong (2002) and Zhang (2001).  
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Semantic analysis 

As suggested by its name, semantic analysis “directly investigates…aspects of political language by 

representing text as a network of semantic relationships between concepts. In political 

communication, such concepts can be political actors or issues, and the relations can be associations, 

opinions, or actions” (van Atteveldt et al, 2008: 429). In other words, “semantic analysis is the use of 

network analytic techniques on paired associations based on shared meaning as opposed to paired 

associations of behavioural or perceived communication links” (Doerfel, 1998: 16). Generally, 

semantic analysis proceeds in several steps (Hellsten et al, 2010). First, researchers apply a statistical 

similarity measure like the Pearson correlation coefficient or the cosine function, which is also called 

the Vector Space model, to the similarity of word occurences in a given corpus. This generates a set 

of coordinates that are then visualized in two-dimensional space as a network. Comparison of the 

extent to which meanings appear in different corpuses can reveal shifts in frames, as Hellsten et al. 

(2010) do in the case of newspaper coverage surrounding health impacts of artificial sweeteners.  

 Van Atteveldt et al. (2008) augment this method of semantic mapping with developments in 

Natural Language Processing (NLP) to assign grammatical functions to sections of text (Bouabdallah 

et al, 2010). Specifically, their research question aims to extract the grammatical structures of Dutch 

sentences drawn from newspaper articles on the subject of the 2006 elections in order to generate 

semantic maps that are relevant for political research. By using a set of grammar rules that were 

applied to the texts, the researchers were able to identify relationships between semantic agents and 

recipients, as well as associate quotations with their speakers (van Atteveldt et al, 2008: 444).22 This 

revealed ways by which Dutch politicians referred to themselves in relation to particular issues. 

 Holz and Teresniak (2010) couple the use of established collocation statistical techniques 

that can identify especially related keywords in text with volatility measures used in econometric risk 

analyses. Volatility, in their usage, refers to the amount of change that keyword displays over a series 

of time periods. By aggregating these measures over the period during which text was collected—in 

this instance, during the 20 year New York Times corpora—they can clearly identify “the terms’ 

[keywords’] developments as a trajectory” (Holz and Teresniak, 2010: 338). This offers the 

possibility of tracking changes in the degree to which certain phrases or words were salient in a 

corpora. 

Lim (2010) also uses semantic mapping to understand how South Korean newspapers 

covered political reforms introduced by the government in 2009. By measuring the collocation of 

words and the frequency at which they occurs, stronger and weaker semantic relationships are 

developed. Importantly for this paper, Lim incorporates a distinctly social perspective to the 

                                                        
22 The researchers developed and used their own open-source software packages called AmCAT and iNet to 

organise and analyse text. They also note that the identification of semantic rules could have been automated 

using supervised learning methods; however, since the rules of Dutch grammar were already known, it was 

easier and more accurate to do this step manually. 



 34 

production and use of language, observing that semantic networks “represen[t] the associations of 

neurons responding to symbols or concepts that are socially constructed in human brains. That is, it 

is a relationship of shared understandings of cultural products among members in a social system” 

(2010: 53). This links the resulting analysis to the social context in which its data were constructed 

and produced. 

 

Latent semantic analysis 

As a variation of semantic analysis, which is more concerned with the collocation of words in a given 

text, latent semantic analysis examines the use of words and their meanings in context (Bestgen et 

al, 2006). This is the ‘latent’ component of the analysis. While the frequency of similarities are still 

used, LSA accounts for the fact that, depending on the domain of the corpus, many words unrelated 

to the topic will appear very infrequently and therefore either skew the distribution of the overall 

table or leave many empty cells (Stone et al, 2011). By statistically ‘smoothening’ out the distribution, 

LSA techniques are seen as more reflective of actual text. As two units of text are more semantically 

related, their calculated cosines will indicate a closer relationship.23 This fits with the purpose of LSA 

to “fin[d] a data mapping which provides information beyond the lexical level of word occurrences” 

by “represent[ing] semantic relations between words and/or documents in terms of their proximity 

in the semantic space” (Hofmann, 2001: 178).  

Discussion and conclusions 

In this review of several major analytical techniques available to researchers using textual data, I have 

aimed to show how both qualitative and quantitative methods can shed light on a range of 

characteristics in texts. As explored earlier in the five major ways by which data can be collected 

and sorted, it is apparent that there is a trade-off between breadth and depth regarding the abilities 

of each technique. Manual methods may provide richly coloured information that is reliably relevant 

to a given domain, but only in a limited number of texts. Meanwhile, contemporary automated 

methods can parse many texts—limited of course by available computing power—but can still make 

mistakes depending on the effectiveness of the training data given to them. Furthermore, the validity 

of statements about the presence of shared meanings, as LSA attempts to make, are still contingent 

upon the quality and nature of text that is fed into the programme. Indeed, as Stone, Dennis, and 

Kwantes (2011) demonstrate in their testing of six different analytical methods that include those 

mentioned in this study, differences in textual units—words, sentences, paragraphs, and whole 

                                                        
23 Numerically, this is indicated by a cosine that is closer to a value of 1. 
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documents—influence the relative ability of supervised learning methods to match human coded 

samples.24  

 Perhaps the most tantalising evidence for the productivity of automated learning methods 

comes from an unexpected source: a recent biological study of slime mould, Physarum polycephalum. 

Tero et al report findings which indicate how this single-celled organism forms links among food 

sources based on a simple imperative: they “must balance the cost of producing an efficient network 

with the consequences of even limited failure in a competitive world…reach[ing] a point at which 

cost, efficiency, and resilience are appropriately balanced” (2010: 439). Since these qualities are also 

central to complex human endeavours like transport planning, the research team conducted an 

experiment where food in the form of oat flakes were distributed across a surface in a manner that 

mirrored the geographical location of Japanese cities. The slime mould was then introduced to 

search for these sources. In what appeared to be an automated manner, the organism formed a 

network among the flakes in a pattern that closely matched the existing Japanese rail network. 

Results from other streams of work in biology have revealed how messages are transmitted in and 

around systems (Ruths et al, 2008). Importantly for this study of automated methods that employ 

similar network paradigms, it suggests that the presence of apparently simple ‘rules’ can shed light on 

deeply complex problems of establishing links among ‘nodes’—whether they are cities, people, or 

words. In fact, adapting biological concepts for social scientific use could prove helpful in illuminating 

how certain narratives emerge and are sustained over time (McCormack and Salter, 2010).25  

Yet, as the automated analysis of textual data remains decidedly at the nexus of leading-edge 

computer science and linguistics, Grimmer (2011: 3-6) provides some general guidelines, even 

warnings, for researchers as they use automated methods: (1) all quantitative models of language are 

wrong—but some are useful; (2) quantitative methods for text amplify resources and augment 

humans; (3) there is no globally best method for automated text analysis, and (4) validate, validate, 

validate. These messages necessarily temper excitement about new methodological possibilities with 

the realisation that they are no substitute for sound research design. Selected methods must ‘talk’ to 

each other in such a way that their links to research questions and deeper theoretical considerations 

are clear. In the next chapter, I review some ways by which the outputs of these analyses can be 

visualised for public dissemination. 

 

                                                        
24 Interestingly, their results seem to suggest that simple tests looking for the presence of two keywords 

overlapping each other actually outperformed (i.e., more closely matched human-coded results of the same 

training data) more complicated methods like LSA. 
25 It should also be stressed that this biological approach does not imply subscription to a deterministic view of 

language use; in fact, what the Tero study demonstrates is the ability of biological entities to adapt to different 

circumstances while still fulfilling core requirements in efficient ways. See McCormack and Slater (2010) for a 

further example of how epidemiological models can mimic the diffusion of Internet memes. 
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4 Outputs and Data Visualisations 

Having covered a range of ways by which textual data can be analysed, I now turn attention to the 

question that follows: what kinds of outputs or visualisations can appropriately express the most 

salient findings of an analysis? This is not a minor consideration, especially in research contexts 

where transparency and public impact are important features of an academic institution.26 In turn, I 

address some main ways by which researchers can display their results: (1) traditional statistical 

reporting; (2) networks and mapping techniques; and (3) trend graphs or dynamic outputs. Finally, I 

conclude with a theoretical consideration of the role of knowledge in research contexts, leading to 

description of an example of how journal articles are being published in interactive formats to 

express richer empirical insights. 

Traditional statistical reporting  

Especially in cases where quantitative techniques are employed, as in CL for instance, 

straightforward statistical outputs can quickly capture the magnitude and extent of a given 

phenomena. Simple frequency tables express how often keywords are found in a text. Graphical 

outputs are a very common way of publishing data analyses, especially in newsprint contexts 

(Boykoff and Smith, 2010). However, they risk being overcomplicated and unintelligible to non-

experts. Furthermore, in instances where qualitative relationships—even if supported by quantitative 

collative evidence—are the main objects of study, numerical representations are not the most 

intuitive choices. 

Networks and mapping techniques 

Where a spatial representation is required, as in any of the vector-based models that produce 

coordinates in (latent) ‘semantic space’ to link words together, networks and maps can be useful 

outputs. Recalling the section on elite networks in the Conceptual chapter, one can construct 

‘nodes’ which are central subjects and subsequently draw links emanating from these central areas to 

represent semantic, collocative, or meaning connections. Cepela and Danowski (2009) produce 

network graphic outputs with WORDij 3.0 and UCINET software that express the relationships 

among US Cabinet members as derived from newspaper accounts. By varying the size of nodes, they 

illustrate the relative importance of each actor. 27 In general, expressing these two variables of 

intensity and connection presence lends itself to some sort of spatial output. However, the 

usefulness of networks can be limited by practical considerations: the number of nodes, for instance, 

                                                        
26 Theoretically, the dissemination of results in an easily-accessible way is also vital to the critical realist 

paradigm: although never explicitly mentioned in critical realist accounts, it is apparent that research must be 

available to other experts for the purpose of stringent and iterative retesting. 
27 They also use basic animation techniques sound via MIDI synthesisers to reproduce changes in each actor’s 

relative importance over time. 
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can render even the best graphic unusable in either printed or electronic format if too much data is 

squeezed onto a page.  

 Mapping techniques are related to network outputs in that they attempt to show how 

different parts of an analysis relate to one another. They can take the form of subject hierarchies like 

catalogues, manually drawn clusters like those of commercially available software including MindMaps 

and Wordles, or some other kind of output that draws inspiration from actual cartographic 

principles (Ong et al, 2005). For instance, Freifeld et al. (2008) provide a demonstration of 

HealthMap, which links metadata encoded with online news stories on health alerts to a simple 

geographic output that expresses from where news stories are emerging in real time. These 

visualisations take advantage of a familiar structure to categorise large amounts of text and make it 

available to users. 

Trend graphs or dynamic outputs 

When investigating how a phenomena changes over time, however, it becomes necessary to include 

a temporal or dynamic dimensions to an output. Feldman et al. (1998) propose a way to visualise 

how the presence of concepts in Reuters news stories changes. They create concept graphs, or a 

basic map of relationships among keywords present in a corpus, then append time-stamp metadata 

to each entry. By linking these graphs together, trend graphs that can “trac[k] the evolution and 

changes of relationships over time” (Feldman et al, 1998: 42, italics original). More recently, Luo et al. 

(2008) use a similar, dynamic approach with video data of news reports. Their objective is to 

illustrate how topics emerging from subtitle text relate within a corpus of coverage. In the final 

output, users can drag a slider back and forth to explore how the content changed over a set period 

of time. Both of these examples demonstrate the possibility of linking static analyses into time-series 

results.  

Linking research methods with outputs: knowledge and dissemination 

Considering the wealth of possibilities for data visualisation, it is important to stress the link 

between a chosen method and the way by which results are displayed and communicated. At a 

theoretical level, this strikes upon the subject of knowledge politics—or, more specifically to 

migration and media subjects, how the production, timing, and presentation of social research also 

exists in relation to the very political elites and institutions with which it hopes to engage (Freire, 

1998, Bleich, 2011). Therefore, social scientists need to consider how their findings might be used to 

legitimate, support, or provide an evidential basis for political claims (Boswell, 2009), an observation 

compounded by the fact that mass media and other actors in the public sphere increasingly become 

aware of and access high-profile results through dynamic means like Twitter.  

Practically, however, the link between methods and outputs also expresses the beginning of 

knowledge production: results need to be communicated to an audience in comprehensible ways 
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and via modes that are accessible (O'Neill and Boykoff, 2010). Casting one’s gaze across the ecology 

of complex analytical techniques already described, it becomes apparent that nuanced elements of 

these analyses can be lost in the process of ‘writing up’ that often—a bit ironically—takes the form 

of more written text. Furthermore, some results like those from semantic analyses or trend graphs 

are actually multi-dimensional and dynamic. Expressing them in two-dimensional format can either 

distort results or even remove some important features like temporality altogether. Greenacre and 

Hastie (2010) provide an interesting example of unsupervised learning applied to a large corpus of 

textual data, then demonstrate how the dimension of time can be integrated into online publication. 

Clicking on figures within the text, such as a three-dimensional rendering of their semantic analysis 

or a trend graph of word frequencies, enables readers to view animations that capture these 

complex results. Although they are no substitute for sound data collection and analysis, innovative 

outputs can enhance public understanding by enabling users to interact with findings. 

 

5 Discussion and Future Possibilities 

This scoping study has aimed to answer the following questions:  

 What is known about how British news media portray migrants, and discuss migration and 

related issues? 

 What is known about the relationships media outlets, political elites, and public perceptions 

on migration issues in the UK context? 

 What is known about the factors that influence the quantity, quality, and eventual impact of 

media coverage of UK migration? 

 What techniques have been used to collect and analyse a corpus of textual data, on 

migration or on other topics? 

 What kinds of outputs have been used to capture and express the complexities of media 

coverage as well as relationships among actors? 

 

In Chapter Two, I provided a conceptual overview of the media, political elites, and public 

perceptions of UK migration. Recent studies point to a range of related topics: how newspaper 

content frames migrants in specific ways, networks of elites as particularly influential on policy 

outcomes, how and to what extent public opinion impacts decision-making. The literature also 

suggests that researchers should include geographic scale and agency of individual journalists in their 

conceptual toolkits when identifying the sources of influence over British media coverage. 

Methodologically, a range of techniques exists for collecting and analysing corpora of text: in 

particular, supervised and unsupervised methods present opportunities for dealing with the volume 

of data expected. Corpus linguistic methods also offer the chance for combining qualitative and 

quantitative approaches whether the aim of research is to enumerate or interpret content. Equally, 

different visualisations like networks and trend graphs can communicate central findings in accessible 

ways. In total, it is apparent that there is tremendous room for further empirical work on the 

subject. 
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 Now, it is important to return to the theoretical roots of the study. Grounding the 

execution of this research in critical realist thinking reflects a deeper commitment to teasing out 

gaps in knowledge as well as systematically challenging one’s own knowledge. When faced with 

complex and dynamic ideas like ‘mediated public spheres’, for instance, researchers should actively 

test their conceptualisations against observed reality to determine if any refinements are needed 

instead of assuming that previous work forecloses the subject to criticism. Furthermore, as Barnes 

(2011) observes, being open to a range of seemingly disparate and unrelated analytical techniques 

offers the greatest chance of delivering answers to complicated and multidimensional questions. This 

study has demonstrated how different disciplines bear upon a central topic of media and migration 

issues. Through collaboration, researchers can harness the power of different eyes looking at the 

same problem. 

 Looking ahead to the future, this scoping study has revealed some interesting possibilities. 

Just as Lim (2010) observes how semantic analyses are both technological as well as social, study of 

how mass media interacts with larger migration trends involving the UK has implications for social 

theory that goes beyond texts. Showing how actors are enmeshed in relations of spatial, 

interpersonal, and temporal natures sheds light on their significance at more than the immediate 

level. The classic tension between structure and agency, perhaps most famously articulated by the 

sociologist Anthony Giddens (1984, 1979), is especially salient in this case: how do individual 

actors—whether they are newspaper editors, journalists, political leaders, or migrants themselves—

interface with and constitute political structures? Also, when dealing with phenomena like the 

emergence and diffusion of migrant narratives through newspapers, researchers can look to 

epidemiology as sources of concepts and metaphors. For instance, an interesting line of enquiry 

could trace an analogue between the spread of contagions or memes and identifying points of origins 

for given frames or narratives.  

 To synthesise the range of material presented in this study, I now present a possible 

research design in generalised format in Figure 1. It summarises the theoretical, conceptual, and 

methodological considerations that would likely confront researchers interested in analysing 

migration and media. There is a richness of possibilities at the nexus of media, politics, and UK 

migration. This scoping study represents a first step in designing a research programme aimed at the 

subject. Scholars working in this complex space, itself mediated by a host of other public actors face 

a three-pronged challenge: (1) to disentangle the conceptual linkages among political elites, public 

opinion, and migration policy outcomes; (2) to construct and demonstrate robust, i.e., resilient and 

adaptive, methods that reliably extract valid insights from large corpora of textual data;28 and (3) to 

                                                        
28 In computer science terms, results should display high levels of both precision and recall—or the 

simultaneous ability to derive accurate results repeatedly. 
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effectively communicate these results in ways that are transparent, understandable, and reflexive in 

order to support rigorous testing and refinement. 

 

Figure 1: A General Research Design for Large-Corpus Textual Analysis 

 

See Section 1: set research questions and concepts 

 

 

 

See Section 2: identify appropriate media  

 

 

 

See Section 2: identify key metadata for articles 

 

 

See Section 2: collect and organise gathered text 

 

Descriptive statistical tests can be applied to the corpus. 

 

 

 

See Section 3: ensure validation throughout, 

regardless of chosen technique 

 

See Section 4: consider original questions / audience 
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Appendix 1: Methods of the Study 

Arksey and O’Malley indicate that scoping studies “aim to map rapidly the key concepts 

underpinning a research area and the main sources and types of evidence available” (2005: 5). As a 

kind of literature review, scoping studies differ from systematic reviews in that they address a broad 

topic which might include a range of research designs. Furthermore, being an exploratory process, 

‘scoping’ is more concerned with identifying a host of possibilities rather than evaluating the quality 

of each study using predetermined categories. Therefore, as Levac, Colquhoun, and O’Brien 

observe,  

researchers can use scoping studies to clarify a complex concept and refine subsequent 

research enquiries. Scoping studies may be particularly relevant to disciplines with emerging 

evidence…In these situations, scoping studies are ideal because researchers can incorporate a 

range of study designs in both published and grey literature. (2010: 1) 
 

Owing to wide usage across several disciplines, scoping study methodologies and the terminology 

attached to them are also diverse. Examples involving migration-related subjects include health-

seeking behaviours of undocumented migrants (Magalhaes et al, 2010), the experiences of migrant 

youth (Bloch et al, 2007), attitudinal dimensions of immigration (Crawley, 2005), and the role of 

diasporic communities on poverty reduction in developing countries (Newland and Patrick, 2004).29  

Despite a variety of presentational elements and intended audiences, these examples 

illustrate how scoping studies share certain purposes. Given the nature of the research questions 

posed in the Introduction, it is apparent that this scoping study is concerned with ascertaining a 

range of methods that can shed light on particular media- and migration-related concepts, rather 

than evaluating and arguing for predetermined categories: the emphasis is decidedly oriented 

towards possibilities for future research. Table 6, based on Arksey and O’Malley’s article, shows how 

the intended use of a scoping study relates to particular objectives—although it is clear that multiple 

purposes might be held during the process. Since a secondary aim of this paper is to illustrate some 

‘good practises’ surrounding what scoping studies should accomplish, I now turn attention to the 

procedures employed.  

 

 

 

                                                        
29 See Dessai and Van de Sluijs (2007) for another example of a scoping study that focuses on uncertainty and 

climate change. 
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Table 6: General Roles and Specific Purposes of Scoping Studies 

 

General Role of a Scoping Study Specific Purpose of a Scoping Study 

An end in its own right that may lead to publication 

or another immediately usable product 

To summarise and disseminate research findings by 

describing the range of findings available, possibly to 

policymakers or stakeholders who do not have the 

time or resources themselves 

 

To identify gaps in the literature where no research 

has been conducted and make conclusions about the 

overall state of the subject 

One stage of an ongoing research project 

To rapidly examine the extent, range, and nature of 

research activity in order to visualise the amount of 

material available for a project 

 
To ascertain the value of undertaking a systematic 

review by determining if a fuller, more comprehensive 

approach would be relevant and feasible 

 

Overall study design and orientation 

Inspired by Levac, Colquhoun, and O’Brien, this project was arranged in six stages: (1) identifying the 

research question, (2) identifying relevant studies, (3) study selection, (4) charting the data, (5) 

collating, summarising, and reporting the results, (6) consultation. Initial discussion with the principal 

investigators produced a shared understanding of the objectives of this study, first as a standalone 

review of concepts and methods used in large-corpus textual analysis with respect to migration 

issues, and second as an initial step towards a longer-term research programme on a similar topic. It 

was agreed that having some sort of structure would enable the timely completion of the research. 

Furthermore, reporting on decisions made during the study was aligned with the aim of the 

Migration Observatory to provide transparent outputs.  

 Since this project was more focused on addressing gaps in knowledge rather than evaluating 

evidential claims, a critical realist approach was employed (Pratt, 1995). Oriented towards solving 

problems as a way to add to knowledge, critical realism is different from positivism—where facts 

exist apart from social and political influences—and social constructionism, which seeks to destablise 

knowledge claims altogether by emphasising how power relations transform apparent facts into 

relativistic social statements (Cruickshank, 2011). While a full treatment of critical realism is not 

feasible in this limited space, it is useful to note that the ‘critical’ element indicates an approach to 

research that seeks gaps or problems in existing knowledge, then subjects hypotheses or given 

categories to repeated testing using a range of methods. Distinctly open to the possibility that 

conventional understandings can be revised, critical realists invite the redefinition of research 
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questions or categories if it results in a better fit with new evidence. This implies an iterative, 

recursive outlook on knowledge production that actively questions previous analysis. If, for instance, 

a researcher was interested in investigating how and to what extent a given policy operates 

successfully, “under realism, the basic evaluative question—what works?—changes to ‘what is it 

about this programme that works for whom in what circumstances?’” (Pawson et al, 2005: 22). 

Therefore, concern for social context as well as underlying relationships characterises critical realist 

enquiry.30  

 Aligned with this approach, this study was constructed as a series of waves that overlapped 

and built upon each other. Waves 1 and 2 gathered a range of published and grey literature based on 

keyword searches, and Wave 3 identified further studies derived from the bibliographies of Wave 1 

and 2 papers that were seen as particularly vital. The conceptual domain of the study was restricted 

to UK national and regional print media—tabloid and broadsheet—and issues of migration or 

migrants, which did include students, asylum seekers, and economic migrants. Studies were 

restricted to those appearing after 1985. The methodological domain was less restricted, and 

included any technique—qualitative or quantitative—used to collect or analyse text, image, or video 

data sources.  

 A set of keywords was initially generated from the research questions and conceptual 

discussion with the principal investigators.31 These were systematically used in a series of searches 

on Social Science Citation Index, supplemented with Google Scholar searches. During each search 

session, any keywords that were not on the original list but generated more relevant results were 

added to the search string. Then, at a second consultation with the PIs, the concepts were further 

discussed to ensure that the study was aligned with the research goals of the project. This generated 

additional resources used in Wave 3 collection.  

 Table 7, adapted from the model provided by Levac, Colquhoun, and O’Brien, summarises 

the six stages of scoping studies, some challenges associated with each stage, and actions taken 

during this particular study to mitigate these problems. By explicitly providing information on these 

decisions, I aim to respond to the critical realist imperative for improving future practise via revision 

and rigorous testing. This step, I argue, adds value to the findings of this scoping study by providing a 

clear foundation upon which claims can be based. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
30 For further examples of how critical realist research can be undertaken, see Iosofides (2011). 
31 A full list of keyword search terms appears in Appendix 2. 
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Table 7: Summary of Scoping Study Framework, Challenges, and Action Steps Taken 

 

Framework Stage General Challenges Encountered Action Steps Specific To This Study 

 

#1 Identifying the 

research question(s) 

 

1. Scoping study questions are broad. 

2. Establishing scoping study purpose is 

not included in a framework stage. 

3. The purpose of a scoping study lacks 

clarity or mutual understanding. 

 

 

1. Discuss with PIs to ascertain the 

conceptual, geographic, and temporal 

domains of the research questions. 

2. Include explicit scoping study 

methodology in the final report. 

3. Ensure that the purpose of the scoping 

study is aligned with the long-term goals 

of the Migration Observatory. 

 

 

#2 Identifying 

relevant studies 

 

1. Balancing breadth and 

comprehensiveness of the scoping study 

with feasibility of resources can be 

challenging. 

 

 

1. Set domain of the research early in the 

study, with some contingency plans for 

dealing with interesting but not as 

relevant studies. 

 

#3 Study selection 

 

1. The linearity of this stage is misleading. 

2. The process of decision-making for 

study selection is unclear. 

 

 

1a. Acknowledge the theoretical 

importance of iterative search strategies 

that move between Stages #2 and #3. 

1b. Design the study to include ‘waves’ of 

searchers and study retrieval that build 

upon bibliographies of key studies. 

2. Regularly refer to the purpose of the 

study to ensure relevant studies are 

included in the final report. 

 

 

#4 Charting the data 

 

1. The nature and extent of data to 

extract from included studies is unclear. 

2. The ‘descriptive analytical method’ of 

charting data is poorly defined. 

 

 

1. Identify key dimensions of studies that 

illuminate answers to the questions. 

2. Orient the final report towards 

addressing specific problems emerging 

from the research questions, rather than 

merely reproducing study findings. 

 

 

#5 Collating, 

summarising, and 

reporting the results 

 

1. Little methodological detail is provided, 

while multiple steps are summarized as 

one framework stage. 

 

 

1. Explicitly and systematically refer to 

established frameworks of conducting 

scoping studies. 

 

 

#6 Consultation 

 

1. This stage is seen as optional. 

2. Lack of clarity exists about when, how, 

and why to consult or interact with 

stakeholders, as well as how to integrate 

their feedback with study findings. 

 

 

1. Build consultation with stakeholders 

and funders into the overall study design. 

2. Discuss expectations regarding 

appropriate means of communicating 

findings to the wider public. 
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Appendix 2: Keyword Search Terms 

(UK OR United Kingdom OR Brit* OR Engl* OR Scot*) 

AND 

(migra* OR migrant* OR ??migra* OR asyl*)  

AND 

(public opinion OR politic* OR media OR public perception OR news* OR press OR integrat* OR 

assimilat* OR elit* OR metaphor* OR narrat* OR communicat*) 

 

N = 1,395 records 

Database Used: Social Science Citation Index (SSCI) 

Date of Database Access: 14 September 2011 

 

 

(Brit* OR UK OR Engl* OR migr* or ??migr*) 

AND 

(news* or journalis* or media monitoring or diffus* or network* or power ecology)  

AND 

 (techn* or method* or fram* or automat* analy* or quanti*) 

AND 

(text* or broadsheet* or print*) 

 

N = 394 records 

Database Used: Social Science Citation Index (SSCI) 

Date of Database Access: 31 October 2011 
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