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On September 10, 2012, Minister of Citizenship and Immigration, Jason
Kenney, announced that the federal government would revoke the citizen-
ship of 3100 Canadians accused of fraudulently obtaining citizenship. In
this brief, but vigilant demonstration of policy authority at Ottawa’s
National Press Theatre, Kenney asserted that his department was in the
process of investigating nearly 11,000 individuals from more than 100
countries for “attempting to cheat Canada and Canadians” by lying on
their citizenship application or by committing residence fraud, the practice
of paying for accommodation in Canada, but living elsewhere. “Canadian
citizenship,” he declared, “is not for sale” (Kenney, 2012).

Media reaction to Kenney’s controversial proclamation was swift.
While some outlets pointed fingers at unscrupulous immigration consul-
tants, others levied accusations at immigrants themselves, noting that
Canada’s generous social assistance programs and government-facilitated
health care program attract some to obtain citizenship for its many benefits
but then to reside outside the country. Soon after, the legal and journalistic
communities reflected on the implications of Kenney’s statements through
the lens of the rights and responsibilities of immigrants and the legal feasi-
bility of leaving an individual stateless. By the end of the media blitz, the
average Canadian reader had been exposed to numerous frames, or lenses
of understanding, through which they could perceive immigration.

This episode is only one example of media framing of immigration.
Framing, the act of communicating information in a way that promotes a
particular understanding, is a mainstay of the political communication
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literature but one with very real world impact on the way the public under-
stands policy issues (Chong and Druckman, 2007b; Entman, 2004; Price
and Tewksbury, 1997). Frames are more than the positive or negative
lenses through which we view an issue; they are the heuristics and thematic
cues obtained (largely) through news media that help the public synthesize
and integrate new information. Immigration, for example, can be framed
as a threat to security or a mechanism for labour force growth. Extending
citizenship to newcomers can equally be perceived as an economic neces-
sity or a humanitarian act. Much of the perspective taken depends on the
framing, the effects of which almost always galvanize public opinion
(Benson, 2010, 2013; Boswell et al., 2011; Fleras, 2011; Fleras and
Kunz, 2001; Grimm and Andsager, 2011; Mahtani, 2001).

Media framing matters to public perceptions of policy, particularly in
an area like immigration where people often lack personal experience.
Understanding the evolution of frames is, therefore, an important piece of
how we conceive of the link between the public’s political priorities and
policy makers’ responses (Baumgartner and Jones, 1994; Baumgartner
et al., 1997; Shanahan et al., 2008; Soroka and Lim, 2003). While the
multi-directional relationships that exist between media, public policy
and public opinion often pose challenges to precisely extracting media
effects (Soroka, 2002), there is still much that can be said about how the
content and tone of immigration frames change over time in response to
major policy changes or focusing events. In other words, there is still an in-
teresting causal story that can be told from the side of media responses to
external changes, even when causal claims in the other direction are limited.

This article examines the content of media framing across two immi-
grant-receiving countries, Canada and Britain, that have similar policy
frameworks but receive substantively different levels of immigration. The
hypothesis presented here is that media framing is not static over time;
rather, it is highly dynamic and subject to punctuations based on policy
changes and focusing events. This assumption is a routine one, but it is
important to confirm if the academy wishes to have a clear understanding
of how framing changes over time and space. I test this assumption using
automated content analysis (ACA) of media’s framing of immigration in
Canadian1 and British print news sources from 1999 to 2013. This period
contains two large-scale focusing events with national and international
implications (9/11 and the 2005 London bombings), the effects of which
have been reported to change the way media and the public characterize
newcomers (Boswell et al., 2011; Charteris-Black, 2006; Huysmans and
Buonfino, 2008). In other words, if we expect event- or policy-driven
change in framing, it would likely be manifested in this period. This
article also promotes an inductive technique to extract frames from media
content (see Mahon et al., 2014), a departure from framing analyses that
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are heavily dependent on a researcher’s pre-existing assumptions about
policy narratives.

Immigration Policy and National Context: Comparing Canada and
Britain

Comparing immigration framing in Canada and Britain is an acknowledge-
ment of the commonalities in both countries’ immigration policies and
their media systems. In the postwar era, Canada and Britain stand among
the top ten Western immigration-receiving countries (Department of
Economic and Social Affairs, 2013). They have cultivated similar frame-
works for immigration policy that encompass varied economic, human
rights and security-oriented legislation. Similarities carry into their respec-
tive media environments. Both countries are classified as liberal market
media systems, combining public service broadcasting (the BBC and
CBC) with strong private commercial news interests (Hallin and
Mancini, 2004).

Abstract. Despite an extensive dialogue on the subject of immigration, there has been little sys-
tematic cross-national investigation into the framing of immigration in the news media.
Understanding the evolution of frames is an important piece of how we conceive of the link
between the public’s political priorities and policy makers’ responses. While the multi-directional
relationships that exist between media, public policy and public opinion often pose challenges to
precisely extracting media effects, there is still much that can be said about how the content and
tone of immigration frames change over time in response to major policy changes or focusing
events. Using automated content analysis (ACA) of print news data from Canada and Britain, I
examine immigration framing from 1999 to 2013, identifying immigration-related frames in
print news coverage and identifying trends in the volume and tone of frames over time. Results
offer insight into striking commonalities in the frames used by each country’s print media, and
the divergent evolution in the emphasis on certain frames over others, largely predicated on cover-
age of focusing events.

Résumé. Malgré un dialogue expansif au sujet de l’immigration, il y a eu jusqu’ici peu de recher-
che transnationale systématique sur le cadrage de l’immigration dans les médias. Comprendre
l’évolution des cadres est un point essentiel de la manière dont on conçoit le lien entre les
priorités politiques du public et les réponses des décideurs. Bien que les relations multidirection-
nelles existant entre médias, politiques publiques et opinion publique représentent un défi pour dis-
cerner les effets des médias, il reste encore beaucoup à dire sur la manière dont le contenu et le ton
des cadres de l’immigration évoluent dans le temps, en réponse aux changements majeurs de polit-
iques ou événements politiques. En utilisant une analyse de contenu automatisée (ACA) de la presse
écrite canadienne et britannique, j’examine le cadrage de l’immigration de 1999 à 2013, en identi-
fiant les cadres reliés à l’immigration dans la couverture médiatique de la presse écrite ainsi que les
tendances dans le volume et le ton de ces cadres à travers le temps. Les résultats offrent un aperçu
des points communs frappants dans les cadres utilisés par la presse écrite des deux pays, mais aussi
de l’évolution divergente dans l’emphase de certains cadres par rapport à d’autres, largement fondé
sur la couverture d’événements politiques.
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A critic might suggest that Britain and Canada are too divergent to
compare. Canada, a country that has embraced and still retains widespread
support for immigration, as well as an official policy of multiculturalism
would appear on the surface a world apart from Britain, with its policy of
“managed migration” and public support for a recently proposed cap on
the number of immigrants admitted yearly. However, the immigration
policy trajectories and outcomes of these two countries share some remark-
able similarities motivated by their shared need to address rapidly changing
demographics while maintaining the integrity of national borders in an in-
creasingly security-oriented environment.

A short history of the principal moments in policy development illus-
trates the striking similarities and, at times, interdependence of these two
immigration and refugee policy regimes (see Table 1). Driven by the in-
crease in postwar era migration, it was the Canadian government that
made the first substantive move toward defining citizenship and immigra-
tion policy. In response to the increased supply of immigrants from the
British Isles as well as many other post-conflict areas of Europe, the
Mackenzie King Liberal government instituted the Citizenship Act of
1946, creating a distinct Canadian citizenship, separate from that of
Britain. Britain responded to the Canadian initiative and similar policies
from the Commonwealth by instituting the British Nationality Act (1948),
viewed as an attempt to alleviate the economic pressures of a rapidly frag-
menting Commonwealth (Hansen, 2000).

In the decades that followed, both countries introduced laws that
expanded criteria for migration; the principal difference was in the moti-
vation. While Canada’s previous legislative efforts included controversial
restrictions around race and ethnicity, by 1967, it had moved away
from racially exclusionary selection mechanisms, toward skills-based
criteria. Contemporaneously, Britain’s Conservative government refined
the rules on inclusivity in citizenship, introducing the Commonwealth
Immigrants Act (1962). The act limited migration of Commonwealth cit-
izens to Britain and was roundly criticized by the Labour opposition for its
discriminatory effects on immigrants from Africa and South Asia.

Under pressure to address increasing racial discord, Britain adopted the
Race Relations Act (1965) and the Commonwealth Immigrants Act (1968),
prohibiting all institutionalised racial discrimination, while implementing
jus sanguinus sanctions that allowed only those individuals with at least
one parent or grandparent born in Britain to immigrate. This principle
was strengthened further in the British Immigration Act (1971), which intro-
duced the concepts of partiality and right of abode to the citizenship frame-
work, as well as the British Nationality Act (1981), which introduced a
tiered citizenship regime for Commonwealth citizens. The adoption of the
British Immigration Act in 1988 further entrenched both residence and em-
ployments restrictions.
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By comparison, Canada’s entrenchment of economic and demographic
criteria for migration in the 1976 Immigration Act might suggest an earlier
movement toward inclusivity in immigration. The outward focus of the
policy was to more clearly define the family, independent and refugee im-
migrant classes, and to place limits on the discretionary powers of the min-
ister to personally influence immigration by requiring the number of special
permits issued every year to be made public. A by-product of this policy
was to entrench more stable levels of immigration to Canada (ranging
from 100,000 to 250,000 per year), a trend that continuous to this day.

Further similarities between the two countries’ regimes can be found in
recent overtures made by sub-state governments to influence immigration
outcomes. Both countries have legislated some (albeit limited in the case

TABLE 1
Principal Policy Moments: Canada and Britain (1945-Present day)

Canada Britain

Citizenship Citizenship Act (1946 /1985) British Nationality Act (1948/1981)
Immigration Immigration Act (1952/1976) Commonwealth Immigrants Act

(1962/1968)
White Paper on Immigration
(1966)

Race Relations Act (1965)

Skills-based selection criteria for
immigration (1967)

Immigration Act (1971/1988)

Immigration and Refugee
Protection Act (2001)

Highly Skilled Migrant Programme
(2002)

Treaty of Accession (2003/2005) (EU)
Lisbon Treaty (2007) (EU)
Points-Based Migration System (2008)

Refugee/Asylum
Policy

Immigration and Refugee
Protection Regulations (2002)

Asylum and Immigration Appeals Act
(1993)

Safe Third Country Agreement
(2002)

Asylum and Immigration Act (1996)

White Paper on a Modern Approach to
Immigration and Asylum (1998)

Devolution Canada-Quebec Accord (1991) Fresh Talent Initiative (2004)
Provincial Nominee Programs
(1990s-present day)

Security US-Canada Smart Border
Declaration (2001/2002)

Immigration (Carriers’ Liability) Act
(1987)

Protecting Canada’s
Immigration System Act
(2012)

Immigration and Asylum Act (1999)

Nationality, Immigration and Asylum Act
(2002)

Borders, Citizenship and Immigration Act
(2009)

*Note: Many policies listed above have implications for more than one policy domain.
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of Britain) devolution of immigration policy authority to sub-state govern-
ments whose political autonomy and divergent policy preferences allowed
them to create smaller immigration regimes within the framework of nation-
al law. In 1991, the Canadian federal government expanded the province of
Quebec’s ability to select and receive immigrants deemed “best suited” to
live in Quebec through the Canada-Quebec Accord (similar agreements
were later extended to other provinces). The British government did com-
paratively less by way of devolution, reserving power over immigration
during the devolution agreement that created the Scottish parliament in
1998. The Scottish parliament did, however, offer the Fresh Talent
Initiative in 2004, designed to encourage foreign graduates of Scottish uni-
versities to remain in Scotland to pursue employment.

Enthusiasm for the economic benefits of migration was moderated in
some quarters in the wake of the terrorist acts of September 2001. By
this point, the structural patterns of immigration to each country had
changed substantially. While Canada had kept levels of migration reason-
ably stable from the end of the twentieth century into the twenty-first,
Britain, saw remarkable increases in immigration from nearly 300,000 in
1990 to almost 500,000 by 2001 (see Figure 1). The ethno-racial composi-
tion of immigration had also drastically changed, with increasing numbers
of non-white immigrants from Southeast Asia to Canada, and Central Asia
and North Africa to Britain. Both countries responded to the threat of terror
attacks (and actual attacks in the form of the London underground bomb-
ings of July 2005) by adopting restrictionist policies such as the Borders,
Citizenship and Immigration Act (2009) in Britain, and the Protecting
Canada’s Immigration System Act, adopted in 2012 in Canada. Both coun-
tries broadened powers to arrest and detain suspected security threats, ex-
panded immigration officers’ powers to collect biometric information
from incoming migrants and refugees, as well as restricted the flow of mi-
grants by adopting “safe third country” agreements in tandem with neigh-
bouring countries. These acts, though contested by advocacy groups and
some on the political left, appeared to create an unofficial set of tiered pref-
erences by government for particular migrant groups (Buonfino, 2004;
Roach, 2005).

Policy motivations, such as economic need, security, and human rights
(via refugee status), are not Canada and Britain’s only link. Increasing
diversity is a socio-political reality in both countries. Foreign-born individ-
uals make up just over one-tenth of the British population in the aggregate,
though the percentages of non-British born in urban centres such as
London, Manchester and Birmingham are much larger (Lawlor, 2015;
Rienzo and Vargas-Silva, 2012). Canada’s urban centres are also increas-
ingly diverse; over 40 per cent of Toronto and Vancouver residents identify
as non-white, and recent estimates place the number of foreign-born in
Canada at over 22 per cent of the total population (National Household
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Survey, 2011). Where these societies do not align, however, is in their re-
spective public opinion toward immigration levels (see Figure 2). Whereas
Canadians remain largely open to immigration, a majority of British respon-
dents have responded negatively to the number of immigrants admitted,
many supporting Conservative Prime Minister David Cameron’s initiative
to restrict the admission of immigrants.

Framing Immigration in the Media

Given the complexity of public policy and the numerous, simultaneous
policy considerations that a citizen encounters on a daily basis, media
framing plays a central role in cultivating a shared understanding of political
issues such as immigration. Media framing, as it was initially conceptual-
ised by Gamson and Modigliani, functions as the “central organizing idea
or storyline” (1987: 143) that guides audiences to a particular understanding
of an issue. While the widely expanding interest in media framing is

FIGURE 1
Immigration Levels by Country (Canada and Britain)

Data Source: Canada: StatsCan CANSIM 051-0020 and 051-0008. CIC Facts and
Figures 2012—Immigration overview; Britain: Office of National Statistics,
Migration Observatory (http://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/briefings/migration-
uk-asylum)
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challenged by the lack of consensus around definitions (De Vreese, 2005),
the study of framing has vastly expanded over the past two decades and has
grown to incorporate subject-oriented studies on immigration, among other
policy issues (Brabeck et al., 2011; Grimm and Andsager, 2011; Mahtani,
2001; Vliegenthart and Roggeband, 2007).

Despite an expansion in the framing literature over the past two
decades, the academic community still has a piecemeal understanding
of how the media frame immigration. Much of the work on this subject
has been country specific and focused on a narrow time frame. Most
studies of American immigration news coverage found the issue dispropor-
tionately framed in terms of the perceived “threat aspects” of immigration,
such as economic threat (projecting jobs), threats to social programs
(fraud) and threats to security (terrorism or crime) (Fryberg et al., 2012;
Merolla et al., 2013; Pérez Huber, 2009). The effects of these frames, as
noted by Benson (2010: 16), is to create a series of dramatic narratives
that emphasize episodic events, such as an attempt at fraud or an illegal
border crossing, and de-emphasizing a constructive debate that would
necessitate a more complete understanding of the policy context around
immigration.

FIGURE 2
Public opinion in agreement that “There is too much immigration to Canada
and Britain”

Data Source: Environics Focus Canada; Migration Observatory
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Cross-national studies on immigration and media point to a number of
frames found in news content, including security, economy, employment,
gender equality, multiculturalism or diversity (Benson, 2010, 2013;
Vliegenthart and Roggeband, 2007). Canadian research has yielded
several studies that highlight the diversity of immigration frames used in
the press. Despite a history of state-sponsored multiculturalism and depic-
tions of the Canadian immigration system as culturally distinct (Reitz and
Breton, 1994), scholars point out that, in the aggregate, framing of immigra-
tion varies from non-existent (for example, the exclusion of immigrants in
the media) to negative—even, at its worst, racist framing that emphasizes
particular considerations dependent on the ethno-racial group being dis-
cussed (Abu-Laban and Garber, 2005; Fleras, 1995, 2011; Henry and
Tator, 2002; Mahtani, 2001).

The Canadian research on framing also highlights the media’s focus on
framing immigration in terms of threat factors (Fleras, 2011). These are
often viewed as localized or regional considerations that have worked
their way upwards into the national dialogue by finding voice in federal rep-
resentation. Common frames include scarcity in resources and employment,
with an emphasis on job qualifications, competition for social services, the
threat of fraud or illegality and threats to nation building (Bradimore and
Bauder, 2012; Fleras and Kunz, 2001). Even in a context where immigra-
tion and acceptance of refugees is largely viewed as positive, media use a
variety of problematized narratives to describe immigration and integration
into society.

In Britain, a similar negative discourse has emerged in the political
space and has been reproduced by the media in its coverage of immigration.
Analyses that comment on the broader political discourse around immigra-
tion point to a securitization of immigration, particularly as it relates to
refugee and asylum cases (Huysmans and Buonfino, 2008; Kaye, 2013).
Other studies describe the elite discourse as focused on event-driven
threats (Shehata, 2007), disaster-based narratives (Charteris-Black, 2006),
and security threat rhetoric (Huysmans, 1995). While some (for example,
Boswell et al., 2011) disagree that the framing of immigration has been ex-
clusively security driven, there is reasonably clear consensus that British
news media rely heavily on the rhetoric of illegality and security in
discussions of immigration.

While there appears to be broad thematic consistency across countries,
cross-national media analysis will help draw out whether these similarities
extend beyond broad themes, and whether there is any variation in the
timing and presentation of frames. Comparative analysis has the potential
to highlight the subtle variations that exist due to factors such as journalist
style, political permissiveness and media type (see Benson, 2010; Benson
et al., 2012). To do so, I borrow from Iyengar’s conception of thematic
and episodic frames. Thematic frames place issues in a general or abstract
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context, whereas episodic frames often take the form of personalized stories
or event-specific news (1991: 22). Because the ACA technique reviews
thousands of stories, looking for personalized stories or event-specific
details becomes nearly impossible. This is less concerning from a scholarly
perspective since episodic coverage has been criticized for promoting anec-
dotal or shallow coverage (Boykoff, 2006). Thus, I use a broad lens on the
issue, considering a frame to be a particular thematic emphasis on the
primary subject: immigration. Given the dynamic nature of media, I
expect that frames may be variable or resilient across time and space, and
they may equally be event driven or context specific. Exploring the
range, prominence and tone of frames, how they have changed or remained
stable over a fifteen year period is the task of the next section.

Data

Recent advances in digital media indexing now allow the academic commu-
nity to use a wider lens on the study of news media, providing useful macro
analyses of the breadth of frames that the public has been exposed to over
time. The following analysis uses print news coverage from the top three
circulating broadsheet newspapers in Canada and Britain, respectively
(Canada: The Globe and Mail, The National Post and The Toronto Star;
UK: The London Times, The Daily Telegraph and The Guardian). All are
nationally distributed with audiences from all over Canada and Britain.
While The Star’s coverage is far more locally focused than the other five
papers, it remains the largest circulating newspaper in Canada, also repre-
senting the country’s largest immigrant-receiving city. In this context,
newspapers are more useful than television broadcast transcripts because
they articulate a wider number of issues on a daily basis and are not
reliant on addressing accompanying images, which contribute to framing
effects in a way that is extremely difficult to control for in an ACA study.

While the British and Canadian news media markets are similar
enough to be grouped together under Hallin and Mancini’s “liberal
market systems” classification, they stem from two different journalistic tra-
ditions. The Canadian and British print markets are both stratified by left-
right ideology (Britain’s arguably more so); however, the British print
news market is also stratified by social class with broadsheets and tabloids
catering to two different populations.2 By contrast, the Canadian market is
much more homogenous, with major cleavages (namely language) embed-
ded in different newspapers, but not necessarily reproducing different types
of content. In this article, I exclude the mass-market national tabloid market
(or “red-tops”), popular in Britain, though far less common in Canada, as
comparability across cases would be at risk. Broadsheet newspapers, of
course, do not perfectly encapsulate the national mood, nor are they
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perfectly representatively of a country’s media landscape, but they are
“likely to embody a system’s dominant professional ideals; because of
their agenda-setting role, they are important to study in their own right”
(Benson et al., 2012: 26).

Querying the Factiva database for “immigration,” “immigrant(s),”
“immigrate(s/d/ing)” or “refugee(s)” in the headline from 1999 to 2013
yields a total of 10,542 stories, 5274 from Canadian news sources and
5268 stories from British print news sources. As previously mentioned,
the time period under investigation here is meant to capture not only immi-
gration coverage in the recent past, but also to serve as a pre/post analysis
for two major global focusing events, 9/11 and the 2005 London bombings,
both of which had implications for immigration and border security.

There are three facets to the following analysis: identifying and extract-
ing frames from the news coverage, assessing the frequency of frame cov-
erage (and its change over time), and assessing the tone of coverage (and its
change over time).3 Scholars who study framing recognize the challenges in
determining what constitutes a frame, so much so that there is variability in
the procedures suggested for identifying them in content. That said, Chong
and Druckman (2007a: 106–07) argue that there are a few shared standards,
at minimum, that must be met to identify framing in written communica-
tion. According to the authors, there must be (a) an issue or event, (b) atti-
tude(s) toward that issue or event, (c) an inductively created coding scheme
usually guided by academic and/or popular literature, (d) sources for
content analysis. Similarly, Cappella and Jamieson’s (1997) criteria for a
frame consists of: (a) identifiable conceptual and linguistic characteristics;
(b) common observation in the news media; (c) distinguishable elements
from other frames, and; (d) some measure of intersubjectivity. The ap-
proach used here adheres to these requirements and expands on a new
method (see Mahon et al., 2014) to inductively identify frames.

Discovering frames in content is, according to Gamson (1992), an in-
herently inductive approach. I use a three-stage process to inductively
extract frames from text using unsupervised computer-assisted clustering,
beginning by inductively extracting the most commonly used substantive
words and phrases from the text itself.4 I select frequently occurring
words and phrases (such as “temporary foreign worker” or “asylum claim-
ant”), excluding those that lack substantive meaning in the context (such
as “month,” “nickel” and “people”), also excluding proper nouns. Entries
are clustered according to how they relate to one another based on an under-
lying co-occurrence (Jaccard) coefficient. The result is a hierarchical cluster
analysis or dendrogram.

Hierarchical clusters or dendrograms (available in the online appendix)
are tree-like structures with clusters of words and phrases forming branches.
In this case, clusters are formed based on the correlations between words
and phrases in the same paragraph. Where there is internal consistency in
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the types of words and phrases used together each branch will correspond to
a potential frame, the topic of which can be identified through the applica-
bility of the words and phrases (for example, “joblessness,” “employment,”
“experienced labourer,” would correspond to an economic frame). The
structure of frames does not have to correspond on a one-to-one level to
known arguments or categories of discussion in the popular or academic lit-
erature.5 It is possible that more than one cluster could validate a frame if
there were strong sub-frames at play (security could be reasonably
broken up into human security and border security). As Grimmer and
Stewart point out, however, human intervention is needed to validate that
the clusters pointing to each of these branches identify a frame and are “the-
oretically interesting” (2013: 3).

Below, I summarize each country’s immigration frames derived from
the dendrograms grouped by thematic area. Similar to the policy contexts in
Britain and Canada, some shared characteristics come to light. There are
nine clusters in total in the Canadian dendrogram pointing to five thematic
issues:

- Refugee and asylum: Including discussion of human smuggling, refugee
claims/status, deportation and human rights

- Illegality and security: Including discussion of law enforcement, terror-
ism, organized crime and illegal migration

- Economic and labour considerations: Including discussion of employ-
ment, foreign credentials, demographic changes and the labour force
more broadly

- Social services: Including discussion of health care, social assistance,
language training and settlement services

- Diversity: Including discussion of visible minority status and ethnicity

The British dendrogram points to a very similar dialogue with clusters high-
lighting to the same five thematic areas with subtle but relevant distinctions
from the Canadian case.

- Refugee and asylum: Including discussion of asylum seekers, determi-
nation centres, deportation, as well as some discussion of rights and
citizenship

- Illegality and security: Including discussion of fraud, terrorism, and or-
ganized crime

- Economic and labour considerations: Including discussion of employ-
ment, demographic changes, migrant labour and the labour force more
broadly

- Social services: Including discussion of health services, social housing,
social security and claiming benefits

- Diversity: Including discussion of ethnic minorities and race relations
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With few a priori assumptions, the hierarchical clustering of media data is
observed to be similar across cases, yet there are some notable differences.
For example, in the Canadian case, the use of the phrases such as “illegal
immigrant” and “illegal migrant” are associated with the illegality frame,
whereas in Britain, they are associated both with the refugee and asylum
frame and the illegality frames. In the Canadian case terms such as
“visible minority(ies)” comprise a good number of references associated
with diversity, whereas in Britain, references are largely to “race” and
“race relations.” Finally, evidence of broad population trends such as
“birth rate” and “population growth” turn up directly in the British economic
frame, whereas they are distinct from the Canadian economic frame.

Having identified a series of frames from the texts, I create a classifi-
cation dictionary for each of the five frames (social services, economic or
labour considerations, illegality, refugee and asylum, and diversity),
coding each mention of a framing term contained in the dictionary.
Owing to the potential overlap in frame subject matter, articles could be
coded under multiple frame categories (the inclusion of a news story in
the social services frame did not preclude it from being coded in the
refugee frame if both were mentioned).

Frame Coverage over Time

Recall the initial research questions set out in the paper: how does news
media frame immigration in Canada and Britain? How have the volume
and tone of these frames changed over time? From the results below, we
can contrast the two countries’main print media outlets as pursuing two dif-
ferent strategies to framing immigration. While the Canadian print media
frame immigration in an event-driven manner, British print media show
more durable framing effects applied over extended periods of time, possi-
bly creating a more lasting impact on public perceptions of immigration
(though this hypothesis is not tested here).

Table 2 presents the proportion of articles in each paper that reference a
frame cue (that is, a framing word or phrase in the abovementioned diction-
ary). While we might anticipate left-right ideology or national consider-
ations to dictate the type and frequency of frames, Table 2 shows little
indication of such a trend. Rather, any differences, few though they may
be, are cross-national. Canadian papers reference social services frames
in the context of immigration coverage more frequently than British
papers, with the Toronto Star dedicating the highest proportion of coverage
(31.9% of all articles used a social services frame) in their immigration re-
porting, but The Telegraph, a right-of-centre paper and The Guardian using
social services frames in roughly equal amounts. Economic frames were
mentioned with nearly the same frequency in both countries with no
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indication of ideological differences in the volume of economic framing.
Illegality frames were mentioned in Canadian papers more frequently
than British papers (61% of all National Post articles on immigration,
and 57% of The Star’s immigration coverage), though with few differences
between papers that feature more liberal or conservative views. Both
Canadian and British papers rely extensively on refugee and asylum
frames; numbers are roughly similar across national papers. Finally,
Canadian papers out-report British papers on the subject of diversity,
perhaps not a surprising finding given Canada’s longstanding rhetoric of
multiculturalism and Britain’s relatively recent dialogue on the merits and
limits of multiculturalism in British society.

Disaggregating framing data by quarter in Figures 3 and 4 illustrates
comparatively how frequently each frame was used and how those rates
change over time (papers are aggregated by country). Whereas the
Canadian case shows only slight variation in the volume of social services,
economic/labour and diversity frames over time, the British case shows a
stark increase in both types of framing in the period from early 2004 to
2007, in 2010, and again in 2013. Increases in Canadian coverage are tem-
porary, lasting only a single quarter. By comparison, increases in the use of
frames in British coverage appear to be much more resilient; spikes are
more durable, lasting between two quarters to multiple years.

The illegality frame panels in Figures 3 and 4 highlight that the rate
of Canadian and British framing are almost the inverse of one another.
The frequency of the illegality frame in Canadian coverage of immigration
is highest in 1999q3, 2000q2, 2001q4 and 2010q3. Each of these represents
a focusing event: the increase in framing in 1999 was driven by coverage of
the offshore arrival of four boats containing 599 refugees fleeing the Fujian
province of China. The 2001 increase was a response to the increased rhe-
toric around potential security threats brought by new Canadians in the
post-9/11 context. The 2002 coverage focused on Mohamed Harkat, an

TABLE 2
Frame Frequency (Canada and Britain)

Social
Services*

Economy/
Labour* Illegality*

Refugee/
Asylum* Diversity*

The National Post 24.4 24.4 61.3 72.0 43.0
The Globe and Mail 28.1 26.4 45.0 69.7 42.3
The Toronto Star 31.9 27.9 57.3 65.7 42.1
The Daily Telegraph 23.8 30.2 46.9 42.3 25.3
The Guardian 23.6 27.3 44.7 55.8 31.8
The London Times 18.6 26.9 48.8 47.2 27.1

*Percentages reported in table represent % of articles in newspaper that use the framing cue at least
once. Kruskal-Wallis tests significant at the .001 level.
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FIGURE 4
Immigration Frame Coverage by Quarter (Britain)
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Algerian-born terror suspect whose residency in Canada was denied by the
Federal Court. The 2010 increase in coverage was, similar to 1999, driven
by coverage of MV Sun Sea incident, the arrival of 492 Tamil refugees off
the coast of Vancouver in August of that year. By extension, coverage of
the refugee frame is most prominent in 1999q3 and 2010q2, corresponding
to these two high profile refugee cases. In sum, immigration framing in
Canadian papers appears to be largely event driven; peaks of interest are
reasonably short-lived, with framing dropping off considerably shortly
after.

By contrast, British news media’s tendency to use illegality and
refugee frames appears less episodic than Canada’s. Whereas Canadian il-
legality framing peaked in the late 1990s and early 2000s, British framing
increases in early 2004 and remains robust until 2007. While this period in-
cludes the London underground bombings, there is no noticeable spike in
coverage for that time point (2005q2). Additionally, there is no dramatic in-
crease in the use of illegality framing post-9/11, suggesting that the attack
on the World Trade Centre did not resonate as deeply with British news
framing of immigration as it did in Canada. The use of refugee framing
shows a dramatic rise in Britain between 2004 and 2006, with another
peak in 2013q4. The earlier period follows the adoption of the 2003 and
2005 treaties of accession that opened up migration opportunities for resi-
dents of the A8 countries (those countries that joined the EU during the
2004 enlargement), whereas the 2013q4 peak in coverage was driven by ex-
ternal considerations, namely the increase in Syrian refugee applications
following mass exodus from the Assad regime. Consequently, the majority
of framing shifts were just that, shifts rather than spikes, in response to the
changing immigration framework and socio-political realities.

As previously mentioned, frames do not operate in isolation from one
another; rather some frames appear to be regularly used in tandem (see
Pearson’s R correlations in Tables 3 and 4). In Canadian immigration cov-
erage, there is a strong correlation between social services and economic
frames (r = .74, p < 0.001). However, this is overshadowed by the strength
in correlation of illegality and refugee frames (r = .89, p < 0.001). Diversity
notably positively correlates with all frames, with the exception of refugee
frames, with which it correlates negatively (r =−.46, p < 0.001), suggesting
that Canadian print media may associate coverage of multiculturalism or
ethno-racial harmony or discord with immigration, but not migration
through refugee and asylum channels. Comparatively, the British print
news appears to draw upon multiple considerations when framing immigra-
tion. The high correlation between social service and economy/labour
frames suggests that British media (like Canadian media) associate topics
such as the use of training services or access to social welfare services
with access to the labour market and economic need for migration.
Additionally, social services and economic frames are individually strongly
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correlated with illegality frames (r = .81 and .88 respectively, p < 0.001),
highlighting a discourse related to fraud or abuse of social services and
illegal access to the labour market. Finally, diversity is highly correlated
with all other frames, suggesting that ethno-racial diversity or “race rela-
tions” is salient to all discussions of immigration in the media.

Tone of Coverage over Time

Looking at the volume of coverage can shed some insight into the frequency
with which the public may be exposed to specific frames; however, assess-
ing the tone of that coverage yields valuable insights about how the valence
qualities of news coverage can impact perspectives toward immigration. As
scholars of political communication often note, text conveys information
beyond what is printed, therefore acknowledging the capacity of tone to
impact framing outcomes is essential (Pennebaker et al., 2003: 550;
Young and Soroka, 2012). To uncover the tone of immigration-related
frames, I use the Lexicoder Sentiment Dictionary (LSD), containing more
than 4500 positive and negative words used to convey sentiment. Unlike

TABLE 3
Frame Correlations (Canada) using quarterly data

Social
Services

Economy/
Labour Illegality

Refugee/
Asylum Diversity

Social Services 1.00
Economy/
Labour

.74* 1.00

Illegality .24 −.09 1.00
Refugee/Asylum .24 −.09 .89* 1.00
Diversity .66* .52* .52* −.46* 1.00

*Pearson’s R p. < 0.001.

TABLE 4
Frame Correlations (Britain) using quarterly data

Social
Services

Economy/
Labour Illegality

Refugee/
Asylum Diversity

Social Services 1.00
Economy/
Labour

.89* 1.00

Illegality .81* .88* 1.00
Refugee/Asylum .65* .76* .82* 1.00
Diversity .80* .86* .82* .77* 1.00

*Pearson’s R p. < 0.001.
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the unsupervised clustering techniques used above, the LSD takes a “bag of
words” approach to text analysis, counting all instances of positive and neg-
ative dictionary entries. A net tone score per article is then constructed by
taking the difference in the proportion of positive words and negative
words.

To reduce the chance of false attribution of tone, I apply the LSD’s pre-
processing modules to negate the impact of double negatives, homonyms or
other structural or syntax patterns. Theoretically, tone can range from +100
to −100; however, since it is unlikely for a news article to be composed en-
tirely of negative or positive words, the tendency is for net tone to range in
the low positive or negative numbers. Though this simple calculation of
tone may appear to be a bit simplistic, there is evidence that this measure
of tone measures up quite well against human coding (Young and
Soroka, 2012). Assessing tone of certain frames, such as illegality, provides
an additional challenge, namely, how to account for changes in tone in cov-
erage of a negative topic. Terms associated with these frames are likely to
influence the volume of negative coverage—after all, the words “illegal”
itself is found in the negative tone dictionary. One way to mitigate the
effects of overlap between a frame dictionary and the negative tone diction-
ary is to remove words or phrases from the negative tone dictionary that are
also present in the other dictionaries. This treats words in the individual
frame dictionaries as neutral and only takes the surrounding vocabulary
as a measure of change.

Figure 5 compares aggregate article tone of Canadian and British print
news coverage of immigration. The data suggest that, while Canadian news
coverage of immigration is generally more positive than its British counter-
part, it was markedly less so in the years following 9/11. Given the context,
it is possible that particular frames are driving the negative tone of aggre-
gate immigration coverage. Figure 6 looks at the trends associated with
average tone scores by frame. To ensure that the tone reported is specific
to the actual frames, I use the Lexicoder sentence proximity module,
which allows the tone dictionary to measure only the sentences that
include a framing term. In other words, this approach centres in on words
and phrases specifically used in close proximity to frame cues.

Figure 6 confirms the assumption that illegality and refugee frames are
driving the downward trend in Canadian framing of immigration. Indeed, it
is possible that the negative coverage of these two frames may have had
some carryover effects to other frames as social services and diversity
frames were also markedly more negative in the period following the
1999 Chinese refugee event and 9/11 than they were from 2004 onwards.
This contrasts with the earlier finding that Canadian news framing of immi-
gration is episodic. However, the data also suggest that, while there was
little resilience in the content of framing, negative tone was more resilient
in the wake of these events. Post-2004, however, there is a positive turn
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in the tone of immigration framing across all frames. Indeed, framing of
social services, economy and labour, and diversity all show an upward
trend in the tone of coverage.

The tone of British coverage, by comparison, suggests a generally
more negative take on immigration, regardless of which frame is in use.
While illegality and refugee framing appear to be the most negative, all
five frames consistently cue negative language. Diversity framing takes a
particularly negative turn after 2003. This change may be on account of
its connection with illegality and refugee framing (recall diversity’s
strong correlation with these frames), or it could equally be a reflection
of media perceptions of the impact of increased ethno-racial diversity on
British society. Similarly, 2003 also marks the beginning of an era
wherein the number of British immigrants surges above 500,000 per
year, suggesting that a heightened rate of immigration may have prompted
concern over the amount of diversity in Britain (though see Lawlor, 2015,
for an assessment of the impact of migration numbers on framing).

In sum, Canada and Britain function as a useful set of comparable
cases insofar as they share similarities in the frames used in mainstream
print media, but present stark differences in the variability of tone of

FIGURE 5
Aggregate Tone of Coverage (Canada and Britain)
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framing. Additionally, correlations among frames suggest that immigration
has been framed in ways that are not necessarily competitive; rather, they
appear to be quite complementary to one another. There is considerable
support for the idea that negative security and refugee framing drives cov-
erage, but there is sufficient variation in tone to conclude that immigration is
not always dominated by negative framing of migrants as security threats.
Frames that cue considerations around access to social programs and the
economic benefits of migration continuously occupy a place in immigration
coverage and, in Britain, these considerations appear to be increasing.

Discussion

The focus of this article was to cast a longitudinal gaze on the framing of
immigration across two immigrant-receiving countries: Canada and
Britain. In doing so, this article articulates a useful way to extract frames
from media reports and highlights two of the chief considerations—
volume and tone of coverage—for scholars who want to investigate the
real-world impact of immigration. Though results are necessarily presented
at the aggregate level given the ACA framework used, the implications for
future work are manifold.

This study yields several key findings around the content of frames, the
volume of their usage and the differences in their application in terms of
tone. First, despite substantial differences in immigration levels, the
volume and origin of migrants, as well as public opinion, the frames used
in immigration coverage are consistent across British and Canadian broad-
sheet news. Inductive techniques yielded five clear frames that facilitated
comparability. While there were subtle differences in the way that diction-
ary terms clustered together, there was sufficient similarity to further vali-
date a cross-country comparison with empirical evidence.

Second, differences lie in the event-driven framing style typical of
Canadian papers and the British media’s over-time shift in the use of
frames. Whereas Canadian coverage is driven by a focusing event such
as a terror attack or a large-scale refugee claim, Britain has seen more
durable changes in the volume of framing, particularly in the period sur-
rounding the expansion of the British immigration regime to EU countries.
Additionally, framing of the illegality aspects of immigration in British
news are being challenged by economically and social services oriented
frames, suggesting that immigration is increasingly considered by the
media as a multi-faceted domestic policy issue.

This cross-national difference may, in part, be explained by Canada’s
larger social safety net and Britain’s reluctance to provide social benefits to
newcomers. Whereas Canada offers a variety of settlement services, includ-
ing language training, health care and education (Tolley, 2011; Tossutti,
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2012), the British government has been adamant in its refusal to provide
language training or settlement services for immigrants (Bleich, 2003;
Siemiatycki and Triadafilopoulos, 2010). One might expect the relatively
positive Canadian experience with newcomer integration to be the focus
of a great deal of news coverage; however, it may be that positive experi-
ences are simply less newsworthy. Additionally, while news coverage of
immigration is negative in discussions of refugee and illegality in both
countries, it is far more positive when discussions about the economy or
social services are queued, suggesting that even in a context such as
Britain, where immigration frames are largely characterized negatively,
certain frames routinely prompt less negative observations.

Third, findings suggest that even countries that pride themselves on a
predominantly positive modern history with immigration should be aware
that there remains a strong undercurrent of negative debate in the main-
stream news that cannot simply be attributed to those who are “anti-migra-
tion.” While casual observers of the two countries’ politics may adhere to
the notion that Britain is less tolerant of migration to its shores based on
public opinion, Canadians should reflect carefully on how the media
frame immigration and the impact they may have on future public
opinion. Canadian print media’s refugee framing is, on balance, negative.
This observation should caution Canadians—political pundits, academics
or citizens—making broad claims about the comparative depths of
Canadian tolerance. It may be that Canadians assert a different level of ac-
ceptance of refugees than they do of immigrants. This is an important dis-
tinction particularly in the face of expansion of the refugee acceptance
program under the present Conservative government and the maintenance
of immigration numbers at roughly the same level in the past 20 years.

Fourth, it is evident that immigration framing is vulnerable to the jour-
nalistic and editorial predilection for conflict. It remains that, of the five
frames studied here, illegality and refugee framing form the majority of
frames in both media environments. Stories of crime and fraud or those ref-
erencing the plights of refugees dominate the headlines and, while there is
no evidence that immigrants or refugees are more responsible for crime or
fraud than other citizens, the volume and tone of these types of frames has
the potential to impact perceptions of how immigrants and refugees fit into
British and Canadian society. Given the tendencies of broadsheet newspa-
pers to focus on some of the more sensational aspects of immigration, one
wonders how framing might play out in the tabloid media. A comparison of
broadsheet and tabloid newspapers, particularly in Britain where, as of
writing, they make up the top six circulating papers in Britain, would
present a valuable companion study.

One final contribution of this paper is the method of identifying and
extracting frames using inductive techniques. This approach removes
much of the potential bias of researchers selecting frames based only on
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deductive reasoning (that is, the selection of frames based only in or creat-
ing framing dictionaries using terms they favour or have found prevalent in
their own research). While it does not represent the only way to reliably
extract frames, it does meet the varying criteria set out by scholars in the
field (Cappella and Jamieson, 1997; Chong and Druckman, 2007a), and
has the advantage of being useful across framing studies, not only with
respect to immigration studies.

With the proliferation of formal and informal international commit-
ments to the acceptance of immigrants and refugees across Western
nations, it is expected that Canada and Britain will continue to be among
the top immigrant-receiving countries in the world. Consequently, an appre-
ciation of the driving forces behind media’s portrayal of migrant groups will
provide scholars with the required contextualization to understand the per-
missiveness or restrictive nature of public policy making. This analysis
deepens our understanding of media discourses on immigration and provides
insights into the narrative environment within which policy makers operate
when addressing issues related to immigration. Future research would do
well to link these findings to individual level perceptions on the impact of
media intake on perceptions of the place of migrants in society.

Notes

1 This paper offers an analysis of English language media only to present comparable
results across countries. French translation was neither possible nor a desirable solution
because of the challenges associated with comparing word choice and tone across lan-
guages. Therefore readers should take note that results are not generalizable to Quebec.

2 The British tabloid system can also be seen as stratified with the regional or mid-market
tabloids (for example, the Birmingham Mail) catering to local audiences with coverage
of local news, and the “red-top” national tabloids such as the Daily Mail catering to the
wider population, but with a more heightened emphasis on the sensationalization of
media stories.

3 Many ACA packages exist on the market; I use Provalis Research’s WordStat package
for its hierarchical clustering features, which assists in identifying frames from a large
body of text.

4 I leave it up to individual researchers to determine what is “substantive” in their issue
area given the unique narrative around each policy domain. For instance, in the
domain of immigration, words such as “asylum,” “border” and “multicultural” have
great significance; these however, would be all but meaningless in the context of
fiscal policy. To prevent the inclusion of unrelated or unnecessary words, I used
WordStat’s exclusion lists.

5 It is also unnecessary for each cluster to “perfectly” represent a thematic area. For
example: some clusters that appear thematically oriented toward one subject (for
example, the economic aspect of migration) may include one or two words that
would instinctively belong to another cluster (for example, health or welfare, which
would normally be thought to correspond to social programs). This occurs because
many articles contain references to multiple themes, and/or articles that are primarily
about one subject may link in secondary subjects to better situate their story.
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