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Abstract 

How can we understand the success of migration narratives in traditional media and on social 
media in Germany? To answer this question, three events are studied across German 
newspapers and TV broadcasters as well as Twitter: the debates over taking in refugees from 
the Moria camp after a devastating fire in September 2020; the introduction of a new integration 
law in 2016; and the terrorist attack on a Christmas market in Berlin in December 2016. This 
report uses a mixed qualitative and quantitative analysis across the media covered, 
complemented by 12 in-depth interviews with journalists from traditional German media. The 
results show that newspaper and television reporting follows traditional news values in 
determining narrative success, almost completely without including the voices of migrants; 
Twitter, on the other hand, tends to polarise debates, elevating extreme positions and scandal 
to the strongest success factors of narratives. For migrants to be heard in either context 
depends on fulfilling hegemonic expectations regarding their positionality and frames used in 
their narratives. 

 

Keywords: migration, narratives, media, social media, Germany, Moria camp, Integration 
Law, Christmas market, terrorist attack 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Research design and its rationale  

The three cases studied in this report were chosen to represent the 3 subgenres at the focus 
of WP3. ‘Moria is burning’ represents a striking case of crisis at the EU border, raising 
questions of border management, solidarity, and resettlement within the EU. On the one hand, 
it points to larger issues of European migration policy and moral responsibility, while on the 
other hand it shows local, municipal initiatives to take in and shelter refugees. Case 2, focusing 
on the negotiations and implementation of the new German ‘Integrationsgesetz’, represents a 
case of legal regularisation/integration after 2015. It highlights the law-making process in which 
politics, civil society and migrant NGOs participate over an extended period of time, rather than 
a short-term crisis. This case study also demonstrates the tensions around ‘rights’ and 
‘privileges’ as well ‘duties’ or ‘restrictions’ imposed on migrants in the name of integration. Case 
study 3, ‘A terrorist attack on a Christmas market’, shows the reactions of German society 
across politics, civil society, NGOs and migrant communities to an Islamist terrorist attack. It 
highlights aspects of solidarity and scapegoating, security and insecurity. 

In line with BRIDGES’ main research goals, this report addresses the following research 
questions: 

 Who are the voices that gain access to the public arena and which structural positions 
and strategies allow them to shape prevailing narratives; 

 Where narratives emerge and what is their path across different social actors, media, 
and platforms; 

 What are the features behind the relative success of competing narratives, whether in 
the realm of news-making routines, commercial considerations, political opportunities, 
or story qualities; 

 When, that is in which contexts and circumstances, certain narratives obtain a 
competitive edge.   

In terms of methodology, in each event, we gathered and analysed all the pertinent and related 
news published during the period by major newspapers and prime-time TV shows, covering 
different political orientations and ownership situations.  

In Germany, as in other European countries, newspapers and weekly magazines still exert 
substantial influence on public discourse, despite studies that suggest that public visibility in 
terms of circulation has fallen (Conboy, 2010). We decided to cover a broad range of traditional 
news media, because (1) the media landscape in Germany is comparatively more regionalised 
and scattered than in the other countries investigated in the BRIDGES project, and (2) in order 
to include as many texts as possible to discover a wide range of narratives. The following 9 
newspapers were included in our data collection, which represent outlets with the highest sales 
figures in order to substantiate the claim of impact by the produced narratives: 

 Bild (right; tabloid) 
 Der Spiegel (left; quality) 
 Die Welt (right; quality) 
 Focus (tending to the right; mix quality/tabloid) 
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 Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (tending to the right; quality) 
 Handelsblatt (tending to the right; quality) 
 Süddeutsche Zeitung (tending to the left; quality) 
 Die Tageszeitung (taz) (left; mixed quality/tabloid) 
 Die Zeit (tending to the left; quality) 

In addition, the following 4 television networks were considered, thus in total we can claim 
having covered the “Leitmedien” (leading sources of media; trend-setters for other media), 
which are regarded by political actors as “agenda-setters” (Vollmer and Karakayali 2017) 

 ZDF (public broadcaster; tending to the right) 
 ARD (public broadcaster; tending to the left) 
 RTL (private broadcaster; right) 
 SAT1 (private broadcaster; center) 

The final media-related parameter we considered was the political leanings or orientations. As 
the German media landscape does not manifest a strict division in terms of left – centre – right 
in this regard, we applied what might be considered a 5-point rather than 3-point gradient: left 
– tending to the left – centre – tending to the right – right.  

Since the significance of images is growing in means of communication and the media as such 
(Haas & Wischermann 2015), we have not confined our analysis to text content but also 
included visualizations, which often play a role in signifying the use and meaning of metaphors 
or other narrative symbols. 

The identification of the newspaper and television news items was carried out through the 
digital databases of the respective newspapers and channels, as Google proved unreliable. 
As expected, some of the news items were repeated across multiple channels (copying or 
rewriting news agency material), but we opted to include all of these to capture the breadth of 
all narratives included.  

Our first qualitative reading of the newspaper and television items provided a general picture 
of each case and allowed us to draw a general outline of the topical shifts (timeline) within the 
period established for each case. As the second analytical step, the coding sheet was 
completed with all relevant items regarding the narratives’ features and frames. As the third 
step, we analysed the 100 most shared messages written on Twitter in the exact same time 
frames as those chosen for newspapers and TV, retrieved by means of keywords that matched 
the text or the hashtag. Each case study report below states the details of the timeframes and 
keywords, as well as the overall amount of news from the traditional media. In total, for the 
three events, 1022 news items and 300 tweets were analysed.   

Finally, for each case study, we conducted several semi-structured interviews with 
stakeholders who had been involved in the events defining the case studies. This included 
journalists, members of civil society, public authorities, and NGOs. This facilitated a variety of 
perspectives and proved crucial in understanding the process of narrative production and 
impact. A total of 11 interviews were conducted. Not all invitations for interviews were 
accepted, due to the sensitivity of the topics. The list of interviewees is given in the Appendix. 
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TABLE 1. Number of data for each case study 

 

2. Case Studies  

2.1 Case Study 1: Moria is burning - Solidarity with refugees 

The refugee camp known as ‘Moria Reception and Identification Center’, or simply ‘Moria’, was 
the largest refugee camp in Europe until it was destroyed by a fire in September 2020. It was 
located outside the village of Moria or Mória near Mytilene on the Greek island of Lesbos. Its 
construction, using fences and barbed wire, led many observers to describe it as a prison (The 
National Herald 2018). In the wake of the 2015 refugee movement, it served as a European 
Union ‘hotspot’, i.e., a crucial locale in the ‘management’ of migration flows to Europe along its 
external borders. 

In the years of its existence, the camp had become notorious for the appalling conditions in 
which refugees had to live, but it was also regarded as symbolizing ‘Fortress Europe’ – in both 
positive and negative connotations. Indeed, the term – or its German equivalent ‘Festung 
Europa’ – had first been taken up positively by politicians in the German-speaking context in 
the wake of 2015, after previously being linked predominantly to Nazi diction. Indeed, in 2019, 
Jean Ziegler, vice-chairman of the committee of experts advising the UN Human Rights 
Council, described the camp as “the recreation of a concentration camp on European soil” 
(Ziegler 2019, 2020). 

The camp had been built for around 3,000 people, but there were more than 20,000 living there 
when it burned down. Because of overcrowding, the camp had expanded into a nearby olive 
grove, where makeshift huts were constructed of pallets and tarps. No running water or heating 
was provided, and the people detained there had to gather firewood to provide warmth. 
Residents of the nearby village reported a growing number of break-ins, vandalism, and looting 
– which dominated media reports for some time before the fire, along with the squalid living 
conditions as well as the inaction of authorities.  

When cases of Covid-19 started to spread, the entire camp was placed under lockdown, but 
the underlying lack of healthcare and sanitation were not addressed. An unknown number of 
people living in the camp protested the situation. On 8 September 2020, a fire, allegedly set 
by a group of migrants in the context of these protests, quickly got out of control and engulfed 
most of the camp. Attempts to control the fire having failed, the camp had to be evacuated and 
was subsequently abandoned. Although several ships were sent to help shelter the migrants, 
and some emergency shelters were put up, the vast majority of the camp’s population was left 

 Moria is burning Integration Law Terrorist attack Total 

Newspaper 
texts 

408 292 301 1001 

TV news 6 8 7 21 

Interviews 4 4 4 12 
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‘homeless’ or, rather, with no shelter, sanitary facilities or healthcare – with Covid-19 cases 
spiking. During protests in the following days, Greek police fired tear gas at migrants to subdue 
what Greek authorities saw as riots. Four Afghan men were formally charged with arson for 
allegedly starting the fire. Two other migrants, both aged 17, which is below the age of full adult 
criminal responsibility in Greece, were also allegedly involved in starting the fire, and were held 
in police detention. 

Among the population of Moria camp at the time of the fire were around 7,000 minors (under 
the age of 18). Although there was a general outcry and pledges to help, such public and 
especially political responses to the situation focused on the ‘children of Moria’. At the same 
time, discussions began around who was responsible for the catastrophe and the larger 
failures of European migration policies underlying it. In Germany, several NGOs and civil 
society initiatives organized public protests or demonstrations of solidarity, calling for a quick 
response by German politics in the form of aid on Lesbos and, mainly, taking in some of the 
refugees formerly detained in the Moria camp. On the political level, an interesting split 
appeared: the municipal governments of several large cities in Germany (mainly in the Western 
states) announced their willingness, indeed desire, to take in and house some of these 
migrants; at the federal level, however, a lengthy back and forth between parties and state 
governments ensued, which eventually resulted in a fixed number of children – and only 
children – being flown to Germany.  

These political debates were very much about the strategic and ideological positioning of the 
respective political actors, rather than about pragmatically helping; being seen as helping 
rather than actually helping quickly. They were accompanied by discussion of individual blame 
and political responsibility, of deservingness/worthiness, and of the (leading) role of Germany 
in EU aid efforts and migration policy development. 

a) Representation: Main, collateral, and counter-narratives in traditional and social 
media  

Narratives in traditional media  

For this case study, we selected all pertinent newspaper articles and salient TV shows 
combining political news and studio debates that covered the events as they unfolded, 
beginning with the first reports of the fire on 9 September and ending three weeks later, when 
media attention had shifted elsewhere. We confirmed this timeframe for sampling by using the 
keywords ‘Moria’ and ‘Feuer’ the relevant media databases, finding the last news items on 30 
September 2020. A total of 414 texts were included in all sample, averaging almost 20 texts 
published per day. With more than 75% of these texts published within the first week (9 – 16 
September), we see a strongly declining reporting activity after the initial outcry.  

The newspapers we sampled differed widely in terms of how many articles they published on 
the events, ranging from a high 21 articles in the Süddeutsche Zeitung on 9 September to a 
low 1 article in the Handelsblatt on 10 September. As indicated above, the overall frequency 
declined over time, with some newspapers ceasing to cover the events as early as 16 
September. Apart from a large share of online-only articles, the majority of items (roughly two 
thirds) published appeared on the first three pages of the newspapers, especially at the 
beginning of the time period covered.  
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Regarding the three weeks’ worth of news reporting represented in our data, we recognized a 
relatively clear development or shift of interest. This was partly due to the fact that the media 
followed events as they unfolded, in Greece as well as in Germany, but a certain portion of 
articles (roughly 15%) seems to have been independent of this – in other words, they did not 
report on or respond immediately to events unfolding but rather reflected on underlying issues, 
background information, or the larger political situation (EU migration policy, German politics 
or Germany’s role in Europe). Additionally, these stages are not to be understood as discrete 
or clearly delineated: not every medium moved at the same speed, and even within a single 
medium, articles might belong to several of these stages on the same day. For instance, 
narratives of human suffering persist in many of the media we observed, even if they were 
dominant in the first phase of reporting. Nevertheless, we recognise a clear tendency. 

The stages we identified are: (1) fellow human beings are suffering, especially children; (2) 
because the migrants living in Moria have lost everything, there is an undeniable need for 
speedy humanitarian help; German civil society is protesting/organizing solidarity 
demonstrations; (3) Greek authorities have failed; EU/European politics has failed; migrants 
on Lesbos are protesting and clashing with Greek police; (4) German and European politicians 
are debating about help/numbers rather than actually helping; the question whether Germany 
should lead the efforts to help, if need be alone, or wait for other EU member states and act in 
concert; (5) beyond immediate help, we must be concerned about the moral implications, so-
called European values are at stake; (6) future European migration/refugee policy; arrests for 
arson.  

Significantly, we also discovered striking similarities in the narratives across most if not all of 
the media considered. This is evident from the strong focus on human suffering, the agreement 
that the EU/Europe has failed in its policies and is therefore at least partly responsible for the 
humanitarian catastrophe, the agreement that - beyond this international dimension - Greek 
authorities carry a concrete responsibility and blame for the events, and the consensus that 
such a catastrophe was easy to predict and one should have seen this coming. 

Nevertheless, there were some notable – if expected, because in line with previous studies on 
the German newspaper landscape (Schrag 2017) – differences between tabloid and quality 
media regarding their reporting on the Moria case: tabloid reporting remained more focused 
on human suffering over time, especially individuals and families. The most notable case (see 
below) here is ‘the blonde girl of Moria’ as the ‘face’ of the humanitarian catastrophe, which 
tabloid Bild focused on in its narrativization of the events. Bild journalists were also unanimous 
in that Germany should help, yet being unclear on how exactly help could be provided. 
Nevertheless, tabloids placed blame and responsibility elsewhere, most prominently blaming 
the Greek authorities, Brussels (meaning the EU in some sense) and, in the late stages of our 
time window, the migrant protestors and alleged arsonists. Regarding the question whether 
Germany should lead humanitarian efforts, there was some disagreement among the tabloid’s 
writers, even if none outright opposed taking in children from Moria. 

In contrast, quality media focused their attention much more on the European level, 
narrativizing the underlying issues or failures of European migrant/refugee policy. They also 
gave much attention to the internal political debates in Germany and among EU institutions 
regarding policy, particularly regarding party politics. Interestingly, quality media also gave 
more space to the solidarity protests organised in Germany. Like the tabloids, their articles 
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indicate some division over how and how much Germany should help; but they were much 
more strongly divided about whether Germany should take the lead (Alleingang). 

Left or left-leaning media were quickest and strongest in condemning international politics for 
ignoring the situation or having created it in the first place, and they were most strongly in 
favour of helping, even if this meant German doing it first or doing it alone, a German 
‘Alleingang’. Media at the centre were also clearly in favour of helping but focused on debating 
how and questioned whether taking people in was necessary. More right-leaning and right 
(including neoliberal) newspapers tended to argue against taking more migrants into Germany, 
with the possible exception of children. Right-learning media most openly opposed a German 
leadership in humanitarian aid/taking in refugees. As might be expected, the media also 
reported differently along political lines about the internal political debates in Germany, aligning 
more or less with conservative, liberal or social-democratic party lines. The media’s reporting 
about solidarity protests in Germany was generally positive, but the migrants’ protests on 
Lesbos were seen more critically by right-leaning media and linked to suspected arson. 

Characters, Settings, Emotions 

Narrative 1. ‘Refugee camp Moria is aflame’ 

The first story to dominate traditional media was the fire itself. The emphasis here is on the 
destructive force of the fire, the danger it represents to the migrants living in the camp, the 
apparent inability of local authorities to stop it, and migrants escaping the burning camp. In this 
narrative frame, which cuts across all media we considered, the main characters are migrants, 
first responders like firefighters, police and ambulances; minor characters are political actors 
(here we distinguish between European, Greek and German political actors) as well as NGOs. 
We discuss the frequency of these characters in percent (rounded values), rather than absolute 
numbers, because of the varying intensity of reporting and hence number of articles/texts per 
medium; this normalizes the frequencies, making them better comparable across media. (For 
each of these narratives, the texts and respective statistics included are a subset of the total 
414 texts in this case study, i.e., only those texts in which the respective narrative appears.)  

TABLE 2. Types of characters by news outlet in percent (based on frequency in texts) 

Outlet Migrants First 
responders 

Political actors 

European - Greek - 
German 

NGOs Total 

Bild  76 12 - 4 - 8 100 

Spiegel 70 10 4 6 4 6 100 

Die Welt 68 5 10 5 4 8 100 

Focus 69 8 7 4 3 9 100 
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Frankfurter 
Allgemeine 
Zeitung 

76 9 3 2 4 6 100 

Handelsblatt 88 8 - - - 4 100 

Süddeutsche 
Zeitung 

78 6 - 8 2 6 100 

taz  75 7 4 6 4 4 100 

Die Zeit 81 5 4 3 4 3 100 

ZDF 54 12 8 4 12 10 100 

ARD 50 9 9 10 9 13 100 

RTL 73 4 8 2 4 9 100 

SAT1 66 6 4 8 10 6 100 

 

The category ‘migrants’ in this case usually encompasses an unidentified number of refugees, 
a collectivized actor. Only rarely, at this point in time, are there individual migrants mentioned. 
Even the images used almost always depict exclusively the fire, the burning camp, or the camp 
before the fire. Human figures in these images are rare and seem almost incidental. 

PICTURE 1. Moria burning  

 

Source: Spiegel, 10.9.2020 
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PICTURE 2. Blaze consuming Moria camp 

 

Source: Süddeutsche, 10.9.2020 

PICTURE 3. Moria burning in the background, migrants escaping 

 

Source: Bild, 10.9.2020 

For this particular narrative, the primary setting was always the camp, followed by Lesbos and 
Greece as secondary settings. Although Moria is, of course, on Lesbos and Lesbos, in turn, is 
in Greece, different foci were identifiable as to where the narrative was set or related to. 
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TABLE 3. Settings 

Outlet Camp 
Moria 

Lesbos Greece Total 

Bild  92 6 2 100 

Spiegel 90 8 2 100 

Die Welt 85 9 6 100 

Focus 91 5 4 100 

Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung 

97 2 1 100 

Handelsblatt 100 - - 100 

Süddeutsche Zeitung 92 8 - 100 

taz  94 3 3 100 

Die Zeit 89 2 9 100 

ZDF 64 20 16 100 

ARD 70 19 11 100 

RTL 94 6 - 100 

SAT1 86 13 11 100 

 

Overall, this narrative was always conveyed with emotions of shock, sympathy and alarm or 
concern for the migrants living in the camp. Many media, including but not limited to the tabloid 
Bild, used metaphorical or figurative language to highlight the catastrophe, describing the fire 
as ‘hell’ among other things. 

Narrative 2. ‘Migrants are fleeing the fire, having lost everything, and becoming homeless’ 

The second main narrative appears almost immediately after the first (10 September) and, in 
terms of time period, overlaps with stories about the fire destroying the camp itself. Here, 
migrants are the only main characters; minor characters are first responders, NGOs and 
political actors in Greece, Europe and Germany.  
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TABLE 4. Types of characters by news outlet in percent 

Outlet Migrants First 
responders 

Political actors 

European – Greek – 
German 

NGOs Total 

Bild  87 4 1 2 2 4 100 

Spiegel 90 2 2 2 2 2 100 

Die Welt 87 3 2 1 4 3 100 

Focus 76 5 5 3 5 6 100 

Frankfurter 
Allgemeine 
Zeitung 

88 6 1 2 2 1 100 

Handelsblatt 94 4 - - 2 - 100 

Süddeutsche 
Zeitung 

88 2 1 2 6 1 100 

taz  81 5 2 2 6 4 100 

Die Zeit 79 7 4 3 4 3 100 

ZDF 62 8 4 2 14 6 100 

ARD 73 4 8 2 4 9 100 

RTL 82 4 2 2 8 2 100 

SAT1 73 4 6 3 8 6 100 

 

With this second narrative, we are starting to see a lot more individualized figures among the 
migrants, with individual stories and accompanying images. However, there are also still many 
linguistic references and photographs that show unidentified token figures. There is already a 
tendency for images to focus on children and/or families. 
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PICTURE 4. Moria has been destroyed 

 

Source: FAZ, 12.9.2020 

PICTURE 5. Migrants saving their possessions after Moria fire 

 

Source: taz, 12.9.2020 

The setting for this narrative is invariably the camp and its immediate surrounding, with no 
secondary settings identified. Hence, we provide no statistics on this aspect. Regarding 
emotions, this narrative focuses on human suffering, in particular loss and despair alongside 
physical deprivation and hardship. 
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Narrative 3. ‘German civil society is protesting/organizing solidarity demonstrations’ 

The third narrative centres on a number of public protests, demonstration or marches for 
solidarity with migrants affected by the fire in Moria, sometimes more generally solidarity with 
refugees or migrants in general, organized by NGOs or civil society in German cities, including 
Hamburg, Cologne and Berlin. These protests were mainly organized via social media and 
characterized by their openness; none of these protests were organized or affiliated with an 
established political party in Germany. Many of the news items we analysed emphasized these 
aspects. 

PICTURE 6. Solidarity protests in Hamburg 

 

Source: Welt, 13.9.2020 

Except for the protesters in Germany, the set of characters with this narrative is similar to 
others included in this case study; however, the overall focus on the protesters as primary 
character is particularly strong. Secondary characters, if present at all, are much less frequently 
included. The protesters are almost always collectivised, individual voices are rare. 

TABLE 5. Types of characters by news outlet in percent 

Outlet Protesters 
in 

Germany 

Migrants Political actors 

European – Greek – 
German 

NGOs Total 

Bild  76 18 - - 6 - 100 

Spiegel 82 20 - - 4 4 100 

Die Welt 60 22 - - 10 8 100 
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Focus 71 15 2 - 8 4 100 

Frankfurter 
Allgemeine 
Zeitung 

88 4 - - 2 - 100 

Handelsblatt - - - - - - - 

Süddeutsche 
Zeitung 

76 12 2 - 6 4 100 

taz  80 6 4 - 6 4 100 

Die Zeit 86 4 - - 4 6 100 

ZDF 68 20 - 2 10 - 100 

ARD 73 12 - - 9 6 100 

RTL 94 4 - - 2 - 100 

SAT1 88 8 - - 4 - 100 

 

The setting for this narrative is always in Germany, but varies between major German cities: 
Hamburg, Cologne, Leipzig, Berlin. This relates to the localised media landscape in German, 
with local news receiving considerable attention; hence, these protests are mainly treated in 
isolation and not as a German-wide phenomenon.  

The emotions carried with this narrative are predominantly positive, but sometimes the 
journalists’ attitude is that of neutral reporting matter-of-factly. There is no negative evaluation 
of the protests or their demands. 

Narrative 4. ‘Greek authorities have failed; EU/European politics has failed’ 

Approximately 3 days after the fire started, narratives about responsibility and blame come to 
the foreground and remain an important part of news reporting for more than a week. There is 
intense debate about who is to blame, although there is almost universal agreement that blame 
must be assigned right from the start. This narrative is often linked with (and appears together, 
in the same texts) with narratives about actions that need to be taken and the future of 
European migration policy. All media under consideration at some point tell this story, but some 
focus more on Greek and others more on EU/European responsibility. German responsibility 
as such is not foregrounded but included or implied with EU/European responsibility. This is 
reflected in the frequency of characters and the way blame is constructed as either immediate 
(physical, management of Moria, inaction) or political (policy, watching, knowing but not 
acting). Both NGOs and German political actors appear here also as accusers, giving evidence 
of who is responsible; the affected migrants themselves, however, appear as passive carriers 
of suffering without a voice. 
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TABLE 6. Types of characters by news outlet in percent 

Outlet Political actors 

European    –     Greek    –   German 

Migrants NGOs Total 

Bild  22 50 8 16 4 100 

Spiegel 48 18 10 22 2 100 

Die Welt 42 29 12 17 8 100 

Focus 38 28 15 11 12 100 

Frankfurter 
Allgemeine 
Zeitung 

54 22 10 8 6 100 

Handelsblatt 40 31 14 10 5 100 

Süddeutsche 
Zeitung 

30 26 28 8 8 100 

taz  52 21 9 8 10 100 

Die Zeit 39 17 18 8 18 100 

ZDF 38 28 15 11 12 100 

ARD 48 18 10 22 2 100 

RTL 20 52 8 16 4 100 

SAT1 48 28 10 8 6 100 

 

The setting for failure/inaction varies or combines the local (Moria, Lesbos), the national 
(Greece) as well as the international level (EU/Europe) and here specifically the EU’s external 
borders. 

TABLE 7. Settings 

Handelsblatt 47 41 12 100

Süddeutsche 

Zeitung 50 36 14 100

taz  62 31 7 100

Die Zeit 49 27 24 100

ZDF 42 34 24 100

ARD 58 28 14 100

RTL 22 52 26 100  
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Emotions constitute a highly interesting aspect of this narrative and are prominent even in the 
headlines: shame, guilt or blame, regret, anger and sadness dominate the reporting here. More 
generally, the attitude taken by many commentators is unbelieving, as if to say: ‘it was obvious 
to anyone that something like this was going to happen, and yet nothing was done to prevent 
it’. While concrete blame is laid with different actors, there is a general consensus in Germany 
that this humanitarian catastrophe is at least partly a European shame, having been caused 
or at least not prevented despite knowing better by European politics. This narrative often links 
with stories (or reflections) on European values or morals. 

Narrative 5. ‘Migrants on Lesbos are protesting and clashing with Greek police’ 

Following unfolding events, this narrative is comparatively controversial in this otherwise 
consensus-revealing case study: While most media report on the protests of migrants, and on 
the clashes with police, different perspectives are taken on the clashes. Some media, most 
notable left-leaning newspapers, emphasise that the Greek police are using tear gas without 
need, while more right-leaning media and television networks construe the migrant protesters 
as making it difficult for local authorities to help them. Statistically, this does not manifest in 
any significant difference in frequencies but is visible in closer linguistic scrutiny such as 
transitivity analysis, focusing on which participant in the verb phrase does what and to whom. 

TABLE 8. Characters 

Outlet Migrants Greek police Greek politicians NGOs

Bild  65 31 4 ‐ 100

Spiegel 72 20 8 ‐ 100

Die Welt 68 24 8 100

Focus 62 22 14 2 100

Frankfurter 

Allgemeine 

Zeitung 69 19 7 5 100

Handelsblatt 78 22 ‐ ‐ 100

Süddeutsche 

Zeitung 66 19 11 4 100

taz  62 31 7 ‐ 100

Die Zeit 54 29 15 2 100

ZDF 61 26 13 ‐ 100

ARD 69 20 11 ‐ 100

RTL 41 43 16 ‐ 100

SAT1 42 46 12 ‐ 100  

The setting in these stories is always Moria and the surrounding area, with no relevant 
statistical deviations. 

 

 

 

 



 

20 

PICTURE 7. Protesting migrants clash with police 

 

Source: Bild, 13.9.2020 

PICTURE 8. Migrants protesting 

 

Source: focus, 10.9.2020 

The emotions conveyed with these narratives vary significantly, and they do so more or less 
along political leanings of the media under consideration. The more right-wing the medium, the 
more clearly the protests are painted in a negative light as violent, unhelpful or downright 
ungrateful – despite the fact that Greek authorities have clearly not been handling the situation 
well, something that the very same media acknowledge to varying degrees in other news items. 
In contrast, left leaning media like Spiegel, taz or Die Zeit criticise the Greek authorities for 
using tear gas and escalating the clashes. 

Narrative 6. ‘German and European politicians are debating about help/numbers rather than 
actually helping’ 

This narrative becomes more and more dominant over time and persists even after the number 
of persons to be taken in has been agreed on, focusing on Germany-specific debates between 
political parties on the federal or state-level over whether and how many migrants from Moria 
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should be taken in. From early on, there is a focus on migrant children, so the numbers are 
largely to be understood as referring to children only. With reports over these debates often 
come evaluations of the specific positions taken by politicians, but more generally there is a 
negative evaluation of the fact that there is such a debate in the first place – this becomes 
more critical the more protracted the debate becomes. This narrative is strongly connected to 
questions of responsibility and of Germany leading European efforts of humanitarian aid or 
even carrying out such efforts alone (see below). As might be expected, the political leanings 
of the news media tend to determine these evaluations, with more left-leaning media criticising 
those suggesting smaller numbers or none, and more right-leaning media criticising those 
political actors demanding larger numbers. None of the media under consideration argue for 
not helping at all, but the more conservative ones at least occasionally suggest that Germany 
has done enough in recent years to help migrants, especially in 2015/2016, or more than 
enough compared to other European countries, and that it is therefore time for others to step 
up. The significant deviation here is the tabloid newspaper Bild, which despite its right-wing, 
conservative orientation is strongly in favour of helping children specifically.  

Narrative 7. ‘Germany should lead the efforts to help, if necessary, alone, or wait for other EU 
member states and act in concert’ 

This narrative is more prominent in quality media and media with a strong international 
orientation, irrespective of their political leanings. It is the story with the strongest disagreement 
/ variance between media positioning and evaluation within this case study. It reflects the 
debate between political actors, with conservative politicians linking Germany’s help to the 
action or inaction of other European countries. This necessarily leads to waiting or delaying 
action on Germany’s part and is thus increasingly criticised as a political gamble at the cost of 
the migrants suffering on Lesbos. Although this constitutes a narrative, this debate might also 
be explored as argumentation insofar as it is very much about justifying a particular course of 
action. The setting here is both Germany and Europe/the EU, only occasionally a wider 
international context. 

Narrative 8. ‘Beyond immediate help, there are moral implications, European values are at 
stake’ 

This is arguably the most abstract narrative in this case study, focusing on what the 
catastrophe in Moria means for European values and/or Christian morals of charity; 
alternatively, it is about what European values and/or Christian morals mean or should mean 
for the current situation, usually in the sense of dictating a particular course of action. However, 
this story is not simply more abstract, but it also opposes concrete politics and policies 
(‘Realpolitik’) with the ideals of European values, human rights, solidarity etc. Several left- and 
right-leaning newspapers engage with this issue, but none of the TV networks do; some 
newspapers, like Bild and Handelsblatt, also do not address these abstract considerations. 
Regardless of political affiliation, Realpolitik is criticised for not living up to European values, 
and the voices of Church leaders in Germany are given more attention by conservative 
newspapers. The setting for this narrative is always Europe or the EU, although sometimes a 
point is made about Greece being the ‘cradle’ of European civilisation. 
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PICTURE 9. Children are fighting for their dignity 

 

Source: Zeit, 20.9.2020 

Narrative 9. ‘The fire was started by migrants; there have been arrests for arson’ 

Relatively late in the timeframe, following investigations and then arrests by Greek police, this 
narrative focuses the search for blame for the fire to migrants themselves. Most media report 
on this, but none of them uses the allegations to shift blame away from Greek or European 
politics. There are, indeed, several news items in left-leaning media that explicitly state that 
even should some individuals be found guilty of starting the fire, the responsibility for the 
situation remains with politics (taz, Spiegel, Die Zeit); in contrast, other newspapers simply 
report on this neutrally without positioning or emotions. 

Formats (storytelling, straight news, live coverage) and genres (editorials, feature 
stories etc.) 

There is mix of formats in the news items in our sample, including mainly feature stories and 
straight news, or soft and hard news (Sjøvaag 2015), and an even wider range of genres 
including op/eds and columns, reportage/features, and news reports. There is a clear 
correlation between format/genre and some of the narratives discussed above; clearly, some 
genres are overall more frequently published, so the percentages also reflect this overall genre 
prevalence. For instance, the narratives ‘German civil society is protesting’ was presented 
almost exclusively, and to a much hight ratio than most other narratives, in news reports; this 
correlation is even stronger with ‘Migrants are protesting’ and ‘Fire was started by migrants’; 
whereas the narrative ‘European values are at stake’ was presented mainly in op/eds and 
narratives like ‘Migrants are suffering’ and ‘Greek authorities/European politics have failed’ 
were presented more evenly across genres, with a tendency for reportage/features. One might 
say, therefore, that certain narratives ‘lend themselves’, in the practice of German journalists, 
to be rendered in certain genres more than others. 
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TABLE 9. Narratives across genres (frequency in percent) 

Narratives Op/eds Reportage/featur
es 

News reports Total 

Moria is on fire 2 16 82 100 

Migrants are 
suffering 

12 54 34 100 

German civil 
society is 
protesting 

8 6 86 100 

Greek 
authorities/Europe
an politics have 
failed 

32 54 14 100 

Migrants are 
protesting 

- 8 92 100 

Politicians are 
debating 

36 15 49 100 

Germany should 
(not) lead 

56 14 30 100 

European values 
are at stake 

72 28 - 100 

Fire was started by 
migrants/arrests 

8 - 92 100 

 

Main frames  

The most frequent frames identified for this case study were ‘humanitarianism’, ‘catastrophe 
and suffering’, ‘political responsibility and failure’, ‘German leadership’, and ‘political debates 
within Germany’. Notably, ‘humanitarianism’ focuses on the need for help, and the obligation 
or possibility to render such help; ‘catastrophe and suffering’ focuses on the catastrophe and 
suffering as such, without inferences of help or solidarity. Beyond these major frames, minor – 
i.e., less frequent – narrative frames included ‘solidarity’, ‘law and order’, and ‘Covid-19 
pandemic’. Although a particular news item might draw on more than one narrative frame, and 
combine for instance a major and minor frame, we identified only the dominant for each news 
item. Their statistical distribution across the data set is given in the following table: 
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TABLE 10. Main narrative frames (frequency in percent) 

Main frames Frequency 

Humanitarianism 32 

Catastrophe and suffering 26 

Political responsibility and failure 18 

German leadership 12 

Political debates within Germany 10 

Solidarity 4 

Law and order 3 

Covid-19 pandemic 3 

 

It seems remarkable that the ‘Covid-19 pandemic’ frame is so infrequent, given the fact that 
the migrant protests, which arguably led to the fire, were sparked by Covid outbreaks, lack of 
adequate sanitary and medical facilities, and the Greek authorities’ inability to protect the 
migrant population of Moria from the spread of Covid. This indicates that larger, already 
established frames – such as political responsibility and failure – were seen as more suitable 
to situate the story. The higher, medium frequency of frames focused on Germany, despite the 
continuing story being about Moria, indicates that the German media’s treatment shifted – with 
German politics – to question of interior political dynamics and of Germany’s role in Europe, 
especially in contrast with 2015. 

b) Narratives and commentary in social media 

Beyond the news items published in traditional newspapers and TV networks, we collected 
and analysed the 100 most ‘retweeted’ messages on the social media platform Twitter, 
referencing the fire in Moria and related solidarity protests in Germany, appearing within the 
same timeframe as the traditional news items discussed above. Similar to traditional media, 
although with some delay and temporal dilation, social media postings followed the events as 
they unfolded – from the fire itself to the solidarity protests and political debates over taking in 
refugees and the failures of European migration policy. 

In the course of the time period covered (September 9 – October 9), using the keywords ‘Moria’ 
in combination with ‘Feuer’, ‘Brand’ and ‘Flüchtlinge’ (fire, blaze and refguees), social media 
users’ engagement with the top 100 tweets ranged between 5,340 and 2,801 retweets, or 
8,481 and 5,204 favourites. The most retweeted postings focused on the solidarity protests.  
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TABLE 11. Target narratives (rows) and comments (columns) on twitter  

Target narratives Positive comments Negative comments Total 

Moria is on fire 5 approval 

Help is needed 

- 5 

Migrants are suffering 8 approval 

Help should be given 

4 critique 

They should go back 

12 

German civil society 
is protesting 

30 approval 

Solidarity needed 

4 critique 

 

34 

Greek 
authorities/European 
politics have failed 

11 approval 

 

- 11 

Migrants are 
protesting 

2 approval 

Support 

6 critique 

Trouble makers 

8 

Politicians are 
debating instead of 
acting 

4 approval 

Politicians always do 

- 4 

Germany should (not) 
lead 

3 approval 

Germany should 
lead 

9 critique 

Germany should wait 

12 

European values are 
at stake 

4 approval 

Our values define us 

3 critique 

We and our values 
are disappearing; 

idealistic nonsense 

7 

Fire was started by 
migrants/arrests 

3 approval 

Trouble makers 

4 critique 

Greek authorities 
need scapegoats 

7 

Total 73 27 100 
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Regarding comments on the law and its likely effects, some social media users were 
dissatisfied because it seemed too strict to them, while others commented because it seemed 
too lenient to them. The strongest polarisation, however, was found on the criticisms voiced by 
civil society organisations, regardless of whether this was in response to traditional media’s 
tweeting their reporting or their own tweets. Although the overall uptake in social media was 
positive and, indeed, focused on largely the same narratives as disseminated by the traditional 
media, there was a noticeable presence of negative responses regarding migrants/refugees in 
general and regarding solidarity protests, Germany’s leadership in things humanitarian, and 
the appeal to European values in particular. 

The narratives targeted were almost identical with those covered by the traditional media, but 
the focus and frequency were different. Relatively little attention was given to the political 
debate over numbers of persons to be relocated, and the solidarity protests received more 
resonance on social media – where they were largely organised – than in traditional media. 
Narratives focused on European values sometimes triggered a negative response claiming 
that these values were being ‘destroyed’ by too much migration anyway, and that upholding 
them naively by letting more people come would only hasten this process (alluding to the 
controversial book “Deutschland schafft sich selber ab” [Germany is abolishing itself], arguing 
that open borders and lenient integration policies are destroying Germany). 

c) Frames and voices in social media 

The distribution of frames in our social media corpus resembled those from traditional media 
considered in this case study. However, the exchanges were very polarised, and there were 
thus no neutral frames. Note, however, that, critique or endorsement in the case of ‘catastrophe 
and suffering’ does not mean approval of the fire but of spreading the news or of attention to 
the plight of migrants at the EU’s external borders. As the table below shows, social media 
postings remained mainly framed by solidarity, humanitarianism, and catastrophe and 
suffering (72% in sum). Compared to traditional media, thus, the frames of political 
responsibility, German leadership and political debates were less prevalent on social media. 
One might thus conclude that social media users did not follow, or only to a small extent, 
traditional media’s derivative and expansive coverage of German politics in connection with 
Moria.  

TABLE 12. Frames (in percent) 

Main frames Frequency 

Humanitarianism 16 

Catastrophe and suffering 18 

Political responsibility and failure 9 

German leadership 8 

Political debates within Germany 4 
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Solidarity 38 

Law and order 7 

Covid-19 pandemic - 

Total 100 

 

d) Narrative making and success 

In the case of the fire in the refugee camp Moria, its consequences and political as well as civil 
society responses in Germany, the traditional media considered seem to have followed a very 
traditional frame of news values. This frame holds that the ‘value’ of news, its appeal to 
audiences and therefore its likelihood of being reported by media in the first place, depends 
on a discrete set of variables or ‘Values’: meaningfulness, continuity, atypicality, novelty, 
drama, personification, consonance, and elite or celebrity status; see Harcup and O’Neill 
2017). This is reflected both in the main frames, which focus on catastrophe and human 
suffering even if it is geographically distant, as well as on blame or responsibility, but tend to 
also focus on more regional news when they happen, such as civil society protests. The 
national perspective dominates with regard to Germany’s role in Europe and political debates 
that are largely perceived as ineffective, partisan quarrelling. Scandalisation and 
sensationalism characterise mainly tabloid reporting, whereas moral outrage or moralisation 
and ethical considerations drive the narratives in more quality media, both left and right. In this 
sense, each of the narratives discussed above has its own specific parameters of success but 
stays within this traditional news values framework. A wider discourse perspective would likely 
reveal that the more successful stories also tied in with established discourses of, e.g., German 
politicians’ quarrelling, about German leadership in Europe, and the failures of EU bureaucracy 
and policy, as well as national stereotypes of Greece. 

One striking case is the tabloid newspaper Bild’s focus on ‘the blonde girl of Moria’ (“das blonde 
Mädchen von Lebos”), which featured in a number of articles across several days – but only 
in Bild. Significantly, there were no parallel stories about other children (boys or girls, dark-
haired or of darker complexion). In one sense, then, this particular realisation of the narrative 
of human suffering and need to humanitarian aid for children was successful – but only within 
the tabloid, as no other media in our case study took up the story at all. A contrastive case is 
the reporting on civil society protests for solidarity in German, which were taken up across the 
media and sometimes positively commented on by politicians in favour or support of their own 
political stance. A counter-example is, arguably, the story about the alleged arsonists and their 
arrest, which did not spread widely and quickly disappeared from the media’s attention. 

 

 

 

 



 

28 

PICTURE 10. The blonde girl of Moria: Diana is in the camp she never wanted to be in 

 

Source: Bild, 19.9.2020 

PICTURE 11. Her hope is Germany 

 

Source: Bild, 20.9.2020 

Who: successful storytellers and issues of access 

In the course of the time period under consideration, no single voice or actor is dominant, but 
across the media we clearly see specific groups that are given more space, more access. In 
terms of stakeholders and/or voices, there is a strong focus on political actors and NGOs 
working at or near Moria. Doctors, aid workers, and NGO representatives are interviewed or 
quoted, whereas only a handful of migrants themselves are even given a voice; there is a total 
of 4 articles (out of over 400) that actually reproduce the voice of at least one migrant, even in 
translation. In contrast, at least with stories of human suffering, visually show the camp and 
some migrants, typically as tokens, without naming or individualising them. Greek, European 
and German politicians, in contrast, are almost always individualised and much more 
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frequently given a direct voice. (Incidentally, neither the ethnicity nor gender of the 
journalists/authors seem to have any statistically relevant effect on this.) In some cases, the 
respective media’s own journalists become news-worthy eye-witnesses if they were at or near 
the fire, or travelled there soon after. This narrative strategy is also used to enhance the 
authenticity or credibility of the reporting. In social media, within the limited sample we were 
able to analyse, this seems to shift in degree rather than kind: news media themselves and 
NGOs, followed by politicians, proved to be most able to shape the narratives. 

TABLE 13. Voices in social media sample 

Voice/source Percentage of posts 

News media (including affiliated 
individuals such as journalists) 

30 

NGOs (including affiliated individuals 
such as doctors, aid workers) 

29 

Politicians  15 

Migrants (self-identified) 6 

Individuals with no affiliation 20 

Total 100 

 

The journalists from traditional media interviewed shared the point of view that this was 
unsurprising and, indeed, regarded it as a most ‘natural’ or ‘obvious’ situation. In the cases of 
a humanitarian crisis that is also a political crisis, telling successful stories from the perspective 
of established media requires stories by credible, relatable, emphatic sources linked to but not 
affected by the crisis or catastrophe, whereas its victims need to be given a ‘face’ but not 
necessarily a ‘voice’. Indeed, one journalist commented on the ‘white girl’ story run by another 
newspaper as typical tabloid reporting and seemed to link this to bad journalistic practice. 

This was a severe crisis for Europe, that’s what needed to be conveyed. A crisis not 
just for the refugees but for all of Europe, for European values and also for Germany 
and German values. If you want to tell a successful story about this, it can’t just be a 
story of human suffering. Yes, that is important and at first that was in the foreground, 
but the attention was almost already at the start also on European responsibility, and 
that unfortunate debate over numbers, over how many children should be taken in. And 
I do think that is important, because there was something that needed to be learned 
from Moria. So, of course you get the NGOs and the politicians with their views on the 
bigger picture. (DE_I_1) 

Well I am glad that in this case social media remained almost civil, and that we [the 
established media] were able to lead the stories there as well, for the most part as you 
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say. And yes, when the protests were being organised in the cities, and then they 
happened, we paid attention to those, but beyond reporting on them they did not add 
anything to the message of ‘We need solidarity and we need to help them’, and that 
wasn’t anything new, it wasn’t a new story. (DE_I_2) 

It is striking that, from the traditional media’s perspective, being given access and a voice, 
rather than just being reported on, is so clearly subordinated to preconceived aims. There is a 
focus on ‘new’ in the sense of content; considerations of ‘who’ tells a story are, if at all, 
instrumental. Questions of ‘who’ are deflected or reinterpreted by another journalist 
interviewed, focusing instead on ‘the story’ and its moral or ethics aspect. 

It was clear that as the story developed, it would become a story about the EU or about 
Europe, about political failure and whether the European or the German people would 
want to change that, on a bigger scale. Border politics, refugee politics. The 
humanitarian aid or solidarity story does not last for weeks, but I don’t see that as a bad 
thing. It gave the papers and civil society at large a chance to look more closely and 
debate publicly the question of fortress Europe and its consequences. (DE_I_1) 

In conclusion, the voices included by the hegemonic media in this case study can be 
characterised as very traditional and conforms to the respective media’s quality/political 
orientation – indeed, there is surprisingly little awareness of the diversity of ‘who’, or the 
potential voices that might bring other stories, other view points to the German public. The 
tabloid newspaper’s deviation from this, in running the ‘white girl of Moria story’ along with 
photographs and interviews, is an exception to this but cannot be regarded as in the interest 
of diversity or innovative changes for narratives on migration. Not only does this exception 
evoke troubling racist attitudes – she is white, therefore she is suitable as a face to evoke 
empathy – but it is also a very established form of paternalistic story about migrants as 
helpless, suffering and in need (here occupying multiple victim roles: as refugees and victims 
of the fire, resulting in homelessness, and victims of the larger abandonment by Europe).  

Where: narratives travelling across platforms  

On the one hand, social media strongly took up the narratives produced by traditional media 
reporting on the fire in Moria and Germany’s struggle with or over the form and extent of 
solidarity. On the other hand, Germany-based protests achieved considerable resonance on 
social media, and with them voices not heard by traditional media. We interpret this as the 
success of a combination of established democratic practices – protesting, civil society, taking 
to the streets – and new forms of organising and communicating via social media. Notably, 
these protests were very short-term, almost spontaneous, and quite local (German cities). 
Social media activity around them focused on humanitarianism, catastrophe and suffering as 
well as solidarity – no other frames were dominant in any of the related tweets. 

The characters and frames propagated by traditional media were almost completely 
successfully transferred or imposed upon social as well. At least in the small sample analysed, 
refugee or migrant voices were not prominent. However, the civil society organised protests in 
favour of taking in refugees who were affected by the fire in Moria were much more vocal 
dominant on Twitter and can be seen not only as originating in this social media sphere but 
also as depending on access to social media. In turn, almost all newspapers and all TV 
broadcasters considered mentioned social media only in relation with the solidarity protests 
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being organised in German cities. Their voices and stories were successful in this sense 
because they were linked to real-life protests in the streets beyond receiving attention 
(retweets, replies) in the social media sphere itself. 

What: ‘good’ and ‘bad’ narratives  

To understand the relative success (or failure) of narratives about and linked to the fire at 
Moria, we need to consider the wide angle with which the majority of media approached the 
issue (‘the story’, in the singular, as most journalists referred to the complex knot of interrelated 
narratives and frames). This includes the fire itself, the protests and alleged arson leading to 
it, its consequences for the refugees at the camp, the resulting humanitarian catastrophe, the 
underlying causes - conditions at the camp, European refugee/migration policies, the debate 
over Europe’s and Germany’s response to these events, especially in terms of solidarity and 
other ways of accepting responsibility for the suffering caused. Although all of these are 
sparked by, and linked to, the central story of the suffering faced by refugees in the wake of 
the fire, this plethora of interlinked narratives offered media a wide space – which they used to 
develop very distinct stories, some of which were more successful than others. 

Statistically, we might approach the criterion of success through a number of parameters: the 
number of news items (as well as their length and position) producing the respective narrative 
(its ‘intensity’ and ‘salience’), the number of days the narrative remained in circulation (its 
‘duration’), or the number of media that actually ran the narrative (its ‘spread’). On all three 
accounts, the most successful narratives are (1) Migrants are suffering, (2) Greek/European 
authorities have failed, (3) politicians are debating and (4) European values are at stake. 
Beyond these, only the initial narrative, ‘Moria is on fire’, achieved high salience and wide 
spread (but low duration). 

From the journalists’ perspective, the decision over what is ‘newsworthy’ depends on events 
(but also characters, emotions, frames) that can be shaped into a clear story. In other words, 
events must appear recognizable as a story, as something that is not only relevant but that 
can be told.  

It was obvious that the story was not going to end with the fire, there were a lot of bigger 
questions that needed to be asked, and the fire simply shone a light on them. Well it 
gave us a chance to ask those questions, about European refugee politics, and about 
Germany’s role, 5 years after the big crisis, and see where Germany stood now. What 
kind of Europe do we want to live in? So, yes, that takes us to the political level, and 
politicians as they debate these issues. There was a lot of opinion pieces in the papers 
as far as I remember, and (DE_I_2) 

A well-established way of defining these is through the ‘news values’ of meaningfulness, 
continuity, atypicality, novelty, drama, personification, consonance, and elite or celebrity status 
(Harcup & O’Neill 2017). Interestingly, personification seems to have played a very limited role 
in this case study, with much emphasis given to atypicality (catastrophe), meaningfulness (the 
role of Germany/Europe), drama and consonance (responsibility, moral leadership, values and 
solidarity). These qualities appear inherent in the events but are of course discursively 
constructed. Journalists, for all their insistence on ‘recognizing a story’ as if it already existed 
in the world, to be found, actively craft stories. Given the complexity of the issue, there is no 
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doubt that the events on Lesbos presented on opportunity to craft (or revise) a variety of such 
narratives. 

The suffering of migrants certainly provides dramatic qualities, allowing narrativization as a 
drama with emotional appeal and high stakes. But this appeal for a German audience depends 
either on empathy (fellow human beings, ‘the white girl’) or a moral/political responsibility 
resting either on causal responsibility (guilt) or solidarity (as a principle). All of these can be 
seen as linked to the highly meaningful issue of German leadership and moral high ground, a 
role within the EU and beyond that the German public and media have been very actively 
developing for decades.  

2.2 Case Study 2: The legal regulation of integration  

Although the issue had occasionally been the subject of suggestions or debate in the political 
field before, it was only in the wake of the massive migration movements of 2015 that German 
politics began to seriously engage with a new legal framework for the integration of migrants. 
Commonly referred to as Integration Law (“Integrationsgesetz”), this legislative initiative proved 
difficult for the coalition government of Angela Merkel’s CDU/CSU and the SPD to agree on. It 
was eventually passed on 31 July 2016 and most of its stipulations came into effect on 6 
August 2016.  

The law was a difficult project also in that it cut across many different legal subject matters, 
including social welfare, asylum, residency, and foreigner registration. It made several changes 
in these areas, most prominently it allowed imposing a restriction on where recognised 
refugees may settle/live; making permanent residency permit for recognised refugees 
available only if the respective individual can demonstrate integration; allowing refugees under 
certain conditions to access to the labour market. It also extended the mandatory hours of 
education (so-called orientation classes) for refugees from 60 to 100 and shifted these towards 
teaching them specific German cultural ‘values’. Significantly, it regulated integration mainly 
for refugees – and recognised refugees at that – rather than immigration or integration as such; 
it clearly constituted a response to the so-called refugee crisis of 2015, despite its more general 
title. Many of these changes were controversial, and the media reported intensively on this 
legislative project at different points during its development.  

For this case study, we selected all pertinent newspaper articles and salient TV shows 
combining political news and studio debates that covered the events as they unfolded, 
beginning with the first mention of the law by name on 13 November 2015 and ending on 28 
December 2016, more than a year later, when the law had fully come into effect and its impact 
started to be noticeable. We confirmed this timeframe for sampling by using the keyword 
‘Integrationsgesetz’ in the relevant media databases. A total of 300 texts were included in all 
sample. With more than 20% of these texts published each in April (when a major 
announcement was made) and in July 2016 (when the law passed the Bundestag). While this 
case is unusual within WP3, it offers interesting possibilities for several reasons: the new law 
was demanded and presented as a policy response to the migration flows of 2015; it shows 
how media narrativize policy processes in the context of migration; and it gives a glimpse of 
whether, to what extent, and in what manner migrants – who are the target of this policy – 
appear in such narratives.  
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The newspapers we sampled differed widely in terms of how many articles they published on 
the law, ranging from a total 82 articles in Bild to 24 in Handelsblatt, 23 in taz and 21 in Focus. 
As indicated above, the intensity of reporting changed over time, usually in response to new 
announcements or developments in the law’s development. There was very little publishing 
outside of such direct reporting or responses. Apart from a large share of online-only articles, 
the majority of items (roughly two thirds) published appeared on the later pages of the 
newspapers, with the exception of the law’s actual debate in the Bundestag and subsequent 
passing. 

TABLE 14. Number of articles on new integration law per medium 

Outlet No. articles published 

Bild  84 

Spiegel 20 

Die Welt 22 

Focus 21 

Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung 

58 

Handelsblatt 24 

Süddeutsche Zeitung 45 

taz  23 

Die Zeit 34 

Total 333 

 

While there was a development over time, with the law being developed, debated, being 
passed and then coming into effect, and this was of course reflected in the reporting, the 
dominant narratives did not follow clear stages. The major stories we identified are: (1) a new 
integration law is coming; (2) the (coalition) government is struggling to reach a consensus; (3) 
those who do not integrate must feel the consequences; (4) civil society organisations are 
criticising the new integration law; (5) the economy will benefit from the new integration law; 
representatives of the business world welcome the new law.  

We also discovered striking similarities in the narratives across most if not all of the media 
considered. This concerns the topic appearing, disappearing and reappearing for over a year, 
with reporting focused on a handful of points in time, especially the discussions in the 
Bundestag, reaching a consensus, passing the law, and the law coming into effect. There is 
also, in all media, a strong focus on summarising and explaining the law, as well as a general 
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consensus among media that integration (or migration/immigration) needs to be re-organised 
in Germany. However, there was no agreement as to the scope, form and legal force with 
which this should happen. There was general agreement regarding whether it is a milestone 
(as the German government claimed) or a small step only, with virtually all texts concluding 
that it was the latter, a minimum compromise. Beyond this, however, there is relatively little 
criticism of the law; if any, it is of the law being hesitant, of regional specifications/delays or of 
three specific regulations: restricted mobility, German language requirements, and access to 
labour market (and the wages refugees are to receive). 

Nevertheless, there were some notable – if expected, because in line with previous studies on 
the German newspaper landscape – differences between tabloid and quality media regarding 
their reporting on the integration law: articles in the Bild tabloid hardly criticise or evaluate the 
law; quality media generally publish broader discussions of the law, its significance, and its 
shortcomings, except for the Handelsblatt, which wholeheartedly welcomes the law. 

The third media-related parameter we followed up on were the political leanings or orientations. 
As the German media landscape does not manifest a strict division in terms of left – centre – 
right in this regard, we applied what might be considered a 5-point rather than 3-point gradient: 
left – tending to the left – centre – tending to the right – right. We identified a tendency for left-
leaning media to be more critical, especially of restricted mobility and low-wage jobs; some 
centre- and right-leaning media, especially the neoliberal Handelsblatt strongly supported and 
welcomed access to the labour market, while other conservative/right-leaning media saw the 
new integration law as a threat to Germans, their job security and welfare; more left-leaning 
media also tend to criticise the quality and scope of the law (in which they might be seen as 
following party lines). 

a) Representation: Main, collateral, and counter-narratives in traditional and social 
media  

Narratives in traditional media  

Narrative 1. ‘A new integration law will at last be introduced’ 

This first prominent narrative in our second case study focuses on the development, 
deliberation and negotiations about the new German integration law. This story is about the 
law being needed, being long overdue, being discussed and developed, as well as being 
passed and implemented; once the law is finalised, the stories are also about whether it is 
adequate or not, too strict or too lenient. 

The people that this law is about, i.e., legally recognised refugees, often feature as secondary 
characters and occasionally as primary characters. There is some vagueness in the reporting 
with regard to this group, who is also referred to as migrants or immigrants, perhaps partly 
because the law was not finalised for much of the time frame. Although there are some 
exceptions (see below), overall the main characters in the reporting, however, are German 
politicians and civil society organisations. 
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TABLE 15. Characters 

Outlet Refugees Migrants

German 

politicians

Civil society 

organisations

Bild  28 19 45 8 100

Spiegel 36 12 41 11 100

Die Welt 41 9 46 4 100

Focus 37 15 39 9 100

Frankfurter 

Allgemeine 

Zeitung 44 11 37 8 100

Handelsblatt 32 8 52 8 100

Süddeutsche 

Zeitung 34 14 40 12 100

taz  34 16 32 18 100

Die Zeit 38 11 35 16 100

ZDF 24 8 64 4 100

ARD 31 6 60 3 100

RTL 18 19 62 1 100

SAT1 27 14 58 1 100  

There is a tendency for quality media, and here especially left- or right-leaning media, to focus 
more on refugees themselves and to include the perspective of civil society organisations more 
than other media. Indeed, in some cases like the FAZ, taz and Zeit to refer more frequently to 
refugees than to German politicians. In contrast, the tabloid Bild and the right-leaning TV 
network RTL are focused strongly on German politicians. 

The setting for this story is always in Germany, sometimes more locally in a particular state in 
Germany. Overall, the reporting is not strongly linked to emotions, except when the law is 
finalised and criticism is expressed in op/eds. Here, the clearest cases of emotion are negative, 
with an absence of positive emotions in media which welcome/accept the law as it is. The 
strongest criticisms are voiced in articles published in taz, which condemns the law as ‘a 
support program for the AfD’ (8 July, 2016). 

Narrative 2. ‘The (coalition) government is struggling to reach a consensus’ 

The second prominent narrative focused even more strongly on German politicians or political 
parties, but at least sometimes highlighted how these debates were ignoring the people the 
law was going to affect, or the civil society organisations that represent them. This focus is 
reflected in the distribution and frequency of characters, revealing those media that at least 
sometimes took a wider perspective (quality and mainly left-leaning) and those that did not 
(mainly tabloid and right-leaning media). 
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TABLE 16. Characters 

Outlet Refugees Migrants

German 

politicians

Civil society 

organisations

Bild  11 9 76 4 100

Spiegel 31 4 54 11 100

Die Welt 26 4 64 6 100

Focus 31 5 59 5 100

Frankfurter 

Allgemeine 

Zeitung 31 4 59 6 100

Handelsblatt 18 3 77 2 100

Süddeutsche 

Zeitung 34 14 40 12 100

taz  41 5 42 12 100

Die Zeit 38 6 42 14 100

ZDF 24 6 68 2 100

ARD 31 4 62 3 100

RTL 13 8 79 ‐ 100

SAT1 18 9 70 3 100  

The setting for this story is always in Germany, sometimes more locally in a particular state in 
Germany. Overall, the reporting is linked to some emotions, especially with regard to 
expectations regarding the law being inadequate, timid or a bad compromise. 

Narrative 3. ‘Those who do not integrate must feel the consequences’ 

This ‘law and order’ story is the only narrative that is not spread across all media, being 
prominent only in some right-leaning media, including Bild, Handelsblatt and RTL – taz once 
echoes this narrative but in a satirical mode (taz, March 28, 2016). The main characters in this 
narrative are German politicians (ensuring law and order, or being called on to ensure law and 
order) as well as refugees as needing a firm hand. Since the frequencies alone do not provide 
any further insights, we forego a detailed presentation here. More interesting are the 
individualised stories or anecdotes that are sometimes integrated here, referencing cases of 
badly integrated migrants or so-called ‘parallel societies’ in Germany – used as evidence to 
support the argument for law and order. The settings of this narrative, then, are always in 
Germany, occasionally a specific city or neighbourhood in, e.g., Berlin or Cologne. Those 
media who run this narrative link it to emotions of resentment, animosity, even a sense of 
satisfaction that some behaviours might be punished in the future. 
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PICTURE 12. More orientation classes. Migrants taking orientation classes 

 

Source: Süddeutsche, 14.4.2016 

PICTURE 13. Playing the weakest against the weak: migrants having to attend 
orientation classes with families 

 

Source: Zeit, 15.4.2016 

Narrative 4. ‘Civil society organisations are criticising the new integration law’ 

This narrative is strongly focused on civil society organisations, including migrant NGOs, and 
their criticism of the new integration law. These critiques, often transported in the voice of 
quoted representatives, targeted key aspects of the law, such as: restrictions on where 
recognised refugees may settle/live; making permanent residency permit for recognised 
refugees available only if the respective individual can demonstrate integration; the conditions 
under which refugees would be given access to the labour market and the wages they would 
be paid; extension of mandatory orientation classes and inclusion of German cultural ‘values’. 
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Not all media reported on these equally, with some completely ignoring these voices 
(Handelsblatt) and others portraying them as quarrelsome, always complaining or ungrateful 
trouble-makers (Bild). Correspondingly, the emotions carried with this narrative differed widely, 
ranging from shared dissatisfaction and outrage (shared with the NGOs, that is) in the case of 
taz to annoyance in the case of Bild. The setting, in all cases, was within Germany, again with 
some localisation in respective media. 

Narrative 5. ‘The economy will benefit from the new integration law; representatives of the 
business world welcome the new law’ 

While there was some worry on the part of migrant advocacy organisations regarding the 
wages that would be paid, and this was also reported in some mainstream media under 
consideration here, there was also a contrary narrative to be found: in conservative media, 
especially the neoliberal Handelsblatt, the dominant story regarding labour market access was 
that it had the full support of ‘the economy’ or ‘the industry’, represented by top managers and 
business owners. The story, however, was often spun somewhat differently in the sense that 
business owners and managers were represented and interviewed as being strong supporters 
of refugees, their asylum rights and their integration. In this narrative, we identified a conflation 
between ‘work place integration’ or ‘economic integration’ and ‘integration’ as such. This is, at 
least in part, arguably also the case for the integration law itself. Regarding emotions, this story 
carried a sense of patronising benevolence on the part of the economic elite (and media) 
towards refugees. The setting, in all cases, was within Germany, again with some localisation 
in respective media. 

PICTURE 14. Limited success at the labour market 

 

Source: Zeit, 3.12.2016 

Formats (storytelling, straight news, live coverage) and genres (editorials, feature 
stories etc.) 

There is a limited mix of formats in the news items in our sample, including mainly straight 
news and some storytelling, and a broad range of genres including op/eds and columns, 
reportage/features, and news reports. There is a correlation between some formats/genres 
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and some of the narratives discussed above; as some genres are overall more frequently 
published, the percentages indirectly also reflect this overall genre prevalence:  

TABLE 17. Narratives across genres (in percent) 

Narratives Op/eds Reportag
e/features 

News 
reports 

Total 

A new integration law will be introduced 6 4 90 100 

The (coalition) government is struggling to 
reach a consensus 

38 8 54 100 

Those who do not integrate must feel the 
consequences 

64 24 12 100 

Civil society organisations are criticising the 
new integration law 

28 45 27 100 

The economy will benefit from the new 
integration law 

68 4 28 100 

 

Main frames 

The main frames identified for this case study were ‘social cohesion and integration’, ‘law 
making’, ‘political debate/party politics’, ‘human rights and well-being’, and ‘labour 
market/economic benefit’, and ‘law and order’. In terms of frequency, their spread is remarkably 
narrow, which might be explained by the political divisions among media noted above. Their 
statistical distribution across the data set is given in the following table: 

TABLE 18. Main narrative frames (frequency in percent) 

Main frames Frequency 

Social cohesion and integration 23 

Law making 19 

Political debate/party politics 16 

Labour market/economic benefit 16 

Human rights and well-being 14 

Law and order 12 

Total 100 
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b) Narratives and commentary in social media 

Beyond the news items published in traditional newspapers and TV networks, we collected 
and analysed the 100 most ‘retweeted’ messages on the social media platform Twitter, 
referencing the new ‘Integrationsgesetz’, that appeared within the same timeframe as the 
traditional news items. The keywords used were ‘Integrationsgesetz’, ‘Integrationskurs’ and 
‘Integration’, applied to the same period as traditional media (13 November 2015 to 28 
December 2016). Similar to traditional media, there was a spike in these around specific 
moments in time, most notably around 31 July 2016, when the law was debated and passed 
in the German Bundestag. 

In the course of the months covered, social media users’ engagement with the top 100 tweets 
ranged between 218 and 74 retweets, or 72 and 48 favourites. The most retweeted postings 
focused on the day the new integration was passed and the day it came into effect.  

TABLE 19. Target narratives (rows) and comments (columns) 

Target narratives Positive comments Negative comments Total 

A new integration law 
is coming 

6 approval 

Law needed 

4 critique 

Law not needed 

10 

The (coalition) 
government is 
struggling to reach a 
consensus 

- 19 critique 

Politics as usual 

19 

Those who do not 
integrate must feel the 
consequences 

14 approval 

Long overdue 

17 critique 

Totalitarian or racist 

31 

Civil society 
organisations are 
criticising the new 
integration law 

20 approval 

Low wages, restricting 
mobility are 

inhumane; ridiculing 
notion of cultural 

values or ‘Leitkultur’ 

8 critique 

They should be 
grateful and quiet 

28 

The economy will 
benefit from the new 
integration law 

2 approval 10 critique 

Threat to Germans’ 
job security 

12 

Total 42 58 100 
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In the case of comments on the law itself, i.e., its regulations, and its likely effects, some social 
media users were dissatisfied because it seemed too strict to them and other because it 
seemed too lenient to them. The strongest polarisation, however, was found on the criticisms 
voiced by civil society organisations, regardless of whether this was in response to traditional 
media’s tweeting their reporting or their own tweets. 

The narratives targeted were almost identical with those covered by the traditional media, but 
the focus and frequency were different. Relatively little attention was given to the news of the 
law coming itself, and significantly more focus was on law-and-order type of postings and civil 
society responses. A final substantial difference was in the response to the narrative that the 
German economy would benefit, where social media users strongly criticised the economic 
elite’s interests and saw a threat to Germans citizens’ job security. It seems that social media, 
in this case Twitter, offers a space for criticism – often beyond the limits of PC or politeness – 
both from the left and from the right. 

c) Frames and voices in social media 

The distribution of frames in our social media corpus resembled those from traditional media 
considered in this case study. However, the exchanges were very polarised, and there were 
thus very few neutral frames (law making, summarising or explaining the law). Note, however, 
that critique or endorsement here refers to the law as such, or its development and negotiation, 
not directly to migrants in general or refugees in particular. 

TABLE 20. Frames (in percent) 

Main frames Frequency 

Social cohesion and integration 18 

Law making 5 

Political debate/party politics 24 

Labour market/economic benefit 21 

Human rights and well-being 22 

Law and order 20 

Total 100 

 

On the one hand, social media strongly took up the political discourse surrounding the law – 
tweets by politicians themselves and by traditional media – and other voices found it difficult 
to make it into the top 100 retweets. On the other hand, when politicians or media referenced 
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alternative voices, e.g., migrant organisations and their critique, these seem to have had – in 
this particular case study – a better chance of being retweeted as well: 85% of posts by 
politicians, 70% of posts by news media, and 95% of posts by NGOs quoted or in some way 
referenced a migrant voice. 

TABLE 21. Voices in social media sample 

Voice/source Percentage of 
posts 

Politicians  31 

News media (including affiliated individuals 
such as journalists) 

28 

NGOs (including affiliated individuals such 
as doctors, aid workers) 

22 

Migrants (self-identified) 13 

Individuals with no affiliation 6 

Total 100 

 

Overall, however, social media activity in this case study reflects rather than counters the 
traditional media narratives, even if some stories and frames are received with different 
intensity and emotions. This concerns most notably the law making, which traditional media 
focused on for much time (while social media users were rather disinterested); human rights 
and well-being (which social media were more focused on than traditional media, constituting 
perhaps the prominent only counter-discourse in our data); the effects on the labour market 
(where social media users were much more sceptical than Handelsblatt); and law and order 
(which was more important to social media users than traditional media, albeit in a polarised 
fashion). 

d) Narrative making and success 

In the case of the political process of debating, devising and ultimately passing a law that would 
regulate ‘integration’ in Germany – i.e., the social integration of migrants and refugees 
specifically into German society in terms of social life, the economy etc., traditional media 
showed interest only at some moments seen as news-worthy: first, when the debate begins 
and revolves around rights and obligations; second, when a particular proposal or aspect of 
the law – still under debate – is debated/becomes subject of controversy in the political sphere, 
e.g. an opposition party criticises it or the coalition partners disagree; third, when the law’s final 
version becomes public and is criticised by political actors and civil society; fourth, when the 
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law is passed in the Bundestag in its final form. Although integration and thus migrants are 
always part of the story, the law and the political process leading to its passing as well as its 
likely consequences are the focus of most reporting. A remarkable number of news items seek 
to explain or summarise the law, likely with the aim of simplifying or making understandable a 
complex legal matter for those who might not read the law, might struggle to understand it, and 
will likely be affected by it: migrants, especially refugees, living in Germany.  

Who: successful storytellers and issues of access 

In the course of the time period under consideration, the voices of politicians, political parties 
and the government are most frequently cited; a second group of voices are those of NGOs or 
civil society organisations advocating for the rights of migrants, especially refugees; and a third 
group are business leaders or representatives of economic organisations (e.g., chambers and 
associations) who are so distinct in how they appear and what they say that we do not simply 
regard them as part of civil society: they are direct stakeholders in the subject matter of the 
law, i.e., refugees’ access to the labour market, and have a vested interest in advocating 
certain positions. There are only a few instances where individual migrants are given a voice, 
and, even then, they are presented as illustrative examples or cases of a much bigger 
category, leaving the impression that it is the journalists who remain the storytellers and stay 
in control of the narrative.  

The journalists from traditional media took positions, and drew on sources/voices, in ways that 
corresponds largely to the media outlets’ political orientation (left/right), with Handelsblatt 
taking a very pronounced position regarding the economic consequences of the law. Perfectly 
in line with business leaders and their readership, this paper welcomed the law and presented 
German business or industry as strongly pro-refugee, as if the German economy were a 
humanitarian aid agency or asylum rights advocacy group. Unfortunately, no journalists from 
this paper could be interviewed, but someone writing for another paper commented: 

It was quite noticeable, really pronounced, how some media were suddenly the 
strongest advocates of refugees, when the story was really about the integration law 
and what it would mean. That was a veritable campaign in the papers, but of course 
the campaign was much stronger outside the papers, behind the scenes. (DE_I_5) 

Critical voices were given space mainly in left-leaning media, especially when oppositional 
politicians criticised the scope of the law, some of its strictest features (e.g., restricting 
refugees’ freedom of movement within Germany), or the German government’s integration 
policies outside of the law.  

Well, the law was the story, wasn’t it, but you see a law itself doesn’t make a good story. 
There is no drama in legalities, so you look for consequences, for controversy. And yes, 
there was some, but the whole process of this law was very drawn out. I think we ran 
very similar stories at 5 or 6 points, simply to return to the story, to pick up where it had 
been left off weeks or months before. It is interesting that all of this stayed quite 
technical, if I am not mistaken, and no one really talked about values or visions for 
German society. I blame politics for this, but the only ones I can remember talking about 
what kind of future this law might create were some Church leaders and NGOs. Overall 
very dry stuff. (DE_I_7) 
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It is striking that the impression described above does not match that of more left-meaning 
journalists, two of whom spoke quite passionately about the law as a missed opportunity and 
what it meant.  

In the end what we had there was a story of failure, of foul compromise, not just between 
the coalition government partners but of all German society, I think. This turned out to 
be a very cowardly, small-scope law, and the debate over technicalities was terrible to 
watch. Even if we accept that social integration needs to be regulated legally, or at least 
some aspects, this law does a poor job of that. There were only a few voices, that I can 
remember, from the Social-Democrats and civil society, that fundamentally questioned 
the frame of this. (DE_I_5) 

This is a fascinating if puzzling assessment, inasmuch as it implies that there had been no 
such voices, or that such voices had been invisible/inaudible even to journalists. Another 
journalist commented in a way that, perhaps, sheds some light on this conundrum. 

It was almost a running joke among colleagues: no one really wanted to report on the 
law, whenever the next detail came out or some politician spoke to the press about it. 
Obviously, we had to report, but a lot of the time it was just facts, explaining what it was 
about, and then there were all those articles that gave the key points of the law, as if 
the papers were suddenly no more than bulletin boards. And you know we also don’t 
appreciate if politicians are using the papers to deliver messages to their coalition 
partners via the public. That’s a lot of what happened here, too. (DE_I_7) 

It is interesting that ‘success’ in terms of visibility and even number of articles conveying a 
particular story does not match with many journalists’ perception or idea of their profession. 
This might be regarded as an effect of the mediatisation of politics.  

Where: narratives travelling across platforms  

Although social media did take up some of the reporting in traditional media, overall interest 
was low or perhaps rather dispersed – without scandalisation, moralisation or strong 
polarisation, no individual tweets attracted strong attention in terms of re-tweets and likes. Only 
three narratives that we found in traditional media were also significantly taken up in social 
media: the law-and-order narrative of ‘Those who do not integrate must feel the 
consequences’, the critical narrative giving voice to civil society organisations criticising the 
law as, inter alia, catering to AfD voters or racist sentiments, and the narrative that the 
Germany economy will benefit from the new integration law. (The fourth narrative with some 
echo in social media was about German politics struggling did not feature migrants as 
characters and therefore seems negligible here.) It appears that in this case study, only 
narratives that support polarisation, or fit within an already polarised social media landscape, 
were successful across media.  

We interpret the success of these narratives in travelling to social media as a likely 
consequence of a combination of a polarised climate regarding refugees since the so-called 
refugee crisis of 2015 on the one hand, manifesting in an interest in narratives pro and counter, 
as well as a latent dissatisfaction with (coalition) politics in Germany on the other hand.  
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What: ‘good’ and ‘bad’ narratives  

To understand the relative success (or failure) of narratives about and linked to the 
Integrationsgesetz, we must therefore consider the wider social and discourse-historical 
context. The very idea and basic premise of regulating integration, especially the integration 
of refugees, through a special law rather than trusting in the existing framework of civil law 
existent in Germany, is premised on an understanding of migrants as not integrating sufficiently 
without such legal stipulations defining rights, obligations and sanctions. While this wide-
spread view partly results from actual social, ethnic and religious tensions as well as political 
campaigning, it also draws on a much larger frame, that of law and order, which stipulates that 
in the face of social problems the authorities should intervene by establishing and executing 
strict rules for those seen as potentially delinquent, deviant or disruptive. In this context, the 
most relevant news values are novelty, drama and meaningfulness – the latter only if the 
integration of refugees is framed as having dramatic quality (clashes between cultures, 
religious or ethnic groups, burdens on Germany or Germans, crime rates rising) and as being 
relevant to the readership (impacting Germans directly) rather than as an abstract 
responsibility of the German government.  

This was a difficult story to cover, because for the most part the only ways to make it 
interesting would have meant pandering to AfD rhetoric. All the interesting questions 
here would have played into that. Do we need this law? How broad should the law be? 
What kind of sanctions or fines should there be? It didn’t help that individual politicians 
were making demands on very specific points, again to score points with voters. The 
actual story of a law being made is not particularly interesting, but in this case linking it 
to the perceived problems it should fix, which would have given the story impact, was 
clearly problematic. So what was left was not a story about refugees or migrants at all, 
but about politicians arguing rather than doing something, another AfD topic. (DE_I_8) 

Statistically, we might measure success through a number of parameters: the number of news 
items (as well as their length and positioning) that produce a specific narrative (its ‘intensity’ 
and ‘salience’), the number of days the respective narrative remained in circulation (its 
‘duration’), or the number of media that ran the narrative (its ‘spread’) as well as travelling 
across platforms. As indicated above, the most successful narratives in these terms are (1) a 
new integration law is coming, (2) those who do not integrate must feel the consequences, (3) 
politicians are struggling to find a consensus, and (4) civil society organisations are criticizing 
the new law. Beyond these, only the narrative ‘This is the new law’, presenting a summary of 
key points, achieved wide spread (but short duration). 

From several journalists’ perspective, the latter did not constitute a ‘story’ at all, and certainly 
not a good story, because its main content was descriptive rather than narrative, and its news 
value was described as dubious.  

The basic assumption of these articles was that we, the media, had a responsibility to 
communicate or translate even into simple terms what was essentially complicated 
legal German. And that those who were most likely to be directly affected by the new 
law would need to be educated about it. Of course, I sympathize with the idea that 
anyone affected by a law should be able to understand it, but in this case, and with 
respect to our paper and knowing our readers, it made little sense to publish this 
summary and explanations of the integration law. But everyone was doing it. There 
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must be dozens of nearly identical articles on that date. But I doubt if it reached or 
helped many refugees. We weren’t giving legal advice, after all. (DE_I_5) 

In conclusion, the ‘what’ of the narratives in this case study presents a conundrum that was 
frustrating to the journalists interviewed but is interesting from a research perspective: 
Constrained by traditional news values and the perceived neutrality of journalistic reporting, 
which underpin the self-understanding of traditional media, whether they are left- or right-
leaning, journalists found that the integration law process gave very little opportunity to create 
compelling narratives. Only the tabloid Bild, in something of a unique position in the German 
newspaper landscape, seized on the law-and-order premise behind the law to generate news 
value, framing the law as designed to regulate migrants and sanction integration offenders. 

2.3 A terrorist attack on a Christmas market  

On 19 December 2016, a truck was deliberately driven into the Christmas market next to the 
Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church at Breitscheidplatz in Berlin, killing 12 people and injuring 56 
others – one of those injured later succumbed to his wounds, becoming the 13th fatality. One 
of the victims was the truck’s original driver, a Polish citizen named Łukasz Urban, who was 
later found shot dead in the passenger seat. Investigators initially believed that Urban might 
still have been alive when the truck reached Breitscheidplatz and might have been stabbed 
because he tried to stop the attack. Early media reports indicated that he grabbed the steering 
wheel, forcing the truck to veer left and crash to a stop, and was then shot at the scene of the 
crash. If this had been true, this act might have saved many lives. However, later investigations 
discovered that the truck was brought to a stop by its automatic braking system and Urban 
was stabbed and shot hours before the attack. 

The perpetrator was not immediately apprehended or known, and a large-scale manhunt 
ensued. An initial suspect was arrested and later released due to lack of evidence. He was 
subsequently identified as Anis Amri, an unsuccessful asylum seeker from Tunisia. He had left 
official papers including his name under the driver’s seat of the truck. According to 
investigators, Amri entered Germany from Italy in 2015 and had contacts with the network of 
the recently arrested Salafist preacher Abu Walaa, a known ISIS recruiter in Germany. Amri 
had previously served a prison term in Italy and was known to German police.  

Four days after the attack, he was killed in a firefight with police near Milan in Italy. The so-
called ‘Islamic State’ group or ISIS claimed responsibility for the attack and released a video 
of the perpetrator, Anis Amri, evidently pledging allegiance to the terror group’s leader, Abu 
Bakr al-Baghdadi. 

The Berlin attack took place during a time of heightened Islamist terrorist activity in Europe but 
was and remains to this date the largest or most deadly such attack in Germany, and the 
deadliest terrorist attack in Germany since an attack at Oktoberfest in Munich in 1980, which 
killed 13 people and injured 211 others. Several terrorist attacks in 2016, in Germany and in 
neighbouring countries, have been linked to ISIS; some of them, like the 2014 Nantes attack 
and the 2016 Nice truck attack, were similar to the truck attack on the Christmas market in 
Berlin. 

In the days immediately following the attack, while the perpetrator remained at large and his 
background organisation was unclear, security in Berlin and other German cities, especially at 
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Christmas markets and other likely targets, was intensified. The Christmas market at 
Breitscheidplatz reopened on 22 December. Damaged stalls were removed and memorials 
were set up in their stead. Concrete barriers were placed along sides facing streets. 

On the political stage, many world leaders offered condolences to Germany and the victims of 
the attack; but several national and international right-wing politicians and commentators 
blamed the attack on German Chancellor Angela Merkel and her policy of accepting an 
unlimited number of asylum seekers and migrants during and after 2015. Euroskeptic 
politicians also condemned the lack of border checks under the Schengen system for allowing 
the perpetrator to travel freely through several countries after the attack. While German civil 
society’s reaction was remarkably calm and level-headed, including multi-faith vigils of 
solidarity, some right-wing politicians called for increased CCTV.  

a) Representation: Main, collateral, and counter-narratives in traditional and social 
media 

This case study included all topically relevant newspaper articles and salient TV shows 
including studio debates that covered the events above as they unfolded, beginning with the 
first reports of the attack on 19 December and ending two weeks later. We confirmed this 
timeframe by using the keywords ‘Terror’, ‘Angriff’, ‘Anschlag’, ‘Anis Amri’ and 
‘Breitscheidplatz’ in the relevant media databases, finding the last news items on 7 January 
2017. A total of 308 texts were included in the sample, averaging more than 15 texts per day. 
More than 80% of these were published within the first week (19 – 26 December), indicating a 
strongly declining reporting activity after the initial flurry.  

The media we sampled differed widely in terms of how many articles they published on the 
events, ranging from a high 91 articles in Bild in total to a low 14 in taz and Stern. As indicated 
above, the overall frequency declined over time, with some newspapers ceasing to cover the 
events as early as 27 December. Apart from a large share of online-only articles, the majority 
of texts (roughly two thirds) appeared on the first three pages of the newspapers, with half of 
that on the cover pages, especially at the beginning of the time period covered.  

Regarding the two weeks of news reporting in our data, we recognized a relatively clear 
development of topics. This development is determined by the fact that the media followed 
events as they unfolded, with very few articles – mostly op/eds – that reflected on underlying 
issues, background information, or the consequences of the attack beyond the attack, its 
investigation and social or political responses. Additionally, these stages are not clearly 
delineated: not every medium moved at the same speed, and even within a single medium, 
articles might realise to several of these narratives on the same day. 

The narrative stages we identified are: (1) A deadly terrorist attack has happened at the 
Christmas market; (2) the manhunt for the perpetrator has begun; the perpetrator is still at 
large; 12 people are dead, many others injured; Berlin grieves in solidarity; (3) political and civil 
society responses defy terrorism; Christmas markets stay open; security is increased; we will 
not be paralysed by fear (4) Anis Amri is a suspect, the manhunt continues; the Polish truck 
driver found dead was a hero; (5) this is Anis Amri, his background, life and family; (6) ethnic 
tensions in Germany are spiking; politicians call for more surveillance; the majority of Germans 
want more CCTV; Anis Amri is killed in firefight; (7) security forces/politics/Islamic associations 
are at least partly to blame for the attack. Alongside these distinct narratives, there are 
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numerous articles, especially in the first week of reporting, that simply attempt to reconstruct 
the events and give a timeline. These are interesting in the sense that they show how even 
such a simple thing as chronology – what happened when and where – seems to provide a 
semblance of control and stability in moments of crisis. This is usually represented in the 
headlines, e.g., “Was wann geschah” (focus, 20 December 2016), and bullet-pointed lists of 
events with specific times, down to the minute. 

Beyond these general observations and developments, we noted several strong similarities 
across the media under consideration: there is a strong focus on eye-witness accounts and on 
the emotions of fear/terror, grief, anger, and (the loss of) security – in survivors, witnesses, 
people living in Berlin or indeed anywhere in Germany, indicating an underlying presupposition 
linking national identity to the attack;1 there is an equally strong focus on the ‘manhunt’, first 
on identifying and finding the perpetrator, later on (understanding) his personality, life and 
background; all media portray Berlin as defiant and present ‘heroes’ of Berlin; part of this 
defiance, in which the media are themselves participating, is the assertion that ‘Christmas is 
still on’; finally, towards the end of the time period covered, there is a general interest in 
explaining, understanding or making sense of terrorism in general and of this terrorist in 
particular, which involves assigning blame or responsibility and lessons for the future. Many if 
not all media also focus on the identities and lives of the victims, including interviews with their 
families. 

We found some notable differences between tabloid and quality media: in what is overall an 
emotional topic, the tabloid newspaper Bild and TV network RTL highlight emotions the most; 
they focus even more on eye witnesses and show more visual imagery; they focus more on 
the family background of the victims, heroes and Amri. In contrast, quality media tend to be 
more focused on events, the investigation, police measures, solidarity and grief, and the 
broader discussion of what this means for Germany in terms of security, politics, ethnic and 
religious tensions.  

In this case study, there were few differences between left – centre – right media; most 
differences we noted are better explained by the quality of the media (see above). If any 
differences can be attributed to political orientation, it is most likely the conclusions drawn in 
op/eds, towards the end of the two-week period, regarding the future of immigration/integration 
policies and the need for more surveillance in conflict with civil liberties. 

 

 

 

1 There is a connection in evidence here between emotions and national identity in the reporting, both 
on the part of journalists and sources interviewed (politicians, witnesses, civil society). One might 
explore this link more fully by combining the ‘securitisation as discourse’ argument with the ‘nation as 
emotional security community’ argument found in Critical Security Studies. Prevalent discourses of 
national identity, security and terrorism will position such attacks as an attack on national security rather 
than individuals’ security and thus implicate national identity with concomitant emotions (pride, defiance, 
grief etc.). This is evident in statements that refer to ‘Germany’, ‘being German’ and ‘what is means to 
be German’, with a sense of community (positive emotional dynamics of group formation) as well as 
distinction (exclusion). 
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Narratives in traditional media  

Narrative 1. ‘A deadly terrorist attack has happened at the Christmas market’ 

The first narrative to be published is characterised by emotions responses such as shock and 
the effort to ascertain what exactly happened. Uncertainty alongside insecurity is evident and 
the lack of certain information is often mentioned. From the manner of the attack, i.e., the use 
of a truck and the target, there is little doubt from the start that this was a terrorist attack with 
Islamist background. The number of victims and safety of the population are in the foreground, 
with primary characters being security forces/police, first responders, eye-witnesses and 
survivors. Secondary characters are politicians, experts and journalists reporting on-site. Since 
nothing is yet known about the identity of perpetrator or their motivation, some but remarkably 
little speculation can also be found. Interestingly, the Christmas market itself features as both 
location/site and target of the attack, and might thus be considered a character as well. 

Narrative 2. ‘The manhunt for the perpetrator has begun; the perpetrator is still at large’ 

This narrative focuses very strongly on security forces as primary characters (police, 
intelligence community), in Germany and increasingly abroad; secondary characters are first 
responders. Members of these groups are interviewed or quoted as well, but mainly they are 
described as engaged in the manhunt or investigation. Some suspects or leads are mentioned, 
though not by name. Links or hints in the direction if Islamist groups are given, and general 
references to Islam or Muslims, mosques or religious conflict appear as well. 

This narrative is set largely in Berlin, with some references elsewhere in Germany and abroad 
as the search and security measures spread. 

Although this narrative is difficult to isolate from others, there is little emotionality in it – a sense 
of urgency and seriousness is conveyed, but the strong emotions of most other narratives in 
this case study are absent.  

Narrative 3. ‘12 people are dead, many others injured; Berlin grieves in solidarity’ 

This narrative revolves around the victims of the attack, those killed, injured or traumatised. 
Numbers and, increasingly, identities and faces are important here. As the Christmas market 
was also a tourist attraction, the nationalities of the victims are also of interest to the media. 
More and more, this narrative focuses on the lives of those killed, their age, gender, families 
etc. This is frequently combined with reporting on grief, especially Berlin coming together in 
vigils of solidarity – which is why we treat this as one narrative. 

Emotions play a strong role here, and are generally portrayed as uniting people (‘coming 
together’) across nationalities, ethnicities and religions. Some attention is given to inter-faith 
relations (Christianity and Islam), implicitly linked to the growing certainty that the attack had 
an Islamist background after ISIS claims the attack. 

Narrative 4. ‘Political and civil society responses defy terrorism’ 

This narrative is distinct from the stories of pure loss and grief inasmuch as takes a much wider 
perspective on German society responding, specifically politics, security forces and civil 
society. Local and federal politicians are interviewed and quoted, expressing shock, sadness 
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or anger and determination. Emphasis is given to the fact that Christmas markets in Berlin and 
Germany are staying open as a sign that terrorists have not won, also in a sense of enduring 
cultural and Christian identity. Security measures, however, are reported as being increased. 
Interestingly, virtually all media actively contribute to, or appeal to, this sense of resistance or 
defiance. The slogan ‘we will not be paralysed by fear’ is frequently taken up or echoed. 
Correspondingly, the mix of emotions carried by this narrative is complex, ranging from 
sadness and grief to compassion, anger and defiance. More explicitly than is common, 
journalists show emotions, talk about others’ emotions, and appeal to audience’s emotions, 
often implying that all of Germany is feeling, or should be feeling, a particular emotion. 

Narrative 5. ‘Anis Amri is the prime suspect, the manhunt continues’ 

After a time of uncertainty and speculation about the identity of the perpetrator and their 
whereabouts, this narrative focuses on Anis Amri as the prime suspect and the search for him. 
Any details or hints are meticulously reported and this includes, of course, also a general 
warning that he might be dangerous and a call for anyone to report information about him. This 
narrative shows some relief about the investigation progressing as well as tension because he 
has not been found. As more and more information about Amri is released, details about his 
past life and the immediate past before the attack are integrated into this narrative – which 
includes his characterisation as a migrant, asylum seeker, foreigner and Muslim. This is done, 
at this stage and in this narrative context, without implicating the Muslim community, mosques 
or religion as such, but other narratives do focus on such connections (see below). 

Narrative 6. ‘Polish truck driver found dead was a hero’ 

The truck driver found dead in the truck used for the attack is reported to have tried to stop 
Anis Amri/the attack, and his death is described as a result of trying to save others. Its main 
characters are Łukasz Urban and Anis Amri, with secondary characters of security forces, the 
attack’s victims and survivors as well as Urban’s family. This is the most prominent of the ‘hero 
stories’ that can be found in the aftermath of the attack. The fact that this story is pieced 
together from very little information, and was later shown to be unlikely because he was killed 
hours earlier, did little to alter the force and appeal of this narrative. The overall situation, it 
seems, demanded as characters in media narratives not just victims and a perpetrator but also 
heroes. This narrative, then, is emotionally charged with a sense of tragic loss, as well as 
admiration, respect and gratitude to the hero. In covering his background or life, his family and 
friends are often secondary characters of this narrative as well. 

Narrative 7. ‘This is Anis Amri, his background, life and family’ 

Considerable attention is given to the perpetrator of the attack as soon as his identity is known, 
the narrative gradually becoming more detailed. There is an effort to know and understand him 
in order to understand his actions. In this sense, the search for blame is highly individualised 
– he may have been linked to others, trained with other Islamists etc., but the story of this 
terrorist act is here the story of one man, not of his Islamism and much less of Islam or other 
Muslims, nor of other migrants or refugees. He is, then, the only principal character, with 
secondary characters comprising his family, friends and contacts, as well as the security 
forces. The setting of this narrative follows his life trajectory, but focuses on his time in Europe, 
especially Germany. The emotions carried by this narrative range are minimal, as the story-
telling is outwardly factual, but one might attest a certain morbid fascination with the killer; the 
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exception here are tabloid media, like Bild and RTL, where we find speculative attempts to 
sensationalise or scandalise: was he the head of a terrorist cell in Germany? How many others 
like him came to Germany and stayed, despite their asylum applications having been denied? 
In such cases, emotions of fear or uncertainty are evoked. 

Narrative 8. ‘Ethnic tensions in Germany are spiking’ 

This narrative tells of incidents, sometimes supported with interview material, in which people 
of apparent ethnic or religious minorities are verbally abused or spat at. These attacks are 
linked to the attack, by the newspapers themselves or the victims of these attacks, as reprisals 
or backlash. They are explained as a collective blaming of Muslims or ‘foreign-looking’ people 
in Germany, and set in contrast with the innocence of these, as well as their shared outrage 
and grief over the attack. In short, this narrative captures the difficult position that people might 
find themselves in after the terrorist attack if they are seen as sharing some collective identity 
with Anis Amri, be it ethnic, religious or simply ‘other’. These incidents are not reported in all 
media, indeed only in newspapers, and here only in Spiegel, faz and Bild around 22 December 
2016. When German president Gauck holds his Christmas speech and warns of ‘Feindbilder’ 
and collectively blaming minorities, more general references to ethnic tensions appear across 
the media landscape, linked to political parties potentially capitalising on them or as the 
Süddeutsche put it, political parties being afraid of people’s fear. Fear, then, as well as hatred 
and distrust, are the prevalent emotions linked to these stories.  

Narrative 9. ‘We need more security; politicians call for more surveillance; the majority of 
Germans want more CCTV’ 

This narrative first appears on 21 December (taz), on 25 December (Handelsblatt), and 
intensifies around the 30 of December, when a survey among German claims that the majority 
of Germans wants more CCTV surveillance (Bild) and the conservative CDU publicly calls for 
more surveillance. At this point, this narrative appears only in a few media, but here it is 
presented as the will of the people, while taz had phrased it as a question and critically 
discussed its consequences. Although other security measures are mentioned as well, video 
surveillance remains the focus of these stories. Major characters here are ‘the people’ and 
conservative politicians, while the prevalent emotions are fear, concern and distrust.  

Narrative 10. ‘Anis Amri is killed in firefight’ 

When Anis Amri is cornered and killed by Italian police on 23 December 2016, the media report 
this with some detail – the most sensationalising accounts in Bild and Berlin giving the most 
detail on his death. His being found and killed is generally reported matter-of-factly, as the 
closing chapter of a continuing story that leaves many questions unanswered. But some media, 
especially quality newspapers, use this conclusion to raise questions about the future, in 
relation to preventing terrorism and standing together, not widening the gaps in German 
society. Amri and the police are this narrative’s main characters, while the emotions in this 
particular narrative are minimal.  

 

 



 

52 

Narrative 11. ‘Security forces/politics/Islamic associations are at least partly to blame for the 
attack’ 

After Amri’s death, a good deal of attention is devoted to identifying responsibilities, at least 
for not preventing the attack if not for causing it. This search for blame touches on German 
security forces, politics and Islamic associations, in both left and right-leaning media. So soon 
after the attack, much of this is speculative and asking questions rather than reporting facts, 
but it gradually becomes clear that Amri had a criminal record and was known to the authorities 
as a dangerous individual. There are emotions of concern (if there is one like him, there might 
well be others) and anger at those seen as having failed to prevent the attack or contributed 
to it.  

Formats (storytelling, straight news, live coverage) and genres (editorials, feature 
stories etc.) 

There is wide mix of formats in the news items in our sample, including mainly storytelling and 
straight news, and an even wider range of genres including op/eds and columns, 
reportage/features, and news reports.  

There are strong correlations between format/genre and some of the narratives discussed 
above, as evident from the prevalence of news reports for the initial articles on the attack or 
op/eds for Anis Amri’s background or the search for blame at the end of the timeframe 
investigated; since some genres are overall more frequently published, the percentages may 
also reflect this overall genre prevalence. The narratives focusing on civil society defying 
terrorism (28%), the Polish truck driver being a hero (32%), Anis Amri’s background (27%), 
Ethnic tensions (27%), and especially the need for more security (48%) as well as blaming 
politics, Islamic associations or security forced (62%) are disproportionally represented in 
op/ed genres. While this is plausible – with more opinion-based and evaluative narratives 
finding their way here – the ratio is nonetheless striking. The final narrative mentioned, which 
is about laying blame, does not appear once in news reports. In contrast, the narratives 
focusing on the terrorist attack itself (80%), the manhunt (92%), deaths (72%) and Amri being 
identified as main suspect (76%) are found predominantly in news reports. In conclusion, the 
proliferation of narratives across genres, or lack thereof, might be of interest for future 
research. 

TABLE 22. Narratives across genres (frequency in percent) 

Narratives Op/eds Reportage/
features 

News 
reports 

Total 

A deadly terrorist attack has 
happened at the Christmas market 

8 12 80 100 

The manhunt for the perpetrator 
has begun; the perpetrator is still 
at large 

- 8 92 100 
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12 people are dead, many others 
injured; Berlin grieves in solidarity 

6 22 72 100 

Political and civil society 
responses defy terrorism 

28 43 29 100 

Anis Amri is prime suspect, the 
manhunt continues 

- 24 76 100 

Polish truck driver found dead was 
a hero 

32 37 31 100 

This is Anis Amri, his background, 
life and family 

27 62 11 100 

Ethnic tensions in Germany are 
spiking 

27 42 31 100 

We need more security 48 10 42 100 

Anis Amri is killed in firefight 4 38 58 100 

Security forces, politics, Islamic 
associations are to blame for the 
attack 

62 38 - 100 

 

Main frames 

The main frames identified for this case study were more evenly distributed than in the other 
case studies, with a less pronounced difference in percentage between them. The most 
common frames were: ‘Islamic terrorism’, ‘grief and suffering’, ‘solidarity and defiance’, ‘finding 
the perpetrator, and ‘understanding the perpetrator’, ‘acts of heroism’, ‘security’ and 
‘responsibility/blame’ – all ranging between 15 and 10 in frequency. Far less frequent was the 
narrative frame ‘ethnic tensions’. Their statistical distribution across the data set is given in the 
following table: 

TABLE 23. Main narrative frames (frequency in percent) 

Main frames Frequency 

Islamic terrorism 15 

Grief and suffering 13 

Solidarity and defiance 13 
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Finding the perpetrator/Justice 12 

Understanding the perpetrator 12 

Acts of heroism 11 

Security 10 

Responsibility/blame 10 

Ethnic tensions 4 

 

b) Narratives and commentary in social media 

Beyond the news items published in traditional newspapers and TV networks, we collected 
and analysed the 100 most ‘retweeted’ messages on the social media platform Twitter, 
referencing the attack at Breitscheidplatz or Anis Amri within two weeks after the attack. 
Keywords used were ‘Breitscheidplatz’, ‘Terror’, ‘Anis Amri’ and ‘Amri’; within the relevant time 
period, the square was not referenced in any items that did not cover the attack. Social media 
differs strikingly from traditional media in this case study, featuring very strong expressions of 
solidarity, xenophobia- or Islamophobia-inspired collective blaming of migrants and/or 
Muslims, as well as blaming politics or specific politicians for inaction or actively contributing 
to the attack, including various (partly implied) conspiracy theories. 

In the course of the weeks between December 19 and January 7, which is identical period as 
covered for traditional media, social media users’ engagement with the top 100 tweets ranged 
between 18,478 and 8,415 retweets. The most retweeted postings included messages from 
public figures and authorities, such as the Berlin police and foreign ministry. Some of the social 
media users focused on (1) the immediate security situation and the manhunt, others on (2) 
solidarity and rejections of terrorism among migrant communities, and yet others on (3) the 
alleged collective guilt of Muslims, migrants and/or politics.  
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PICTURE 15. Security forces using Twitter to update the public 

 

Source: Twitter (German Federal Ministry of Justice, December 20, 2016) 

Some users on Twitter posted about encounters with members of migrant communities after 
the attack, expressing solidarity and sentiments of welcome: 

“I just took the taxi from Kreuzberg home. The taxi driver came to Berlin from Turkey 
27 years ago. He lives in Wedding, he told me proudly that he has four children, the 
youngster daughter was old enough to vote in September. He was proud that his four 
children had been born and raised in Berlin, that they live in a free country, that they 
can vote, that they can decide for themselves what they want to do with their lives. His 
daughter wanted to go to the Christmas market on Breitscheidplatz with him today, but 
he said no, because she still had to do her homework. He told me that he is praying 
that what happened today is not a terrorist attack, that it doesn’t have ‘a religious 
background’, that no one is involved who is tarnishing his faith. And he told me he was 
afraid. Of tomorrow.” (Twitter, private user, December 19, 2016, translation is the 
authors’) 

There was also a number of tweets posted by members of those migrant communities and/or 
religious communities, declaring themselves to be migrants and/or Muslims, while also 
professing their rejection and, indeed, hatred of terrorism: 

“My name is […], I have roots in Pakistan and am Muslim. I hate terrorism, so do 1.5 
billion Muslims. #Berlin #Breitscheidplatz” (Twitter, private user, December 19, 2016) 

In sharp contrast, a number of right-wing politicians, most prominently members of the 
Alternative für Deutschland party, used the terrorist attack to blame Angela Merkel and 
summarily blame migrants. In the following example, the politician also linked the 
Breitscheidplatz attack to the attack in Nice, France, by including the hashtag #Nice: 
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“When will the German state uphold the rule of law and strike back? When will this 
damn bigotry finally end? These are Merkel’s dead! #Nice #Berlin” (Twitter, AfD 
politician, December 21, 2016) 

In the majority of posting threads, users argue in a highly polarised debate over blame, 
Germany’s migration policies/politics as liking migrants/Muslims more than autochthonous 
people/Christians, and alleged plans of the so-called ‘great replacement’. The latter sentiment 
is expressed in the following post, suggesting that perpetrators are better regarded than 
Breitscheidplatz victims and their families.  

“No. It is disgusting how people are still committing victim-perpetrator reversal and 
mocking victims and their relatives. #Breitscheidplatz #Berlin” (Twitter, private user, 
December 19, 2016) 

The following tweet exemplifies social media posts blaming German politics and vilifying 
refugees: 

“People who use violence to try and force their way into another country are not 
refugees. People who shout ‘Germany’ at the border, even though there are safe third 
countries in front of them, are not refugees. Stop calling these illegal migrants 
refugees!” (Twitter, private user, December 20, 2016) 

Statistically, the targeted narratives and comments in our Twitter data give the following 
picture. 

TABLE 24. Target narratives (rows) and comments (columns) on twitter 

Target narratives Positive comments Negative comments Total 

A deadly terrorist 
attack has happened 
at the Christmas 
market 

5 approval 

Hopefully no-one died; 
Hopefully not more 

victims; I hope they catch 
who did it 

8 critique 

Another Islamist attack; It 
must have been a 

Muslim/refugee 

13 

The manhunt for the 
perpetrator has 
begun; the 
perpetrator is still at 
large 

4 approval 

I hope they catch who did 
it 

6 critique 

They are not doing enough 
to protect Germans 

10 

Berlin grieves for the 
dead in solidarity 

22 approval 

Showing solidarity across 
ethnic or religious divides, 

locally, nationally and 
internationally 

4 critique 

Claims that Muslims are not 
showing solidarity 

26 
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Political and civil 
society responses 
defy terrorism 

4 approval 

 

- 4 

Anis Amri is prime 
suspect, the 
manhunt continues 

2 approval 

I hope the catch him 

6 critique 

Of course it was a 
Muslim/migrant 

8 

Polish truck driver 
found dead was a 
hero 

2 approval 

 

- 2 

This is Anis Amri, his 
background, life and 
family 

- 9 critique 

Of course it was a Muslim; 
Of course German 
politicians did nothing 

9 

Ethnic tensions in 
Germany are spiking 

- 7 critique 

Natural response; people 
are angry; people need to 
defend themselves 

7 

We need more 
security 

3 approval 

 

4 critique 

Politicians won’t do anything 

7 

Anis Amri is killed in 
firefight 

5 approval 

Good they got him; he 
deserved it or worse 

- 5 

Security forces, 
politics, Islamic 
associations are to 
blame for the attack 

9 approval 

It is a conspiracy against 
good Germans 

- 9 

Total 56 44 100 

 

The range of comments indicated above illustrates the polarisation on social media and how 
pre-existing xenophobic narratives and frames, such as conspiracy theories about the ‘great 
replacement’, were tied in with the traditional media’s narratives regarding the terrorist attack 
on Breitscheidplatz Christmas market. Overall, there was much more negativity on social 
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media; if we were to compare the emotions expressed between traditional media and social 
media, we would see hate and fear of ethnic and religious others. Moreover, there seems to 
be much intertextuality and interdiscursivity between social media users on the far-right and 
the discourses produced by populist politicians. The most successful counterpoint to these 
were individual’s stories of solidarity and integration (see Fig. # above), sometimes told by 
users positioning themselves as an ethnic and/or religious minority and sometimes reported 
by apparently autochthonous Germans.  

c) Frames and voices in social media 

The distribution of frames in our social media corpus partly resembled those from traditional 
media considered in this case study. However, the exchanges were very polarised, and there 
were thus no neutral frames. 

TABLE 25. Frames (in percent) 

Main frames Frequency 

Responsibility/blame 28 

Islamic terrorism 16 

Security 14 

Finding the perpetrator/Justice 12 

Ethnic tensions 8 

Grief and suffering 8 

Solidarity and defiance 8 

Acts of heroism 4 

Understanding the perpetrator 2 

 

On the one hand, social media took up the narratives produced by traditional media reporting 
on the attack. On the other hand, the comments often rejected the conclusions, emotions and 
frames produced by traditional media, as evidenced by the deviations into conspiracy theories 
and generalised blaming of ethnic and religious others, as well as German politics. The 
strongest counterpoint in terms of frames contributed by otherwise marginalised voices was 
that of solidarity, which was already strong in traditional media; in short, our analysis of social 
media postings revealed new frames on the far-right but no counter-balancing frames beyond 
what we already saw in traditional media. 
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d) Narrative making and success 

In many respects, the media we covered all follow similar patterns in response to the terrorist 
attack; arguably, that is what makes them and their story-telling traditional, as they all 
participate in and contribute to the same hegemonic discourse. The distribution of narratives, 
as well as of frames, indicates similar criteria of narrative making and success – the focus on 
grief as well as solidarity and defiance paints a picture of a society overcoming the attack, 
defying rather than giving in to terror. There are three exceptions to this overall pattern, as 
evidenced by tabloids such as Bild and RTL, which show a tendency to speculation (‘How 
many terrorists?’, Bild 24 December 2016), collectivisation in the search for blame among 
Muslims (‘Amri and the terrorist mosque’, Bild 24 December 2016) as well as exaggeration 
with regard to responses, including ‘heroes’, ‘ethnic clashes’, and the German’s ‘wanting more 
surveillance’. The tabloid devotes more articles to these topics, stronger appeals to related 
emotions, and draws more sweeping conclusions.  

Who: successful storytellers and issues of access 

In terms of stakeholders and/or voices, there is a strong focus on the families of victims, the 
survivors and heroes, as well as eye-witnesses, first responders and security forces, politicians 
and what we might call ‘members of the community’. With regard to this last category, 
interesting differences emerge: these members are presented in some way as representative, 
either because they are regular people, assumed to be/constructed as typical of a Berlin 
neighbourhood or ethnic-religious community, or because they are official representatives, 
e.g., the head of a particular church or organisation. These figures are most often referred to, 
interviewed or quoted in narratives that relate to grief, solidarity or ethnic tensions (see above). 
Significantly, the construction of ‘migrants’, ‘Muslims’ or more generally ethnic-religious others 
in this context is almost always in relation to ethnic tensions. In other words, a voice is given 
to these communities to have them describe how they are being collectively blamed and to say 
that they are just as shocked and horrified by the attack as anyone else. 

People were shocked and they were scared, I don’t think we’ve ever had tensions like 
this in Berlin. And I am mean everyone was scared at least a little. Everyone was scared 
of another attack, and some people were scared of anyone who looked a little foreign, 
and those people could feel the fear and sometimes it spilled over into hate speech. 
Protesting terrorism or at least clearly stating that they opposed it, when any 
organisation linked to Islam said something like this in the days after the attack, it wasn’t 
only important news but important to give them a platform to alleviate the tensions and 
keep the peace. (DE_I_9) 

None of the interviewees regarded it as problematic that, essentially, this was the only way for 
a member of a Muslim or migrant community, who were treated as suspect by many, to be 
given a voice in this context. But there were other ethical issues that journalists noted. 

The real story was the attack. Biggest story of the year, and right here in Berlin. There 
was a regular hunt for survivors and eye-witnesses, and later for anyone who knew or 
had anything to do with the attacker. The details of the attack, the family Christmas 
market stories before the attack, the grief after the attack. Participating in this and 
staying respectful, I don’t think we [journalists in German media] were always 
successful in doing this. (DE_I_10) 
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To be heard, to be given a voice by traditional media in this case study - and thus become a 
successful storyteller in terms of this criterion – requires that one credibly fits into, i.e., 
believably performs positionality, one of several categories of ‘characters’: victims or eye 
witnesses (and their relatives), authorities and experts, political and religious leaders, or a 
member of a ‘suspect group’. The latter group, in a very vague way, is equated with various 
Others: migrants, refugees, Muslims. This position is not necessary defined first and foremost 
by the media studied here, as it of course existed already before the attack and has a discursive 
history of its own, as do the topoi of blaming/collective guilt and expectations that they publicly 
denounce terrorism in the wake of Islamist terrorist attacks; however, the hegemonic media 
are a crucial part of the discursive reproduction and reification of such categorisation, by 
accepting and following the positioning as a criterion for including migrants’ voices and 
narratives in this subgenre. 

Where: narratives travelling across platforms  

In this case study, the main successes in travelling were different for each direction: calls for 
and expressions of solidarity travelled from traditional media (and politics) into social media; 
xenophobic, Islamophobic and racist postings as well as conspiracy theory-loaded postings 
blaming German politics were noted but not necessarily reported on directly by journalists in 
traditional media. The latter also present a distinguishing contribution of social media to this 
discourse, alongside some original voices from individual members of the migrant or Muslim 
communities who expressed solidarity with the victims or condemned Islamic terrorism. 

I think we were very much aware of the rumours and hate speech that were spreading 
on social media at the time. It is not exactly a new phenomenon if you look at it globally. 
And I mean coming back to the topic of distancing, even if we did not report on social 
media hate speech directly, because we didn’t want to give it more space, this also then 
motivated stories about communities officially distancing themselves or marching in 
solidarity with the victims and the like. Actually, I think our paper made one reference 
that I can remember to spiking hate speech on the internet, pointing out also that it is a 
crime punishable by law, but that was it. (DE_I_10) 

Significantly, we found no examples of social media posts made by individuals rather than 
representatives of political or civil society organisations that travelled to traditional media. 

In the context of this case study, success in the social media clearly depended on somewhat 
different criteria. The polarisation of public discourse regarding refugees, migration policy, and 
the Muslim community in Germany is exacerbated on social media. Only those voices and only 
those narratives that take a very clear, even extreme position in this climate could be 
successful in the terms this study set and that Twitter technologically enforces. The unwritten 
rule that journalists followed in this case, of not reporting individual voices but only official 
organisations, may be well-founded by ethical considerations, but it reinforced the expectations 
that the only thing to be said at that point, the only thing worth hearing from the migrant or 
Muslim communities in Germany would be, first and foremost, condemnations of terrorism and, 
secondarily, solidarity with the victims. 
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What: ‘good’ and ‘bad’ narratives  

Overall, the conditions of narrative making and success appear very consistent across the 
traditional German media landscape: the narratives can be seen as responses to general 
needs in the public, to know, to understand, to process and to learn from the terrorist attack as 
well as to see justice done. Emotions and information are both crucial to these needs, and both 
figure very strongly in our data. However, remarkably, they are often kept very separate in the 
sense that we see articles that are painstaking, matter-of-fact lists of events, bare chronologies; 
but we also see articles that are essentially devoted to emotions, linked to victims, heroes, 
perpetrators and witnesses – as well as protectors, sometimes in the form of their failures, their 
success or calls for actions in the future. 

This case study highlights that news values are not so much universal as contingent on 
context: the socio-historical context of culture, the discursive context of the subgenre, and the 
situational context of the events reported. The terrorist attack itself, its detailed timeline, the 
perpetrator, victims and survivors, eye-witnesses and first responders on site, is of eminent 
news value here due its dramatic qualities; but there is also enormous news value attached to 
stories of heroism and resilience or defiance, exemplified by the way the Polish truck driver 
was treated by all traditional media not as a victim but as a hero (a narrative proven incorrect 
by later investigations). Subsequently, as the situation developed, the continuing threat and 
the manhunt for the terrorist who, while he remained at large, received most attention. 

I still think that the Polish truck driver was a hero. It doesn’t sit right with me to treat him 
like the other victims. As a journalist I have to tell the most compelling story I can. And 
he might have stopped the whole attack, I still think he tried to and fought, not just to 
save his own life. (DE_I_10) 

It is noteworthy that some of the interviewees express and show personal, emotional 
involvement with the stories they or their colleagues reported. Some expressed that they, too, 
felt fear and apprehension, or that they joined in the defiance, or that they were angry at political 
failures. 

This was not a story like any other for me. I live and work in Berlin. I’ve been to that 
 Christmas market. And with the images we were seeing, I felt like an eye witness 
myself. Professional detachment is important, but sometimes it can feel impossible or 
even a hindrance to telling the best story, or telling the story the best way. (DE_I_9) 

Although none of the interviewees reflected on it, it is likely that such influence impacted not 
only the ‘how’ of their storytelling but also the ‘what’, i.e., which stories they felt were 
newsworthy. Working for hegemonic media and, in most cases, from a position of societal 
mainstream – only for very few of the journalists could we confirm a migrant positionality – the 
narratives that were successful in the traditional media manifest hegemonic frames and criteria 
for narrative success. While there are minor differences between left/right-leaning media 
regarding the narratives around CCTV surveillance and failed migration policies, alongside the 
somewhat more pronounced quality/tabloid differences, the similarities regarding who and 
what are overwhelming.   
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3. Overall conclusions 

3.1 Who: issues of strategy and access   

These conclusions address the key question of who (and how and why) successfully access 
the media and can thus spread their own narratives. We answer this question considering the 
following aspects: the hierarchies of access to the hegemonic media; the strategies for gaining 
media visibility; the importance of constructing frames that are clearly distinct from those of 
political opponents; and the ability to dominate over discursive spaces over time. 

Access to hegemonic media 

Since access to traditional or hegemonic media depends on power and social capital in its 
various forms, from monetary to cultural capital, is as unequally distributed as power or capital. 
Beyond the mere potential of access, which can be described in the above terms, there are 
more specific mechanisms of inclusion/exclusion at work: discursive formations and dominant 
frames, including journalists’ perceptions of news values, restrict access to media for those 
who are marginalised in society and ultimately work to reproduce their marginality. As our three 
case studies have demonstrated, migrants and those with migrant background have very 
limited access to hegemonic media. They are seen but not usually heard when they become 
topics of news reporting, as in the case of ‘Moria is burning’ or the legal regulation of 
integration. In each case, only very specific positions or roles as characters in the narratives 
told were available to migrants, and those were not speaking roles, as it were. Access to 
hegemonic media and thus the potential to spread their stories was firmly in the hands of 
people with authority, be it political, executive, economic or cultural capital. This sometimes 
included NGOs, civil society organisations, political movements or individuals seemingly 
speaking for or on behalf of migrants, as with the solidarity protests in German cities and aid 
workers on Lesbos in case study 1. In short, access to media does not preclude critical voices 
per se, but it does largely exclude migrants or, rather, those speaking from a migrant 
positionality. 

While some sought, in all likelihood genuinely, to speak for and in the best interest of migrants 
(especially in case studies 1 and 2), this does not facilitate actual access to the media for 
migrants. The one notable exception, where an individual migrant was given a very limited 
voice (and face) in the narratives covered in case study 1, is highly problematic: the so-called 
‘white girl of Moria’ was clearly chosen by the tabloid newspaper for her skin colour, indicating 
underlying racist ideology as guiding the ‘value’ of her voice. She is quoted as saying “They 
are locking us up here” and “I never wanted to come here”. This critique is not lessened by the 
argument that readers may have found her – being a child and being ‘white’ – more relatable 
than other migrants, it simply indicates the endemic nature of such racist attitudes. If the 
positionality of ‘migrant’ is discursively encoded as Other, inter alia through skin colour, ethnic 
or religious attributes, then such Othering is destabilised, if only temporarily, by migrants or 
refugees – as in the case of the current refugees from Ukraine – who are ‘white’, ‘Christian’ 
etc. 
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Strategies for gaining media visibility  

Based on the data we have access to, and given the absence of migrant voices in that data, it 
is difficult to identify any strategies for gaining media visibility on behalf of migrants in 
hegemonic media. Cultural authority is referred to as a strong prerequisite, meaning that it is 
a viable strategy to develop or attain such authority in any form: an officially recognised 
organisation or association; a political career or functions; a professional identity, education or 
training (medical, legal etc.); a publicly visible movement such as public protests, marches or 
social media movement (although this is a very fleeting, temporary basis for visibility) and so 
forth. Significantly, none of these strategies are immediately available to migrants, especially 
refugees. Moreover, there are risks attached to staging public protests in a way that is not 
culturally recognised and condoned. In addition, linguistic competence remains a barrier to 
gaining visibility as well. Finally, all of these strategies require resources, both monetary and 
time, that are not equally distributed socially and that migrants typically have less access to. 

On social media, most of these limitations still apply, as demonstrated by the successful 
narratives in case study 3: The only migrant voices that were successful in the wake of the 
terrorist attack on a Christmas market in Berlin were those who performed correct, even 
eloquent German; who demonstrated that they had settled in Germany for the long term and 
made it their home; who showed appreciation, even gratitude for Germany; and who clearly 
condemned Islamic terrorism. This, in a nutshell, was the only migrant positionality that was 
acceptable and therefore had any chance to succeed in this context. These strategies were 
not available to the refugees on Lesbos in case study 1, and the racialised exception of ‘the 
white girl of Moria’ does not indicate an alternative strategy per se. In case study 2, we would 
argue, the cultural authority criterion only allowed NGOs or organisations representing 
migrants to gain access to media: to speak about integration from an acceptable position, one 
has to demonstrate a high degree of integration and cultural recognition.  

Framing and distinction  

Frames, understood here as discursively constructed common sense views of the world, are 
specific to – and characteristic of – social groups and societies. They thus also represent a 
hegemonic discourse and world view, which in turn can be expected to underpin much of 
traditional media’s news reporting. Such hegemonic frames appear ‘natural’, ‘self-evident’ or 
‘common sense’, i.e., they are not usually questioned and may be exceedingly difficult to 
destabilise or call into question. Frames are often largely implicit; they do not need to be spelled 
out in detail to be effective within a group that shares them; it is sufficient to allude or invoke 
them in a condensed or elliptic form. 

In this sense, both journalists and other successful storytellers, including politicians and civil 
society associations, will strategically rely – deliberately or instinctively – on well-established, 
hegemonic frames. All three case studies revealed such dominant frames, e.g., 
humanitarianism, as well as more marginal, emerging frames on social media, such German 
politics treating migrants better than German citizens. On the side of traditional media, some 
comments by journalists suggest at least a passing awareness of frames in terms of what 
counts as a ‘good’ story and what does not.  
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Part of the job, and in this case of the difficulty in reporting on Moria over weeks, was 
to recognise what would work as a story. The fire as catastrophe was soon exhausted, 
but then there was the fire as arson; and there was the humanitarian catastrophe that 
resulted from it. But more and more, the only thing that made sense as a backdrop was 
the larger European question of responsibility, the political to-and-fro in Germany, and 
the question of values, whether you call them Christian or European values these days. 
(journalist, right-leaning newspaper) 

What the journalist quoted above calls the ‘backdrop’ of a story might just as well be called a 
frame. Another journalist, this one of a left-leaning paper, referred repeatedly to ‘the larger 
story’ in a way reminiscent of frames, for example the continuing story of European failure to 
deal with migration in a way that reconciles policy and European values. From the reverse 
angle, then, drawing on hegemonic frames might be a way for non-hegemonic voices and 
narratives to penetrate into traditional media spaces. The familiarity or acceptability of the 
hegemonic frame might work as way to insert non-hegemonic narratives and voices, 
embedded in the hegemonic frame, into traditional media. 

Prevalence 

By and large, all three case studies indicated the presence of frames that might be considered 
conservative or right-wing and others that are commonly attributed to progressive or left-wing 
political positions or ideologies. In traditional media, no extreme-right frames were identified; 
in social media, however, with its polarised climate, far-right and far-left positions are both more 
clearly recognisable and more frequent – even up to the level of racist hate speech. The case 
studies differ here, as might expected, according to the sub-genres: in case study 1, the frames 
of humanitarianism and catastrophe were the most dominant ones by far; in case study 2, the 
frames of social cohesion, law making and political debate were of almost equal importance; 
in case study 3, eight frames were very similar in terms of spread: Islamic terrorism, grief and 
suffering, solidarity and defiance, finding the perpetrator/justice, understanding the perpetrator, 
heroism, security and responsibility/blame. Arguably, one of the most interesting findings here 
is that some sub-genres seem to bring forth one or two very dominant frames, whereas others 
lead to a wide range of similarly important frames in the traditional media’s reporting. 

3.2 Where: legacy and new media distinctive features and re-
mediations 

After dealing with the issue of visibility and access to the media, Twitter as the representative 
of social media we analysed and its relationship with traditional media are considered here. 
More precisely, we will consider the platform’s technological specificity, its on-and-off 
representation in hegemonic media, occasional cross-platform flows and re-contextualisations, 
as well as the factors that make some tweets more successful than others.  

Twitter’s distinctiveness 

The developments of recent years, especially in relation to Donald Trump’s presidency and his 
subsequent ban from Twitter, have cast significant doubts on the potential for grass-roots 
mobilization and democratisation that social media in general, and Twitter in particular, were 
attributed with in the early 2010s. Regardless of some (albeit limited) efforts on the part of 
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social media to curb the spread of misinformation and abuse of their algorithms to 
systematically influence public opinion, elections and other core elements of democratic 
processes, social media have been shown to be prone to certain forms of manipulation and to 
intensify rather than just reveal societal polarisation on key issues. Some of this is due to social 
media, and in particular Twitter’s, distinctive features, including asynchronicity, a sense of 
anonymity that persists despite digital fingerprints, social distance combined with the brevity 
and colloquiality of communication, the so-called vanity metrics of retweeting and liking, as 
well as the colonization of social media by populist political actors. In short, Twitter allows, 
facilitates and in many cases can foreground extreme, marginal positions and voices. As such, 
it can be a place where marginal voices, and particularly migrants’ voices can be heard, and 
even rise to prominence; it has the potential to be place for grass roots mobilisation for human 
rights, solidarity and inclusion; but this potential is just that, a possibility, and is never 
guaranteed. Twitter equally offers the potential for far-right, white supremacist voices to be 
heard and rise to prominence, making it above all a place for polarisation rather than 
consensus. 

We see examples of that in all case studies, although in quite distinct ways: in case study 1, 
the solidarity protests for refugees in Moria gained a strong position on social media, calling 
for human rights-based action and inclusion – but this was not the voice of migrants 
themselves; case study 2 was the least polarised, and migrants’ voices were only present in 
the form of recognised associations/organisations; in case study 3, by far the most polarised 
sub-genre studied here, Twitter brought to prominence both individual migrants’ voices as well 
as racist, Islamophobic voices from individuals embraced extreme-right ideologies. 
Significantly, however, the only prominent instances of migrants’ voices on Twitter were those 
using well-established or hegemonic frames and narratives (rather than innovative ones). In 
our case studies, the only way for migrants to gain significant attention on Twitter was to say 
what mainstream society was expecting, even demanding them to say (e.g., to condemn 
Islamic terrorism and demonstratively align oneself with German society, culture and values). 

Representing social media and cross-platform flows 

In our analysis, the traditional media took note of Twitter only in two cases: in case study 1, 
when the platform was used to call for/successfully mobilise real-life protests in the streets of 
German cities; and when, in case study 3, the polarised atmosphere manifested in racist hate 
speech. There was no nuanced reporting on the Twitter conversations that existed beyond 
these extremes on the left and right, or on the side of inclusiveness and exclusiveness. The 
traditional media thus conveyed the impression of society, to the extent that it is represented 
by social media, as separated into irreconcilable opposites – for or against migrants. In a 
sense, Twitter is built in a way that encourages this representation in traditional media: only 
the few tweets with most attention, i.e., most polarising, are noticed. The vast majority of 
tweets, many of which are in between those extremes, remain unnoticed and unreported. To 
some extent. The fact that traditional media did not report on anything happening on social 
media regarding case study 2 is telling here: the lower the polarisation, the less interesting are 
social media to traditional media. 

Strategies that make some Twitter accounts influential 

It has been noted that power – political, social or material influence or capital – does not always 
translate to prominence or influence on Twitter. Indeed, there is no guarantee that a politician 
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in an office of some significance who creates and maintains a Twitter account (or has a team 
doing so) will attract a large following on Twitter or that their tweets will always receive many 
retweets and likes. However, there is a near guarantee that traditional media will note and 
report on any tweets posted by that politician if these tweets are deemed newsworthy, very 
similar to how they would report on a press release, statement or interview given by that 
politician. In short, those who already have power and influence can by and large rely on that 
influence extending to Twitter as far as traditional media’s attention is concerned, even if 
beyond that they will need to use strategies like any other Twitter user to attract a following 
and attention. Such strategies, in the three sub-genres studied here, are polarisation or 
scandalisation bordering on the illegal or at least outside the socially accepted norm (e.g., 
using extreme-right narratives or frames) or, especially from a migrant position, drawing on 
established frames or fulfilling hegemonic expectations. 

3.3 What: successful narratives  

All three case studies suggest that there are specific features that facilitate the success of 
narratives in the sense of enhancing their coverage in traditional media, the extent to which 
people engage with them on social media, the duration or persistence they may or may not 
have beyond momentary attention, and in some cases even their plausible influence on 
political decision-makers. These features, it must be noted, are different between traditional 
media and social media (see above), but they are also specific to the social context, i.e., 
German society, with its unique configuration of political landscape, media, culture etc. 
Journalists, politicians and NGOs are clearly shown to be the gatekeepers of narratives about 
migration and migrants, be they refugees at the EU borders or people who have settled in 
Germany but are still seen as Other. In the sense that these factors do not only decide how 
much and how long attention is given to a particular narrative, but indeed whether a narrative 
is reported at all, they can also be considered filters – in discourse analytical terms, then, they 
determine what can be said, and what is said, in a particular situation, as well as how it is said. 

The relative similarity and consistency between left- and right-leaning media, as well as 
between quality and tabloid media, within Germany, is a remarkable manifestation of the 
hegemonic consensus regarding migration. In our case studies, there are only a handful of 
exceptions, such as the tabloid Bild giving significant and long attention to the ‘white girl of 
Moria’ narrative or the right-leaning Handelsblatt focusing on the economic benefit of the new 
integration law. It is these outliers that indicate more local, more specific factors of the 
respective media. Operating under commercial pressure to sell their stories to a particular 
target audience, each of these traditional media must try to find, shape and tell stories that are 
homologous with the cultural expectations and values of their respective readership. 

Despite some significant successes of the AfD in German elections, especially the Landtag 
(with 27.5% in Sachsen in 2017, for example), media discourse regarding migration, especially 
refugees and their integration, remains remarkably positive – if paternalistic - in its explicit 
evaluations of migration, migrants, and most related topics (e.g., Geißler 2016). It is mainly in 
tabloid media and in opinion pieces (but here also in right-leaning or centre media that are 
considered quality media) that we see outright negative evaluations in the narratives 
themselves as well as the underlying frames (Spieß 2018). This at least ostensibly inclusive 
hegemonic discourse in traditional media is not reflected in opinion polls, voting behaviour or 
discourse on social media (Mühe 2017). 
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Indeed, this hegemonic version of ‘inclusive’ is premised on specific frames and attitudes that 
are, at least in part, paternalistic and exclusive – for instance regarding the inclusion of actual 
migrant voices and frames outside the dominant culture or society (‘Mehrheitsgesellschaft’ in 
German). These largely well-obscured or submerged frames occasionally emerge, for instance 
with narratives around the controversial concept of ‘Leitkultur’, the ‘law and order’ frame, or the 
insistence that migrants in Germany explicitly distance themselves from Islamic terrorism and 
declare solidarity with Germany. Some of these aspects are easily categorised as narratives, 
frames or attitudes; others prove more elusive to analytical categorisation and might be 
identified as topoi, cultural values or valuations etc. Especially difficult to analyse or even grasp 
have been the silences and absences from our data, and we can see them most clearly in the 
way that migrants are talked about rather than given a voice – but even here, the perspective 
encoded in the phrase to be given a voice reproduces and reifies the exclusion. Migrants do 
have a voice, in fact many voices; the fact is also that the power of traditional media, and the 
dynamics of social media, almost always work to exclude these voices even when migrants 
are major characters in the narratives told. And while we know this, we cannot (yet) know the 
what of what was excluded, i.e., the alternative narratives told by non-hegemonic actors. 



 

68 

References 

Conboy, M. 2010. The language of newspapers: Socio-historical perspectives. London: 
Continuum. 

Geißler, Rainer. 2016. Medien und Migranten. In Deutschland Einwanderungsland: Begriffe - 
Fakten – Kontroversen, edited by Karl-Heinz Meier-Braun, Reinhold Weber. 214-223. 
Stuttgart: Kohlhammer.  

Haas, S., and C. Wischermann, eds. 2015. Die Wirklichkeit der Geschichte. Stuttgart, 
Germany: Franz Steiner Verlag. 

Harcup, Tony, and Deirdre O’neill. What is news? News values revisited (again). Journalism 
Studies 18.12: 1470-1488. 

Mühe, Marieluise. 2017. Rassistische Diskurse im Einwanderungsland Deutschland - Das 
Aushandeln von Flucht und Asyl über soziale Medien im lokalen Raum. Berlin: Arbeitsstelle 
Politik des Maghreb, Mashreq und Golf. http://dx.doi.org/10.17169/refubium-25223 

Schrag, Wolfram. 2017. Medienlandschaft Deutschland. Konstanz: UKV-Verlagsgesellschaft.  

Sjøvaag, Helle. 2015. Hard news/soft news. The hierarchy of genres and the boundaries of 
the profession. Boundaries of Journalism. Professionalism, Practices and Participation. Edited 
by Matt Carlson, Seth C. Lewis. London: Routledge.  

Spieß, Constanze. 2018. “Deutschland muss Deutschland bleiben.” Sprachliche Selbst- und 
Fremdpositionierungsaktivitäten im Kontext politischer Äußerungen über Migration am 
Beispiel des Ausdrucks Leitkultur. Kulturwissenschaftliche Zeitschrift 3/1, 35–55. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.25969/mediarep/3604. 

The National Herald. 2018. Human Rights Watch Says Lesbos Refugee Center “Open-Air 
Prison”. 22 November 2018. 

Vollmer, Bastian, and Serhat Karakayali. 2017. “The Volatility of the Discourse on Refugees in 
Germany.” Journal of Immigrant & Refugee Studies 16, no. 1-2: 118-139. DOI: 
10.1080/15562948.2017.1288284 

Ziegler, Jean. 2019. “People live here like animals”. Teller Report. 2019-05-24. Retrieved 
2020-09-09. 

Ziegler, Jean. 2020. “Nous avons recréé des camps de concentration” [We have recreated 
concentration camps]. L’illustré. Retrieved 2020-09-09. 

  



 

69 

Appendix: List of interviewees  

Code Date Name2 or 
pseudonym 

Gender Organisation / 
institution 

Case study 

DE_I_1 Jan 12, 2022 Thomas 
(pseudonym) 

Man Newspaper 
broadsheet 

Moria 

DE_I_2 Jan 14, 2022 Liana 
Spyropoulou 

Woman Newspaper tabloid Moria 

DE_I_3 Jan 19, 2022 Tobias Kraus Man Seebrücke Moria 
DE_I_4 Jan 21, 2022 John 

(pseudonym) 
Man Pro Asyl Moria 

DE_I_5 Jan 24, 2022 Sabine 
Merkens 

Woman Newspaper Integrationsgesetz 

DE_I_6 Feb 2, 2022 Sam Charcira Man Integrationsrat 
Düsseldorf 

Integrationsgesetz 

DE_I_7 Feb 8, 2022 Fatma 
(pseudonym) 

Woman Newspaper Integrationsgesetz 

DE_I_8 Feb 9, 2022 Not allowed Man TV Integrationsgesetz 
DE_I_9 Feb 15, 2022 Franz Solms Man Newspaper Terrorist attack 
DE_I_10 Feb 16, 2022 Michael 

Müller 
Man Newspaper Terrorist attack 

DE_I_11 Feb 21, 2022 Maria 
(pseudonym) 

Woman Migrant NGO Terrorist attack 

DE_I_12 Feb 23, 2022 Not allowed Not allowed Migrant NGO Terrorist attack 
  

 

2 Only if full consent was given. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

BRIDGES: Assessing the production and impact of migration narratives is a project funded by 
the EU H2020 Framework Programme for Research and Innovation and implemented by a 
consortium of 12 institutions from all over Europe. The project aims to understand the causes 
and consequences of migration narratives in a context of increasing politicisation and 
polarisation around these issues by focusing on six European countries: France, Germany, 
Hungary, Italy, Spain, and the United Kingdom. To do so, BRIDGES adopts an interdisciplinary 
and co-productive approach and is implemented by a diverse consortium formed by 
universities, think tanks and research centres, cultural associations, and civil society 
organisations. 
 
 

 
The BRIDGES Working Papers are a series of academic publications presenting the research 
results of the project in a structured and rigorous way. They can either focus on particular case 
studies covered by the project or adopt a comparative perspective. 
 
 
How to cite this Working Paper: 
Rheindorf, Markus and Bastian Vollmer. 2023. “Migration narratives in media and social media. 
The case of Germany.” BRIDGES Working Papers 6. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.7906983 

 

 
 
 
 
© BRIDGES Consortium 2023 
The texts are published in digital format in open access and under Creative Commons 
Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0) license. 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.7906983 
ISSN: 2696-8886 
Editorial Coordination: Barcelona Centre for International Affairs (CIDOB) 
 
 
This publication has been funded by the European Union under the Horizon 2020 research 
and innovation programme under grant agreement no. 101004564. Its contents are the sole 
responsibility of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the European Union. 
The European Commission and the Research Executive Agency are not responsible for any 
use that may be made of the information it contains. 


