
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN  MEDIA  &  POLITICAL 
NARRATIVES AND  POLICYMAKING :

• Not expected to be such a two-way 
     relationship due to the different purpose and 
     role of narratives in the two spheres.
• More technocratic style and content of 
     narratives.
• An expectation of ‘decoupling’ or a ‘gap’ 
     between the two discursive spheres.
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HOW DO MIGRATION NARRATIVES SHAPE PUBLIC POLITICAL DEBATE AND POLICYMAKING?
This project has received funding from the 
European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and 
innovation programme under grant agreement 
No. 101004564.

Narratives in public political debate and policymaking have different purposes and are governed by different logics. But how are migration narratives taken up or responded to in 
these different arenas? Our research shows that there are two sets of relationships: the �rst between media narratives and political debate (communicative sphere), the second 
between the communicative sphere and the coordinative sphere of policymaking.

MEDIA AND POLITICAL NARRATIVES 
(in the ‘communicative sphere’):
Are utilised by politicians to mobilise and galvanise support from voters for 
rival political agendas and programmes. They are predominantly ‘lay’ 
narratives characterised by simplistic, accessible, and emotive stories.

NARRATIVES IN POLICYMAKING 
(in the ‘coordinative sphere’): 
Are oriented at mobilising engagement and coordinating the activities in delivering 
policies. They are predominantly ‘technocratic’ narratives, characterised as 
comparatively sombre, complex and evidence-based.

COORDINATIVE SPHERE

POLICY NARRATIVES

COMMUNICATIVE SPHERE

POLITICAL NARRATIVESMEDIA NARRATIVES
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Embrace: Politicians support or adopt the 
narratives portrayed in the public political 
debate.

Adapt: Politicians give quali�ed support to 
these narratives whilst adapting key elements 
or proposing alternative policy solutions.

Reject: Politicians may explicitly criticise, 
question, or reject narratives.

Ignore: Politicians may decide to overlook or 
disregard narratives, especially where
they are inconvenient.

GOVERNMENT STRATEGIES FOR PROCESSING 
DOMINANT NARRATIVES:

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN  MEDIA  &  POLITICAL 
NARRATIVES:

• A two-way relationship.
• Political leaders shape media narratives.
• Media takes up and adapts political narratives.
• Politicians use the media as a sounding board 
     and to monitor public attitudes.
• Media reporting pressures politicians to craft a    
     response.
• Where politicians risk losing votes, they may ignore 
     a narrative to reduce its salience or explicitly reject 
     the claims of a competitor.
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The communicative 
sphere of politics is 
characterised by the 
competitive 
mobilisation of public 
support by political 
actors and parties 
through articulating 
rival political 
programmes.

The coordinative sphere  of 
policymaking is the set of 
actors and institutions 
tasked with elaborating and 
implementing collectively 
binding decisions and 
ensuring that policies 
effectively achieve their 
goals.



NARRATIVE IMPACT ON COMMUNICATIVE & COORDINATIVE SPHERES: 2015 MIGRATION CRISIS 
This project has received funding from the 
European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and 
innovation programme under grant agreement 
No. 101004564.

- Polarised political debate led to a proliferation 
of narratives, putting governments under pressure 
to respond (narrative competition). 
- Media narratives were adapted and strategically 
deployed to bolster political positions.
- Media set (humanitarian) narrative agenda 
during parliamentary summer recess, pressuring 
governments to adopt ‘liberal’ approaches.
- Despite differences in style, narratives largely 
aligned across spheres.
- Some policy narratives tempered lay 
humanitarian media narratives.

How Narratives on the 2015 Migration Crisis & EU Relocation are Processed 
in Communicative & Coordinative Spheres:
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UNITED KINGDOM
Communicative sphere
Media narratives: Pro-EU on left, anti-EU on right,
lay narratives. 
Political narratives: Pro-EU on left, anti-EU on right,
lay narratives. 
MEDIA - POLITICAL: Narratives embraced along 
ideological lines.
Coordinative sphere
Policy narratives: Operational, with populist elements 
based on constraints. Technocratic narratives.
COMMUNICATIVE - COORDINATIVE SPHERE: Narratives 
embraced.

FRANCE
Communicative sphere
Media narratives: Pro-EU and relocation, 
humanitarian. 
Political narratives: Pro-EU and relocation, patriotic, 
lay narratives. 
MEDIA - POLITICAL:  Generally embraced. Media 
narratives shaped the political debate (adaptation).
Coordinative sphere
Policy narratives: Operational, technocratic.
COMMUNICATIVE - COORDINATIVE SPHERE: 
Communicative narratives ignored in policy 
documents. 

SPAIN
Communicative sphere
Media narratives: Humanitarian, critique of 
government, lay narratives. 
Political narratives: Humanitarian, anti-relocation, 
polarising, divisive. Lay & technocratic.
MEDIA - POLITICAL: Strategic adaptation of media 
narratives in political debate (government U-turn on 
relocation).
Coordinative sphere
Policy narratives: Strategic & operational. Technocratic.
COMMUNICATIVE - COORDINATIVE SPHERE: Narratives 
embraced. Consensus on humanitarian approach 
buffered policymakers from pressure.

GERMANY
Communicative sphere

Media narratives: Humanitarian master 
narrative, lay narratives. 

Political narratives: Humanitarian & patriotic (national 
duty), lay & technocratic narratives.

MEDIA - POLITICAL:  Humanitarian media narratives 
embraced in political debate.

Coordinative sphere
Policy narratives: Humanitarian, also constraints & 
risks (master narratives). Technocratic narratives.

COMMUNICATIVE - COORDINATIVE SPHERE: Generally 
embraced. Some policy narratives tempered 

humanitarian narratives in the communicative sphere.

HUNGARY
Communicative sphere

Media narratives: EU as a puppet of Soros, 
anti-EU lay narratives. 

Political narratives: EU as a puppet of Soros, anti-EU, 
pan-out/broader. Lay narratives.

MEDIA - POLITICAL:  Pro-government narratives 
embraced.

Coordinative sphere
Policy narratives: n/a.

COMMUNICATIVE - COORDINATIVE SPHERE: Outlier. 
Expectation of complete alignment due to 

government control.

ITALY
Communicative sphere

Media narratives: Pro-EU, responsible lay narratives.
Political narratives: Pro-EU, divisive, polarised lay 

narratives.
MEDIA - POLITICAL:  Pro-EU political narratives 

embraced in media. Strategic adaptation of media 
narratives by politicians.

Coordinative sphere
Policy narratives: Operational, with some populist 
elements based on risks. Technocratic narratives.
COMMUNICATIVE - COORDINATIVE SPHERE: Broadly 

embraced. Some policy narratives tempered 
humanitarian narratives in communicative sphere.
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NARRATIVE IMPACT ON COMMUNICATIVE & COORDINATIVE SPHERES: UKRAINIAN CRISIS 2022
This project has received funding from the 
European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and 
innovation programme under grant agreement 
No. 101004564.

- Consensus on Ukraine resulted in fewer 
narratives, with no real counter-narratives.  
- Ukrainians portrayed as ‘victims’, Russia as 
the ‘villain’, governments as ‘heroes’.
- Opposing politicians instrumentalised the same 
narratives to demonstrate moral leadership.
- Crisis was not necessarily perceived as a 
‘migration issue’.
- Consensus in public debate buffered 
policymakers from political pressure.

How Narratives on the Ukrainian Refugee Crisis are Processed in 
Communicative & Coordinative Spheres:
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UNITED KINGDOM
Communicative sphere
Media narratives: Humanitarian, lay narratives.
Political narratives: Humanitarian, lay narratives.
MEDIA - POLITICAL:  Narratives embraced.
Strategic adaptation of media (& master) narrative 
by politicians.
Coordinative sphere
Policy narratives: Operational & Technocratic.
COMMUNICATIVE - COORDINATIVE SPHERE: Partially 
embraced & ignored (humanitarian consensus 
buffered policymakers).

SPAIN
Communicative sphere
Media narratives: Humanitarian, pro-Temporary 
Protection Directive (TPD), welcome culture. Lay 
narratives.
Political narratives: Broader issue linkage – 
no migration narrative.
MEDIA - POLITICAL: Migration narratives ignored in 
political debate.
Coordinative sphere
Policy narratives: Limited narrative content. 
Technocratic.
COMMUNICATIVE - COORDINATIVE SPHERE: Narratives 
ignored (humanitarian consensus buffered 
policymakers).

GERMANY
Communicative sphere

Media narratives: Humanitarian, pro-TPD, 
responsible lay narratives.

Political narratives: Humanitarian, pro-TPD, 
patriotic, homogenous lay narratives.

MEDIA - POLITICAL: Media narratives embraced in 
political debate

Coordinative sphere
Policy narratives: Operational, technocratic.

COMMUNICATIVE - COORDINATIVE SPHERE: 
Narrative on Ukrainian ‘exceptionalism’ embraced. 
Others ignored (humanitarian consensus buffered 

policymakers).

HUNGARY
Communicative sphere

Media narratives: Humanitarian, patriotic 
(pro-gov). Lay narratives.

Political narratives: Broader issue linkage – 
no migration narrative

MEDIA - POLITICAL:  Migration narratives ignored in 
political debate (pro-gov humanitarian consensus). 

Coordinative sphere
Policy narratives: n/a.

COMMUNICATIVE - COORDINATIVE SPHERE: Outlier. 
Expectation of complete alignment due to 

government control.

ITALY
Communicative sphere

Media narratives: Humanitarian, pro-TPD, 
responsible. Lay narratives.

Political narratives: Humanitarian, divisive & 
provocative. Lay narratives.

MEDIA - POLITICAL:  Political narratives embraced in 
the media. Strategic adaptation of humanitarian 

media narratives by politicians.
Coordinative sphere

Policy narratives: Operational with lay elements.
Technocratic & lay narratives.

COMMUNICATIVE - COORDINATIVE SPHERE: Narratives 
embraced. Government embraced technocratic 

policy narratives.

2022

FRANCE
Communicative sphere
Media narratives: Humanitarian, patriotic lay 
narratives.
Political narratives: Humanitarian, pro-Temporary 
Protection Directive (TPD), divisive
lay narratives.
MEDIA - POLITICAL:  Narratives broadly embraced.
Coordinative sphere
Policy narratives: Operational, technocratic 
narratives.
COMMUNICATIVE - COORDINATIVE SPHERE: 
Communicative narratives ignored in policymaking.


