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represented within two frames, or, as Adichie would say, two different versions of a single 

story; humanitarianism and militarisation (Sanyal, 2017). Refugees are either represented as 

passive victims in need of humanitarian aid or as an active threat towards Europe.  

The consequence of the single story is this: It robs people of dignity. It makes our 

recognition of our equal humanity difficult. It emphasizes how we are different 

rather than how we are similar (TEDGlobal, 2009, 13:36min).  

While providing space for refugees’ voices to be heard and hopefully listened to, this 
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Migration in the Media 

In order to understand where refugees’ perceptions about their own representation in the 

media are rooted, it is useful to first familiarise ourselves with the broader field of media and 
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media attention since the European refugee crisis, refugees were and still are generally 

underrepresented or marginalised in European news (Trebbe & Schoenhagen, 2011). Reports 

show that only 21% of the people speaking in news stories about migration are refugees, 

compared to the majority of voices of (male) politicians, lawyers and organisational 

representatives (WACC & CCME, 2017). Not only are refugees not given enough adequate 

space for their voice in European news, Georgiou and Zaborowski further found that there is 

only very little information published about „refugees’ individual stories and their cultures; 

thus, information about who these people actually are was absent or marginal in much of the 

press coverage in most European countries“ (Georgiou & Zaborowski, 2017: 2), which means 

that the people most affected by those representations of migration are not included in the 

debates around this topic. Arguably, this makes it “easier for the public to distance themselves 

from the issue, and not think about the human beings who are affected by the policies and 

laws under consideration” (WACC & CCME, 2017: 19).  
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different labels. The results of this study suggest that news consumers in the US do not 

differentiate between these two terms, which further implicates that there is not enough 

understanding for these minority groups existent among American news consumers (Hoewe, 

2018). Moreover, De Poli et al (2016) found that “exposure to news describing immigrants as 

victims (instead of a threat) can significantly affect public opinion and mitigate bias against 
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mainstream Canadian English language TV news and found that even though participants 

appreciated these news, they desired more representations of their own immigrant identities. 

Another relevant study is Trebbe and Schoenhagen’s work (2011) on how migrants perceive 

their own representation in Swiss public television. Using focus groups as a research method, 

results of this study show “a high discrepancy between the desire for more presence and 

participation on the one hand, and the wish to stand in the spotlight less often, on the other 

hand” (Trebbe & Schoenhagen, 2011: 411). They further found that media representations are 

“vitally important for the social integration of ethnic minorities” (Trebbe & Schoenhagen, 2011: 

412).  
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by doing so. In their research, Chouliaraki and Zaborowski (2017) found that out of 1200 

European news articles only 16.6% included quotes from migrants or refugees. Refugees are 

often portrayed as voiceless victims that do not get the opportunity to speak of their 

experiences (Georgiou & Zaborowski, 2017), hence refugees’ voices have often not been paid 

attention to (Couldry, 2010). In this context, Georgiou discovered a contradiction “between 

voice and hypervisibility of refugees and migrants in the media“ (2018: 47) and questioned 

whether hypervisibility would support voice or do the exact opposite. When looking at the 

results of press coverage reports of European news, the latter seems to be the case. It is 

therefore important to not only understand voice as a mere process, which Couldry refers to 

as “giving an account of one’s life and its conditions“ (2010: 7), but to acknowledge the duality 

of the concept of voice as both process and value. Couldry illustrates that voice “values all 

human beings’ ability to give an account of themselves; it values my and your status as 

‘narratable’ selves” (2010: 13; original emphasis).  





 13. 

Lastly, press coverage reports 
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Additionally, this research attempts to provide answers to the following sub-questions:  

- To what extent do the refugees refer, directly or indirectly, to media representations 

shaping their identity?  

- To what extent do refugees perceive a dissonance between the identity created through 

media representations and their own, self-constructed identity?  

- What consequences, if any, do the refugees think media representations have for their 

everyday lives?  

The central research question specifies on adult refugees now living in Austria. Due to 
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area in Austria, were contacted and asked to participate in this study. After sending out a 

general information leaflet, almost all people asked immediately agreed on participating. As 

Gaskell explained, “it is generally the case that there are a relatively limited number of views 

or positions on a topic in a particular social milieu“ (2000: 43). Since all interviewees are 

refugees living in roughly the same area in Austria, they are also exposed to roughly the same 

kind of representations of migration in the news. This is why, after talking to nine refugees 

from four different countries, the range of views and perspectives was relatively saturated. 
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research in Austria. Luckily, once I decided to conduct this research in Austria, I found 

participants rather quickly, through personal contacts to refugees and social workers in and 

around the area of my home town, who then helped locate other participants.  

Interview Guide 

As already outlined above, all interviews were conducted following a semi-structured 

approach. The interview guide developed for this research contained both open-ended as well 

as theoretically driven questions (Galletta & Cross, 2013). After consulting with my supervisor, 

some minor changes were applied to the interview guide, mainly concerning structure and 

eliminating redundant questions. After explaining the purpose of this research to the 

participant, the interview began with introductory questions about the participant’s habits of 

news consumption. I used easy questions for setting the scene and making the participant feel 

comfortable in the interview situation. Simple planned questions like these are “intended to 

‘get the ball rolling’ but not to move so quickly into the issues of key interview questions as to 

jeopardize intimate self-disclosure (or trust)” (Johnson & Rowlands, 2012: 104). After asking 

about the participant’s preliminary assumptions of news articles about migration, I then 

showed an example article to give an idea of how representations of migration often look like 

in Austrian news. For this purpose, I chose a rather short, politically mid-range article from an 

Austrian conservative newspaper from March 2020 with the headline “What should Austria 

do in light of the imminent refugee crisis?” [headline translated]. The article, talking about the 

possible threat of another refugee crisis, has a rather neutral, slightly negative tone towards 

refugees. However, it is neither extreme left or right, nor does it feature any dramatic visuals, 

that could have triggered emotional distress for the participant. The intent b
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In two cases, I interviewed two participants at the same time. In the first case, the two 

participants (friends) asked if they could do the interview together arguing that they would 

feel more comfortable. After carefully considering what this would mean for my data, I agreed 

to this idea, because I valued their willingness to participate and wanted to create a relaxed 
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During this research, I have come across some unexpected issues, mainly caused by language 

barriers between the participants and the interviewer, which turned out to be limitations of 

this research. As my interviewees were all non-German native speakers, they sometimes did 

not fully understand the questions I asked, which made me re-phrase and explain the 

questions in a more simple way, which ultimately led to sometimes asking slightly different 

questions than outlined in the interview guide or even, in one or two cases, leaving out 

questions completely. However, in some cases, this could have been not an issue of language 

barriers, but a methodological limitation of in-depth interviews, as  

it is not always possible for respondents to give meaningful answers in depth 

interviews. Moving from discussing what they have done to why they did it is not 
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RESULTS & INTERPRETATION 
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Concurring with the evidence from previous studies (Christiansen, 2004), when being asked 
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know, people who write the news or who publish this article, they all judge us the same way 

and think that all refugees are alike. (Participant 1) 

 

In slight contradiction to this, three participants stated that they do not think that something 

like a typical representation of migration exists. I have always seen a difference, so, I cannot say 

that this is typical… I don’t know (Participant 2). However, these responses could also be caused 

by the participant’s misunderstanding of the question. Expecting news about migration to be 

negative on the one hand resulted in three participants not wanting to read the news at all, 

because I would be sad if I read this (Participant 7). On the other hand, it made three other 

participants want to read the news even more. Furthermore, almost all participants perceived 

representations of migration to be exaggerated.  

- There is always something exaggerated, especially when it’s about asylum seekers or foreigners, 
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- I never post comments, but when I see someone face-to-face and this person says something not 

true about those topics, I tell him my story, what I experienced and explain to him how these 

things really are. (Participant 2) 

 

Even when being silenced by the media, all participants stated to use their voice in some kind 

of way in order to reverse the damage such one-sided media representations do to the public’s 

attitude towards refugees in Austria. However, language barriers are sometimes the cause 

why these attempts are failing. Moreover, language issues were also seen as a key reason for 

not feeling recognised within Austrian society.  

- When I meet with Austrian people, they know from the second word that I am not Austrian and 

so yeah, that’s why I cannot simply feel Austrian. (Participant 4) 

- I really wanted to work as a hairdresser, but I couldn’t because I didn’t speak the Styrian dialect 

[Styria is a state in the south of Austria]
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between positive and negative representations of migration in the news, participants claimed 
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with us, because they have this other idea. If they had both ideas about us or at least a normal 

idea, maybe then we would have more contact to the people and that would be much better, it 
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“[B]eing structurally excluded from the possession of certain rights within a given society“ 

(Honneth, 1992: 190), such as the right to work, leads to a form of social ostracism, which is 

amplified by negative representations of migration in the news. Whereas it did not seem like 

participants suffered from a loss of self-respect as a result of this social exclusion, as Honneth 

suggests, some participants indirectly referred to feeling “deprived of that form of recognition 

that takes the shape of cognitive respect for moral accountability“ (Honneth, 1992: 191). 

Social forms of disrespect 

Social forms of disrespect refer to refugees’ struggle for recognition in the news as well as 

within society in Austria. Negative portrayals of migration in the news, often paired with 
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regardless of their background. This is suggestive of the existence of what Hall (1994) 
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interviews with them and inform the public about what they experienced, about their situation 

and so on. (Participant 3) 

 

Furthermore, participants would like media organisations to ‘invite people to get in touch with 

refugees or asylum seekers and just talk to them, so that the Austrian people start to 

understand asylum seekers and refugees better or get to know them’ (Participant 1). Besides 

the appeal to the general public to do their own research and inform themselves about certain 

issues that they read about 
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Appendix D – Interview Guide 

- How are you today?  

- Could you please confirm that it is okay for you that this interview is recorded, audio-only?  

- Can you tell me a little bit about yourself? What is your name, how old are you, where are you 
from? 

- How do you usually consume news? 

o Do you consume news at all? Why?  

o Is it important to you to consume news? Why? 

o What news outlets do you use to consume news? 

o 
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o 
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Consequences Refugees 

Making-Friends “journalists always came to cover my exhibitions 
and they always asked me and I have to admit 

that through those newspapers and the media, I 
found a lot of friends” (Participant 1) 

Motivation “That way the refugees get kind of praised and 
motivated again“ (Participant 1) 
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Refugees 
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works… not even I have contact with them, that’s 
the problem” (Participant 4)

 

No-Motivation “we live here now in this uncertainty, we don’t 
know what to do or what not to do and we really 

lose all our motivation and all those happy 
feelings that we ha
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Identity 

 

 

 

 

mistakes and no one is flawless, everybody needs 
to know that.“ (Participant 1) 

Self-Determined “Not everything you read or see is true, you have 
to think yourself, I have my own head for 



 49. 

Interview-Refugees “I think it would be better if they would interview 
refugees and ask them and then show that to the 

people” (Participant 9) 

More-Good-
Examples 

“Yes and they also need to show what refugees 
did good” (Participant 9) 

Show-Both-Sides “If they look for bad news and want to make and 
article, they should also look to the other side and 
show that there are also good people” (Participant 

4) 

 

VOICE 

& 

AGENCY 

Language-Barrier “I cannot speak German very well, but I try” 
(Participant 8) 

Speaking-Up “I never write something in the comments but 
when I see someone face-to
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Reasons for 
Participating in this 

Study 

 

 

 

Language-Improv „But I think that is something positive of course, 
because I might speak better or I am nice to 
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INTERVIEW-
BEFORE-Y 

“Yes, by newspapers actually quite often, but by 
the media I’ve been approached two or three 
times or something like that.
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