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Editor’s Corner……

This is a bumper edition of the ICRJ, as we debut our Analytical Commentary on 
agenda-setting research from an international perspective, by Prof. Wayne Wanta, 
former AEJMC president.  

We also have a longitudinal research that examines how U.S. presidents, from 
LBJ to Obama, set their foreign policy agenda vis-à-vis international news coverage. 
We showcase how the official Chinese media use the notion of “Western Hostile 
Force” for state-sponsored propaganda, especially in times of internal strife. Peace 
Journalism remains a contentious territory. In this edition, two articles apply the model 
to journalism practice in Ethiopia and Bangladesh, and also in the examination of the 
Chibok Girls’ abduction by the Boko Haram terrorist organization in Nigeria.

In our book review section, we present another exciting book titled, Reporting 
climate change in the global North and South: Journalism in Australia and 
Bangladesh. 

Visit our website (https://icrj.pub/), send us your manuscripts for review and 
possible publication. Join our Facebook community. Also, if you have an analytical 
commentary on any subject covered by ICRJ, send it to us (https://icrj.pub/category/
critical-essays/).

Finally, stay tuned for our Fall edition with a Guest Editor on the theme, Post 
Covid-19 Pandemic Pedagogy: Challenges and Opportunities (see call on p. 75) 

 

Contents
02  Agenda-setting research: An international approach

Wayne Wanta

10  “Newsmaker-in-Chief”? U.S. Presidents’ Foreign-Policy 
Priorities and International News Coverage, from LBJ to 
Obama 
Kirsten Adams, Daniel Riffe, Meghan Cohen and Seoyeon 
Kim

26 Securitization: A Framing Approach of “Western Hostile 
Force” in Chinese Media
Kai Xu

42 International Peace Journalism (PJ) practice: Comparing 
the levels of PJ awareness among Bangladeshi and 
Ethiopian journalists
Sima Bhowmik and Zenebe Beyene
 

56  Reinforcing War Frames: Sources and Tones in the Boko 
Haram Crisis Coverage in Nigeria
Ngozi Akinro 

73  Book Review by Maggie Clifford
 Reporting climate change in the global North and South; 

Journalism in Australia and Bangladesh.

International Communication Research Journal 56(1), 2021



2 International Communication Research Journal 56(1), 2021

Agenda-setting research: An international approach

Wayne Wanta1 
 
Applications of the agenda-setting theory in international contexts is certainly 
not a new trend. Wanta and Hu (1993) examined the agenda-setting impact of 
international news on the U.S. public opinion nearly three decades ago. Agenda 
setting has been the focus of research in a vast array of countries, including South 
Korea, Germany, Kenya, Argentina and even China. Most of the studies have found 
strong support for agenda setting regardless of a nation’s press system or culture.  
 While agenda setting has provided a useful theoretical framework, much needs 
to be done to fully explicate the theory. Research over the years has expanded 
into several branches of the original agenda-setting hypothesis. Several of these 
branches are in dire need of exploration and testing internationally. Below are 
descriptions of the various branches of agenda setting, including some recent new 
categories, along with potential locations for new explorations internationally.  

Branches of agenda setting 
Since the initial study of agenda setting conducted during the 1968 U.S. presidential 
election, hundreds of researchers have examined the theoretical underpinnings of 
the impact of the news media on public perceptions. McCombs (2004) initially 
placed research into one of five categories. Four of the five categories are displayed 
in Figure 1. The fifth category is in Figure 2 (see p. 6).

1 Wayne Wanta is a former President of the Association for Education in Journalism and Mass 
Communication (AEJMC), and Professor in the College of Journalism and Communications, 
University of Florida.

Figure 1. Model of agenda setting
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1. Original hypothesis 
The first branch of agenda setting examines the initial hypothesis. The studies 
content analyzed news media coverage of issues and compared the frequency of 
coverage of individual issues with issues mentioned in public opinion polls asking 
respondents, “What is the number one problem facing our country today?” This 
Most Important Problem poll had been conducted in the U.S. dating back to the 
1940s. Several researchers have used the MIP polls across time. Funkhouser 
(1973), for example, compared news coverage with the MIP poll across the decade 
of the 1960s.
  The original hypothesis proposed a simple message transferal model. The 
messages transmitted by the news media involved issue salience – the perceived 
importance of issues in the form of frequency of coverage. These messages are 
transferred to the public. Members of the public learn the relative importance of 
issues from this coverage. Thus, the more coverage an issue received in the news 
media, the more the public is likely to believe that issue to be important.
   All subsequent agenda-setting researchers have kept the original hypothesis in 
mind in creating their studies. On the other hand, researchers have moved beyond 
the original hypothesis and have examined the notions of agenda setting with 
additional variables or under unique circumstances.
   The original hypothesis has been the focus of some research in international 
news, however. As McCombs has noted, there are many agendas. An agenda 
of issues is but one agenda. In actuality, the media cover agendas involving 
people, places and things. News coverage of candidates in a primary election, for 
example, can create an agenda of the candidates. The public can learn the relative 
importance of individual candidates based on frequency of coverage.
   Wanta, Golan and Lee (2004) tested whether the amount of coverage countries 
received in the news media impacted public perceptions. Survey respondents 
were read a list of countries and ask whether each was of “vital importance” to 
the U.S. Responses were used to create an agenda of countries. The news media 
leading up to the survey were content analyzed for the amount of coverage the 
countries received, creating a news agenda. The comparison of the public and 
news agendas was strongly correlated. Thus, public perceptions of the importance 
of certain countries was strongly impacted by the news.

Ideal country for exploration:  Poland.  A study similar to Wanta et al. (2004) 
could be best conducted in a country that has unique relationships internationally. 
Poland, for example, has had unusual relationships with several countries. Russia 
(and the former Soviet Union) dominated the country for decades. Germany 
occupied Poland during World War II. Companies in Germany currently own 
several Polish media organizations. Poland also had relatively good relations with 
the Trump administration, unlike most of Europe. Thus, the frequency of coverage 
of such countries could have a strong impact on the perceptions of the Polish 
public.

2. Contingent conditions 
The agenda-setting effect was not uniform for everyone. Thus, one of the early 
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additions to the agenda-setting hypothesis involved examinations of conditions 
that either enhanced or inhibited the magnitude of the agenda-setting effect. These 
factors fall into two categories: individual variables and message variables.
  Hill (1985) studied demographic variables that moderated the agenda-setting 
effect. His results were later confirmed by Wanta (1997) that the education level 
of respondents was a key factor. The highly educated individuals showed stronger 
agenda-setting effects. The results suggest that highly educated individuals can 
best understand the significance of the news coverage and thus are impacted by 
the content. This is a process that is similar to the notion of knowledge gap, in which 
highly educated individuals learn faster from the news media than do individuals 
with lower levels of education, creating an ever-widening gap in knowledge. Since 
agenda setting is based on social learning, the similarity to knowledge gap is 
logical.
     Message variables, meanwhile, have examined such factors as the obtrusiveness 
and the abstractness of issues. Obtrusive issues, those that individuals are 
personally involved with, do not need media coverage to show members of the 
public that an issue is important (Erbring, Goldenberg & Miller, 1980). They see 
the importance of the issues first-hand. For most people, however, unobtrusive 
issues, such as international problems, require media coverage to demonstrate 
to the public that they are important. A person is unlikely to personally experience 
a terrorist attack in France, for example, but media coverage would highlight the 
importance of terrorism as an issue. Abstract issues, meanwhile, are more difficult 
for an individual to picture in their heads than would a concrete issue (Yagade & 
Dozier, 1990). News coverage of a trillion-dollar budget deficit would have less 
impact on people because they have never seen or handled trillion dollars. An 
issue such as unemployment is easier to understand because people can picture 
an unemployed person in their minds.

Ideal country for exploration:  Contingent conditions would be ideal to study in a 
country that has both a diverse population and a diverse media system. Canada, 
for instance, has a large immigrant population and a population that uses two 
languages extensively (French and English). Public opinion dealing with perceived 
importance of issues thus would likely show a great deal of variance. Canadian 
media likewise are diverse, with newspapers published in both French and English. 
The news media also enjoy a great deal of press freedom. Combined, these 
factors would allow researchers to identify under which conditions the agenda-
setting effect is strengthened or weakened.

3. Sources of the media agenda 
Since the original hypothesis proposed a simple message transferal model in 
which media messages transferred salience cues to the public, a logical extension 
examined the influences on the message. Researchers, in other words, examined 
how the media agenda was constructed, studying factors that precede the 
appearance of the media agenda. 
   Any number of factors could come into play during the media’s news gathering 
and production.  Important news sources, for example, can impact the news 



5International Communication Research Journal 56(1), 2021

agenda. Wanta et al. (1989) tracked the interaction of the news media and the U.S. 
president. Their investigation of four State of the Union addresses found varying 
degrees of influence among the presidents. President Nixon appeared to have 
a strong influence on the news agenda, while President Carter appeared to be 
reacting to previous media coverage. 
   Other news sources also demonstrated an impact on the media agenda. Chang 
(1999) found that U.S. automakers impacted the news media use of the terms “fair 
trade” and “free trade.”  Carroll (2013) found large corporations in the U.S. were 
able to influence public perceptions through media coverage.

Ideal country for exploration: Because the U.S. presidents had varying degrees 
of impact on the public, a key characteristic of an ideal nation to study would 
be countries that either have strict governmental control or high levels of press 
freedom. China with its authoritarian government could be an excellent case for 
the former. The state-run Xinhua news would obviously demonstrate the impact of 
government on the news agenda, but it also would allow researchers to identify 
outside influences beyond the strict governmental control.  On the other hand, 
Norway, ranked number one in the world for press freedom (Reporters Without 
Borders, n.d., para 1) could be utilized to explore the impact of governmental 
officials with few restraints. Does the government still exert influence on the news 
agenda when it is competing with other sources?
 
4. Policy agenda 
While the previous category involves going further back in time to trace the 
agenda-setting process before the news-public interface, research of the policy 
agenda looks at outcomes afterwards. Here, research examines if news coverage 
and public concern with issues lead to some outcome, such as a policy initiative 
addressing the issue.
  Weaver (1991) discussed the potential consequences of the agenda-setting 
process: Governmental action on the important issues of the day.  Wanta and 
Kalyango (2007) tested this idea.

Ideal country for exploration: Iceland, with its strong history of a democratic 
government and a free press, would be an excellent location for a policy agenda 
study. The news media would be open to extensive reporting on a wide range of 
issues, including controversial issues that normally would be highly sensitive to 
society. Thus, the Icelandic government maybe more likely to follow both the media 
agenda and the public agenda in determining policies dealing with the important 
issues of the day.
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5. Second level agenda setting 
Figure 2 displays the second and third levels of agenda setting. There are two 
important changes in the explication of the theory.
   First, the first level focused on issues. The more news coverage an issue receives, 
the more members of the public will think the issue is important.  In second level, 
the focus is on “objects.” The more an object is covered in the news media, the 
more the public will think the object is important.  This is especially important for 
international news coverage. The “objects” can be “things” – such as issues. Or 
the objects can be people – for instance, political candidates. However, the objects 
also can be places – such as countries. Thus, the more news coverage a country 
receives, the more the public will view that country as important.
  This was the focus of a study by Wanta, Golan and Lee (2004).  They found 
that responses from a survey asking respondents if countries were “of vital 
importance” to the U.S. were strongly correlated with frequency of media coverage 
of those countries. In other worlds, the media created an agenda of countries that 
transmitted salience cues regarding the perceived importance of the countries.
   Second, the second level involves an agenda of attributes. These attributes can 
be both substantive, description of the object, or affective – whether the object 
is depicted as positive, neutral or negative. Again, Wanta, Golan and Lee (2004) 
found support for this relationship. The more negatively a country was depicted in 
the media, the more respondents viewed the country as being negative.

Ideal country for exploration: Country well known for its in-depth investigative 
reporting.   

Newer branches

The theory of agenda setting continues to evolve. With the evolution comes 
changes in the focus of research. Three relatively new areas of research are worth 
noting.

 
Figure 2. Levels of agenda setting
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Third level of agenda setting
Figure 2 above also shows the process involving the third level of agenda setting 
– an agenda of networks.  The attributes in level 2 do not work in isolation. News 
coverage often includes multiple attributes being linked to an object. These 
attributes are linked together, forming a network that is transmitted to the public.  
Agenda melding
As with the third level, information sources do not work in isolation. People can 
utilize multiple news media sources, but also can get news from information 
sources beyond the news media. People get information from an endless number 
of sources, including social media, religious leaders, parents and friends.  An 
individual processes all of this information and “melds” the information into a 
personal agenda (see Shaw, McCombs, Weaver & Hamm, 1999). 

Ideal country for exploration: Agenda melding would lend itself to an investigation 
in a location that has available multiple sources for information. Bangladesh is one 
such country. In addition to traditional news media, citizens in Bangladesh are 
among the leaders in the world in the use of social media.  The country has one 
of the highest percentage of Facebook users as a percentage of online users. If a 
person in Bangladesh uses the internet, he/she is very likely to also use Facebook. 
Thus, citizens of Bangladesh would be using multiple sources of information and 
thus be ideal for an examination of agenda melding.

Attribute context
While the third level proposes examinations of multiple attributes, another possible 
third level involves the context surrounding the linkage of the attribute to the object. 
In first level, media coverage of an object doesn’t necessarily always uniformly 
translate to public concern with the object. Other factors, including attributes linked 

 
Figure 3. An agenda of contexts.
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to the objects, mediate the strength of this relationship. Similarly, in second level, 
coverage of an attribute doesn’t necessarily always uniformly translate to the 
public linking the attribute to an object. Again, other factors mediate the magnitude 
of the linkage. Figure 3 shows a possible agenda of contexts.
   Possibly, then, a characteristic of the attribute could impact the agenda-setting 
process. One study tested this possibility. In U.S. during the Obama presidency, 
a significant percentage of the public believed President Obama was Muslim.  In 
actuality, he was Baptist. Alkazemi and Wanta (2014) took polling data that showed 
a spike in public opinion in which the percentage of respondents linking Obama 
to the Muslim religion went from 11 to 18 percent. They then content analyzed 
news coverage in which the name Obama and the Muslim religion appeared in 
the same story. They found that the spike appeared to be due to President Obama 
performing his normal duties as president, whether he was meeting with leaders 
from Arab countries of discussing religion in general. Other contexts appearing 
in stories with both Obama and Muslim were not related to the spike, including 
mentions of terrorism or discussions by conservative media. 
 

Conclusion

The theory of agenda setting has shown remarkable resiliency since the initial 
study of the 1968 U.S. election by McCombs and Shaw (1972). The theory has 
undergone refinements that have included research dealing with factors impacting 
the process and have now developed additional levels of focus. Many of these 
refinements appear to be fruitful areas for future research in an international 
context. International agenda setting research would add much to our knowledge 
of the process involved in the theory. 
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“Newsmaker-in-Chief”? U.S. Presidents’ Foreign-Policy Priorities 
and International News Coverage, from LBJ to Obama

Kirsten A. Eddy1 

Daniel Riffe2

Meghan S. Cohen3

Seoyeon Kim4 
 

The presidency has historically been viewed as what Teddy Roosevelt called a “bully 
pulpit,” from where the “newsmaker-in-chief” presents domestic and international 
policy priorities. Using mixed-method analyses of New York Times’ international 
news coverage (N = 20,765), presidential speeches (N = 284), and historians’ 
summaries across nine presidencies, this study assessed how a half century of 
coverage aligned with presidential foreign-policy agendas. The alignment between 
a president’s foreign-policy priorities and international coverage has steadily 
declined over time, while varying across and within administrations. Yet some 
presidential and Times priorities remained consistent, as conflicts and diplomatic 
efforts carried across presidencies. 
Keywords: International news reporting, foreign policy, mixed methods, political 
communication, U.S. presidency

Much of President Bill Clinton’s foreign-policy focus included civil and ethnic 
conflicts in the Balkans, during which he sought to minimize U.S. involvement. 
But in 1999, he pushed NATO to begin a “massive bombing campaign against 
the Serbian government” (Riley, n.d., para. 7). With this renewed attention to 
the Balkans and the two-month bombardment of Yugoslavia, New York Times 
coverage of Yugoslavia or Serbia increased 258%, from 801 stories in 1998 to 
2,871 in 1999.
 When a U.S. presidency shifts its “gaze” to a new course of action or region of the 
world, U.S. press coverage quite often reflects that shift. Indeed, some argue that 
an “echoing press” in fact “follows the flag” where the president leads (DiMaggio, 
2015; Domke, 2004). Public perceptions of the lavish media attention bestowed 
upon the priorities of the commander-in-chief led the Washington Post to dub the 
president “newsmaker-in-chief” (Kurtz, 2001). In many cases in the foreign-policy 
realm, this perception seems true. For example, the year after Barack Obama 
decided to restore relations with Cuba in December 2014, Times news stories 
mentioning Cuba increased by 41% (from 977 in November 2013-November 2014 
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to 1,379 in November 2014-November 2015). 
 Yet the gaze of the president does not always match news media attention. In 
2011, Obama announced a “pivot to Asia” (Green, 2016). Times stories mentioning 
key countries in the region—China, Korea, and Japan—actually decreased the 
following year. “Asia” and the Pacific region obviously encompass more than these 
three countries, but this decrease, preceding the Cuba coverage increase, invites 
a deeper examination of the accuracy of the “newsmaker-in-chief” myth. In this 
study, we ask: How has Times international news attention aligned with presidents’ 
foreign-policy agendas over time?
 Employing a mixed-method analysis of 50 years (1966-2015) of presidential 
speeches and New York Times international news coverage across nine 
presidencies, we test the “newsmaker-in-chief” myth over time by examining the 
top countries mentioned by presidents and covered by the Times to assess whether 
Times reporting on particular countries aligned with foreign-policy priorities. This 
extends research on “press nationalism” and foreign-policy coverage (e.g., Chang, 
1989; Riffe, 1985) by using speeches to assess presidents’ foreign-policy priorities. 
Although country relations likely evolve during presidential administrations, and 
there should be some differences in international focus between presidencies, 
we presume a general correspondence between foreign-policy priorities of the 
“newsmaker-in-chief” and Times coverage. 

Presidential foreign policy and international news coverage 
Scholarship on the American presidency accentuates two aspects of presidential 
politics: “the politics of prestige,” anchored on public approval of presidential 
performance, and “the preference for foreign policymaking” (Marra et al., 1990, p. 
589). The latter arose from contemporary presidents’ role as “foreign-policy leader” 
employing unilateral action (Masters, 2017); compelling opportunities to involve 
the U.S. in foreign causes; and examples of decisive foreign action enhancing the 
president’s public standing (Moore, 2001; Marra et al., 1990). 
 At the same time, elite news media have long been recognized as playing 
a central role in U.S. foreign policymaking (Chang, 1989). Mass media have a 
unique ability to make foreign affairs part of the public agenda (Dearing & Rogers, 
1996; Iyengar & Kinder, 2010; McCombs & Shaw, 1972). Specifically, newspapers 
have been shown to have stronger long-term agenda-setting effects than 
television content (Wanta & Hu, 1994). In addition to the medium, it is clear the 
president also plays an important role in setting the policy agenda (Cohen, 1997). 
Representing what McCombs and Reynolds (2009, p. 11) call an antecedent to 
setting the public’s agenda is the president’s ability to turn media attention toward 
administration policy interests (Zhang & Meadows, 2012). Cobb and Elder (1971) 
acknowledge that a single action or decision rarely results in a topic being placed 
on the public’s agenda, but it is often decision-makers and people in positions of 
power—in many cases, political leaders—who wield the ability to do so. Lang et al. 
(1981) found that media must establish linkages between topics covered and other 
symbols or ideas, of which the credibility of a president could be one such symbol. 
Taken together, decades of research has pointed, in various ways, to the president 
being an influential newsmaker.
 However, the concept of the press reflecting the “presidential gaze” internationally 
has been explored with inconsistent results (Cohen, 1997; Edwards & Wood, 1999). 
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Zaller (1994) described a “mainstreaming effect,” when “a president’s policy enjoys 
broad elite support, behind which the news media typically fall into line in lock step” 
(Baum, 2004, p. 332). Entman (2003, p. 10) proposed a “cascading activation” 
model of networks that share power to determine news coverage of foreign 
policy. As “newsmaker-in-chief” (Kurtz, 2001), presidents sit atop this information 
cascade, and their actions cascade down to the media, often determining the news 
frame for foreign policies. 
 Moreover, in the context of foreign-policy coverage, scholars have found that 
news media often privilege administration sources and thus reproduce presidential 
foreign-policy messages (DiMaggio, 2015). Domke (2004) found this “echoing 
press” in wartime. Coe and Bradshaw (2014) argued that “echoing” depends less 
on the presence of war and more on a focus on foreign affairs generally (p. 284). 
Similarly, the “rally around the flag” effect predicts increased presidential popularity 
during foreign-policy crises (Lee, 1977). Related studies show associations 
between “the slant of press coverage of foreign policy crises” and presidents’ 
policy positions (Zaller & Chiu, 1996, p. 399). 
 Yet this is not always the case. Entman (2003) argues that presidential “control” 
over such framing occurs only when consensus exists among the administration, 
elites, and the public. Zaller and Chiu (1996, p. 385) suggest that aspects of a crisis 
itself may also turn the press away from the president’s position—one example is 
the “journalistic ‘failure to rally’” during the Vietnam War’s Tet Offensive. Other 
scholars suggest declining foreign news coverage and public unfamiliarity with 
some foreign countries may account for presidents’ difficulty in drawing attention to 
some foreign-policy priorities (Zhang & Meadows, 2012). However, Chang (1989) 
found that when the U.S. government favored better relations with China, the New 
York Times and Washington Post approached China coverage the same way. 
This supports the perception that “the direction of [foreign] policy flow” runs from 
president-as-newsmaker to the news media (Chang, 1989). 
 These inconsistencies surrounding press attention to the presidential “gaze” 
support a breadth of international media research finding that many variables 
outside the presidency and its policy priorities influence whether international 
news events receive media coverage (Chang et al., 1987; Shoemaker & Reese, 
1996). However, the broader public is generally not aware of the myriad factors—
such as journalistic practices, news organizations’ policy perspectives, an event’s 
potential for social change, relevance of the event to the U.S., and the geographical 
proximity between the foreign country and the U.S.—that influence U.S. media 
coverage of international events. This lack of awareness makes the perceptions 
of a “newsmaker-in-chief” all the more salient. For instance, each time the Times, 
in particular, covered Ronald Reagan’s attempts to combat communism in Latin 
America or Donald Trump’s tweets about a trade war with China, the notion of 
“newsmaker-in-chief” assumed another layer of authenticity. While Times coverage 
could serve to “goad” a president to take to the “bully pulpit” and address the 
world, for many readers, that coverage matches or follows the president’s lead. 
 Given these mixed findings, we pose the following research questions: 
 
 RQ1: Which countries have U.S. presidential speeches and New York Times 
international news coverage attended to most from 1966-2015?
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   RQ2: Which countries have U.S. presidential speeches and New York Times 
international news coverage attended to most during each administration from 
1966-2015?

 RQ3: How has New York Times international news agenda aligned with U.S. 
presidents’ foreign-policy priorities from 1966-2015? 
 

Method
Content analyses of New York Times international news coverage  
 Sample. This study expands upon work and data collected by Riffe et al. (1993), 
which analyzed 1969-1990 New York Times data. It used identical sampling and 
coding processes for 1966-1968 and 1991-2015 to the 1969-1990 procedure, thus 
“bookending” the 1969-1990 data and allowing a merger of the earlier data set with 
the newly coded data. The unit of analysis for both data sets was the international 
news article—“news stories on events occurring outside the U.S.” based on the 
headline, dateline, or other in-text indication—in two constructed-week samples 
per year for each year (1966-2015). This resulted in a total of 100 constructed 
weeks across 50 years. Two constructed weeks (two randomly selected Mondays, 
two Tuesdays, etc.) can represent a year of content in daily newspapers (Riffe et 
al., 2014). The Times has been called a leader in foreign news coverage (Hamilton 
& Jenner, 2004) and an agenda-setter for other news outlets (Jones et al., 2013). 
The Times has also been of keen interest to scholars studying international news 
and foreign policy (e.g., Berry, 1990; Jones et al., 2013; Maier, 2020; Riffe et al., 
1994; Sobel et al., 2017).
 The original 1969-1990 articles (Riffe et al., 1993) were identified and coded 
directly (page by page) from microfilm, the more recently coded 1966-1968 
articles were on ProQuest microfilm, and the 1991-2015 articles were retrieved 
from LexisNexis. To assess accuracy of content retrieval, one issue was randomly 
selected from every fifth year (1995, 2000, etc.) and searched in both ProQuest 
and LexisNexis; results were consistent. 
 Sample dates were randomly assigned to 10 trained student coders for the 
original 1969-1990 data collection (see Riffe et al., 1993) and to two of this study’s 
authors for 1966-1968 and 1991-2015 coding. Items not qualifying as international 
news were removed (editorials, domestic news, etc.), leaving 10,820 articles to 
complement the 9,945 coded for 1969-1990, for a total of 20,765 articles.

 Coding reliability.  Coders recorded the country in which the news event 
took place based on the location provided in the headline, dateline, or other in-
text indication. A reliability pilot test for the more recent 1966-1968 and 1991-
2015 coding used 89 articles from four randomly selected non-sample issues: 
Krippendorff’s α for country was .93. Later, 141 main study units were randomly 
selected for the main-study reliability assessment, as prescribed by Riffe, Lacy and 
Fico (2014) and α = 1.0 for country. Because 1966-1968 data were from ProQuest 
microfilm, an additional assessment of main study reliability was tested on 187 of 
those articles (α = 1.0). The early study data (1969-1990) had reported .96 simple 
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agreement (Riffe et al., 1993).

Computational analysis of major presidential speech transcripts  
 Sample. Presidential speech-making has been considered a “major geopolitical 
activity” indicating the international events and regions being prioritized for the 
public by a president (O’Loughlin & Grant, 1990, p. 504). Thus, computational 
analysis was used to focus on frequencies of country mentions in major 
presidential speeches during the 50-year period. A sample of major presidential 
speech transcripts (N = 284) for each president was obtained from the Miller 
Center of Public Affairs (millercenter.org), a nonpartisan affiliate of the University of 
Virginia specializing in presidential history. This is, of course, not a comprehensive 
collection of every speech, briefing, press conference, or utterance each president 
gave while in office, but it arguably enables us to identify key foreign-policy foci 
for each administration. While some disconnects between presidential discourse 
and behind-the-scenes policy exist, research has labeled the content of speeches 
“a consistent source of documentation of the priorities of American policy, and the 
geography of the speeches indicates the regional emphases of American strategy 
over time” (O’Loughlin & Grant, 1990, p. 504). Speech totals per president were: 
Johnson, 30; Nixon, 22; Ford, 14; Carter, 19; Reagan, 55; Bush Sr., 21; Clinton, 
39; Bush Jr., 39; and Obama, 45.
 
 Coding procedure. Transcripts were analyzed using custom R scripts for 
frequency counts of mentions of all 234 countries identified in the content analysis. 
To avoid double-counting and account for divisions or reunifications (e.g., the 1990 
reunification of East and West Germany), we combined the frequencies of such 
“divided” countries: Germany, Vietnam, and Ireland (with Northern Ireland).
 Frequencies offer a basis for priority rankings, but preclude non-explicit 
references, notably of a leader representing a country (e.g., Margaret Thatcher 
instead of U.K.). No effort was made to count such references, which seemed 
logistically sound, given the number of leaders needed to code over five decades 
and across 234 countries. However, to gauge the extent of this occurrence, an R 
script coded for leaders of the U.K. and France during the 50-year period, finding 
fewer than 10 total such mentions of those leaders in lieu of country names.

Historical analysis of presidential foreign-policy summaries  
To complement frequency counts, foreign-policy summaries for each president 
written by political scientists and presidential historians affiliated with the Miller 
Center were compiled. Three of the authors performed “close readings” (Brummett, 
2018) of the “Foreign Affairs” sections of the summaries for areas of foreign-policy 
focus, countries and regions identified in the essays, and other contextual data 
on events and initiatives that might explain “pivots” in presidential foreign-policy 
priorities or identify gaps in the content of speeches themselves. These results 
were benchmarked against the Times data and speech data to qualitatively gauge 
alignment between Times coverage and presidential foreign-policy priorities.
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Results

 RQ1 and RQ2 asked which countries were the focus of presidential speeches 
and New York Times international news coverage across the half-century in focus 
(1966-2015), and during each presidency. To address RQ1, Table 1 provides 
annual data on the top 20 countries mentioned most frequently over the 50-year 
span.

Table 1: Most-covered countries in presidential speeches and New York Times 
international news coverage, 1966-2015

 
U.S. presidents overwhelmingly focused on three countries: The U.S.S.R. (later, 
Russia), Vietnam, and Iraq, accounted for approximately half the country mentions 
in presidential speeches during this 50-year span. The presidents were engaged 
in various diplomatic initiatives or conflicts with most of the countries on this list, 
making them clear “newsmaker-in-chief” priorities. Countries higher on this list 
would often future in foreign-policy priorities across multiple presidencies: e.g., 
Israel and Palestine, China, Iran, Russia, and Cuba. Further down the list were 
countries prioritized by one or two administrations: Kuwait, Nicaragua, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Pakistan, and Somalia. Poland’s presence stems from the Reagan 
administration lobbying for its inclusion in NATO.

In contrast, the most-covered countries in the Times throughout all nine 
administrations were not necessarily those drawing the “presidential gaze,” but 
key allies: The U.K., France, and Canada. Still, some countries aligned with 
presidential priorities across multiple administrations: Germany, a focus of George 
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Times coverage and presidential foreign-policy priorities. 

Results 

RQ1 and RQ2 asked which countries were the focus of presidential speeches and New York 
Times international news coverage across the half-century in focus (1966-2015), and during each 
presidency. To address RQ1, Table 1 provides annual data on the top 20 countries mentioned 
most frequently over the 50-year span. 
 
Table 1: Most-covered countries in presidential speeches and New York Times international news 
coverage, 1966-2015 

 

Rank Presidential speeches New York Times coverage 
Country f % of total Country f % of total 

1 USSR 1,339 23.5 United Kingdom 1,884 15.1 
2 Vietnam 1,026 18.0 France/Corsica 1,095 8.8 
3 Iraq 852 14.9 Canada 918 7.4 
4 Israel 402 7.1 Germany 900 7.2 
5 Afghanistan 275 4.8 Japan 877 7.0 
6 China 215 3.8 Israel 740 5.9 
7 Iran 199 3.5 China 738 5.9 
8 Lebanon 187 3.3 USSR 738 5.9 
9 Palestine/Gaza 185 3.2 Italy 643 5.2 
10 Russia 128 2.2 Vietnam 512 4.1 
11 Cuba 102 1.8 India 482 3.9 
12 Japan 101 1.8 Switzerland 407 3.3 
13 United Kingdom 96 1.7 Russia 387 3.1 
14 Germany 93 1.6 Spain 357 2.9 
15 Kuwait 90 1.6 Mexico 344 2.8 
16 Nicaragua 89 1.6 South Africa 339 2.7 
17 Poland 87 1.5 Iraq 298 2.4 
18 Bosnia/Herzegovina 86 1.5 Lebanon 275 2.2 
19 Pakistan 79 1.4 Egypt 272 2.2 
20 Somalia 70 1.2 South Korea 262 2.1 
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H.W. Bush’s administration amid the country’s reunification; Japan, which made 
headlines with Obama’s visit to Hiroshima and his Trans-Pacific Partnership trade 
agreement; and Israel, China, and the U.S.S.R. Notably, countries in which the 
U.S. was enmeshed in conflicts through half the study period—and which drew 
presidential attention—fell toward the bottom of this list: Vietnam (10) and Iraq 
(18). While Afghanistan is the fifth most-mentioned country across speeches, it is 
not in the top-20 list in coverage.

To answer RQ2, we conducted similar analyses of frequencies of country 
mentions in presidential speeches and Times coverage within each administration. 
These results (see Table 2) offer more nuanced depiction of discrepancies between 
presidential emphasis on conflict and diplomacy and Times focus on U.S. allies. 
Only the top 10 countries are shown. The most-mentioned countries in speeches, 
while reflecting an administration’s agenda, often carry over from one president 
to his successor: Vietnam from LBJ’s through Ford’s administration; the U.S.S.R. 
from Carter through George H. W. Bush; and Iraq for George W. Bush and Obama. 
But, as with the overall results, post-WWII U.S. allies were consistently among 
the most-covered by the Times: The U.K. dominated coverage through all nine 
presidencies; France, Germany, and Japan were among the top-10 for all nine; 
and Canada and Italy made the list for all except Obama’s administration. 

 
Table 2: Most-covered countries in presidential speeches and New York Times 
international news coverage, by administration
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Table 2: Most-covered countries in presidential speeches and New York Times international news 
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Rank 
Johnson Nixon Ford Carter 
Speech 
f 

NYT 
f 

Speech 
f 

NYT 
f 

Speech 
f 

NYT 
f 

Speech 
f 

NYT 
f 

1 Vietnam  
(607) 

UK  
(263) 

Vietnam 
(310) 

UK 
(320) 

Vietnam 
(40) 

UK 
(87) 

USSR 
(182) 

UK 
(136) 

2 USSR  
(75) 

Vietnam  
(195) 

USSR 
(84) 

Vietnam 
(252) 

USSR 
(34) 

Canada 
(68) 

Israel 
(58) 

Canada 
(98) 

3 China  
(53) 

Canada  
(131) 

Khmer 
Republic/ 
Cambodia 
(40) 

USSR 
(251) 

Japan 
(17) 

USSR 
(59) 

Iran 
(42) 

France/ 
Corsica 
(91) 

4 India  
(15) 

France/ 
Corsica  
(130) 

China 
(15) 

France/ 
Corsica 
(227) 

China 
(15) 

France/Corsica 
(58) 

China 
(29) 

Germany 
(81) 

5 
Dominican 
Republic  
(11) 

Germany  
(113) 

Laos 
(9) 

Canada 
(170) 

Turkey 
(12) 

Germany 
(37) 

Afghan-
istan 
(23) 

Israel 
(81) 

6 Russia  
(10) 

USSR  
(102) 

Japan 
(7) 

Germany 
(144) 

Khmer 
Republic/ 
Cambodia 
(8) 

Spain 
(37) 

Egypt 
(13) 

USSR 
(79) 

 7 

 
 
Table 2 continued. Most-covered countries in presidential speeches and New York Times 
international news coverage, by administration 

 
Unlike the countries prioritized in presidential speeches, many of those prominent in Times 
coverage do not align with presidential foreign-policy initiatives as gleaned from Miller Center 
summaries. China was among the 10 most-covered countries during six administrations and the 
10 most-mentioned in speeches across all administrations except Reagan’s. But despite Nixon’s 
resolute focus on China as part of his “Big Three” and his role in normalizing Sino-U.S. relations, 
China was not among the top-10 in coverage during his administration (Hughes, n.d.). 

7 Thailand  
(10) 

Japan  
(79) 

Czech 
Republic 
(4) 

Israel 
(126) 

Greece 
(6) 

Italy 
(35) 

Panama 
(12) 

Japan 
(75) 

8 
France/ 
Corsica  
(9) 

Italy  
(70) 

Guam 
(4) 

Italy 
(119) 

Cyprus 
(5) 

Japan 
(34) 

Japan 
(9) 

Italy 
(71) 

9 Indonesia  
(8) 

China  
(51) 

Israel 
(3) 

Japan 
(101) 

Indonesia 
(5) 

Israel 
(32) 

Palestine/ 
Gaza 
(9) 

China 
(66) 

10 Australia  
(7) 

India  
(44) 

Canada 
(2) 

Ireland  
(87)                           

Finland 
(3) 

Vietnam 
(32) 

Russia 
(8) 

Iran 
(51) 

Rank 
Reagan Bush Sr. Clinton Bush Jr. Obama 

Speech 
f 

NYT 
f 

Speech 
f 

NYT 
f 

Speech 
f 

NYT 
f 

Speech 
f 

NYT 
f 

Speech 
f 

NYT 
f 

1 USSR 
(698) 

UK 
(224) 

USSR 
(230) 

UK 
(116) 

Bosnia/ 
Herze-
govina 
(77) 

UK 
(243) 

Iraq 
(530) 

UK 
(292) 

Iraq 
(185) 

UK 
(203) 

2 Lebanon 
(168) 

USSR 
(169) 

Iraq 
(111) 

Japan 
(98) 

Russia 
(41) 

Japan 
(180) 

Afghan-
istan 
(82) 

China 
(146) 

Israel 
(184) 

China 
(166) 

3 Israel 
(92) 

France/ 
Corsica 
(149) 

Kuwait 
(70) 

USSR 
(78) 

Somalia 
(40) 

Germany 
(143) 

Iran 
(44) 

Iraq 
(143) 

Afghan-
istan 
(119) 

Russia 
(115) 

4 Nicaragua 
(82) 

Canada 
(146) 

Panama 
(33) 

France/ 
Corsica 
(63) 

Northern 
Ireland 
(28) 

France/ 
Corsica 
(139) 

Palestine
/ Gaza 
(27) 

Japan 
(142) 

Palestine/ 
Gaza 
(103) 

France/ 
Corsica 
(108) 

5 Poland 
(69) 

Israel 
(139) 

Somalia 
(25) 

German
y 
(61) 

China 
(26) 

Russia 
(134) 

Israel 
(18) 

France/ 
Corsica 
(130) 

Iran 
(68) 

Germany 
(71) 

6 Cuba 
(59) 

Germany 
(125) 

Yugosla
via 
(22) 

Israel 
(56) 

Rwanda 
(24) 

Canada 
(105) 

Japan 
(17) 

Germany 
(125) 

Pakistan 
(51) 

Israel 
(69) 

7 UK 
(53) 

Japan 
(105) 

Israel 
(20) 

Canada 
(49) 

Serbia 
(24) 

Israel 
(99) 

Mexico 
(14) 

Russia 
(117) 

China 
(36) 

Iraq 
(68) 

8 
Afghan-
istan 
(48) 

Lebanon 
(95) 

China 
(18) 

China 
(49) 

Israel 
(20) 

China 
(90) 

Lebanon 
(12) 

Canada 
(100) 

Syria 
(29) 

Afghan-
istan 
(63) 

9 Germany 
(48) 

South 
Africa 
(85) 

Russia 
(18) 

Italy 
(34) 

Cuba 
(18) 

Mexico 
(86) 

China 
(11) 

Italy 
(98) 

Egypt 
(19) 

Japan 
(63) 

10 Grenada 
(46) 

Italy 
(81) 

Saudi 
Arabia 
(17) 

South 
Africa 
(34) 

Haiti 
(17) 

Italy 
(82) 

USSR 
(11) 

Israel 
(95) 

Russia 
(19) 

India 
(56) 
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Table 2: Most-covered countries in presidential speeches and New York Times 
international news coverage, by administration

Unlike the countries prioritized in presidential speeches, many of those prominent 
in Times coverage do not align with presidential foreign-policy initiatives as 
gleaned from Miller Center summaries. China was among the 10 most-covered 
countries during six administrations and the 10 most-mentioned in speeches 
across all administrations except Reagan’s. But despite Nixon’s resolute focus 
on China as part of his “Big Three” and his role in normalizing Sino-U.S. relations, 
China was not among the top-10 in coverage during his administration (Hughes, 
n.d.). Alternatively, the U.S.S.R. (later, “Russia”)—a policy focus for presidents 
Johnson through Clinton—remained on speech and coverage lists for all nine 
presidencies. Vietnam was near the top in speeches and Times coverage for the 
Johnson and Nixon years before disappearing in the Ford era—remaining Ford’s 
most-mentioned country but tenth in coverage. 
 During the “War on Terror” of George W. Bush’s and Obama’s presidencies, Iraq 
was top in mentions and among the 10 most-covered; however, Afghanistan was 
among the top-10 most-covered countries only in the Obama era, despite being 
second- or third-most mentioned by Bush and Obama. Similarly, Iran coverage 
increased only during the Carter era while his administration wrestled with the 
hostage crisis, Bush labelled Iran part of his “Axis of Evil,” and Obama signed a 
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Table 2 continued. Most-covered countries in presidential speeches and New York Times 
international news coverage, by administration 

 
Unlike the countries prioritized in presidential speeches, many of those prominent in Times 
coverage do not align with presidential foreign-policy initiatives as gleaned from Miller Center 
summaries. China was among the 10 most-covered countries during six administrations and the 
10 most-mentioned in speeches across all administrations except Reagan’s. But despite Nixon’s 
resolute focus on China as part of his “Big Three” and his role in normalizing Sino-U.S. relations, 
China was not among the top-10 in coverage during his administration (Hughes, n.d.). 

7 Thailand  
(10) 

Japan  
(79) 

Czech 
Republic 
(4) 

Israel 
(126) 

Greece 
(6) 

Italy 
(35) 

Panama 
(12) 

Japan 
(75) 

8 
France/ 
Corsica  
(9) 

Italy  
(70) 

Guam 
(4) 

Italy 
(119) 

Cyprus 
(5) 

Japan 
(34) 

Japan 
(9) 

Italy 
(71) 

9 Indonesia  
(8) 

China  
(51) 

Israel 
(3) 

Japan 
(101) 

Indonesia 
(5) 

Israel 
(32) 

Palestine/ 
Gaza 
(9) 

China 
(66) 

10 Australia  
(7) 

India  
(44) 

Canada 
(2) 

Ireland  
(87)                           

Finland 
(3) 

Vietnam 
(32) 

Russia 
(8) 

Iran 
(51) 

Rank 
Reagan Bush Sr. Clinton Bush Jr. Obama 

Speech 
f 

NYT 
f 

Speech 
f 

NYT 
f 

Speech 
f 

NYT 
f 

Speech 
f 

NYT 
f 

Speech 
f 

NYT 
f 

1 USSR 
(698) 

UK 
(224) 

USSR 
(230) 

UK 
(116) 

Bosnia/ 
Herze-
govina 
(77) 

UK 
(243) 

Iraq 
(530) 

UK 
(292) 

Iraq 
(185) 

UK 
(203) 

2 Lebanon 
(168) 

USSR 
(169) 

Iraq 
(111) 

Japan 
(98) 

Russia 
(41) 

Japan 
(180) 

Afghan-
istan 
(82) 

China 
(146) 

Israel 
(184) 

China 
(166) 

3 Israel 
(92) 

France/ 
Corsica 
(149) 

Kuwait 
(70) 

USSR 
(78) 

Somalia 
(40) 

Germany 
(143) 

Iran 
(44) 

Iraq 
(143) 

Afghan-
istan 
(119) 

Russia 
(115) 

4 Nicaragua 
(82) 

Canada 
(146) 

Panama 
(33) 

France/ 
Corsica 
(63) 

Northern 
Ireland 
(28) 

France/ 
Corsica 
(139) 

Palestine
/ Gaza 
(27) 

Japan 
(142) 

Palestine/ 
Gaza 
(103) 

France/ 
Corsica 
(108) 

5 Poland 
(69) 

Israel 
(139) 

Somalia 
(25) 

German
y 
(61) 

China 
(26) 

Russia 
(134) 

Israel 
(18) 

France/ 
Corsica 
(130) 

Iran 
(68) 

Germany 
(71) 

6 Cuba 
(59) 

Germany 
(125) 

Yugosla
via 
(22) 

Israel 
(56) 

Rwanda 
(24) 

Canada 
(105) 

Japan 
(17) 

Germany 
(125) 

Pakistan 
(51) 

Israel 
(69) 

7 UK 
(53) 

Japan 
(105) 

Israel 
(20) 

Canada 
(49) 

Serbia 
(24) 

Israel 
(99) 

Mexico 
(14) 

Russia 
(117) 

China 
(36) 

Iraq 
(68) 

8 
Afghan-
istan 
(48) 

Lebanon 
(95) 

China 
(18) 

China 
(49) 

Israel 
(20) 

China 
(90) 

Lebanon 
(12) 

Canada 
(100) 

Syria 
(29) 

Afghan-
istan 
(63) 

9 Germany 
(48) 

South 
Africa 
(85) 

Russia 
(18) 

Italy 
(34) 

Cuba 
(18) 

Mexico 
(86) 

China 
(11) 

Italy 
(98) 

Egypt 
(19) 

Japan 
(63) 

10 Grenada 
(46) 

Italy 
(81) 

Saudi 
Arabia 
(17) 

South 
Africa 
(34) 

Haiti 
(17) 

Italy 
(82) 

USSR 
(11) 

Israel 
(95) 

Russia 
(19) 

India 
(56) 
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nuclear weapons deal with the country in 2015.
 Finally, RQ3 asked how the Times’ international news attention aligned with 
presidents’ foreign-policy priorities. To examine associations between the top-20 
country mentions in speeches and in coverage, nonparametric rank correlation 
(between frequencies of countries in speech mentions and in news articles) was 
calculated (Kendall’s tau) for each year, yielding 50 coefficients charted by year 
and presidency (see Figure 1 and coefficients in Appendix A). A positive coefficient 
means ranks for frequency of speech mentions and for articles about countries 
were significantly correlated. In short, tau indexes how closely newspaper attention 
mirrored foreign-policy priorities. Rank ordering of countries indicates their priority 
relative to one another and controls for differences in the total number of items (the 
news hole) in a year.

Figure 1: Kendall’s tau rank-order correlations in presidential speech and New 
York Times country mentions, 1966-2015 

 The strongest positive correlations were in the early years, until approximately 
the early 1980s, suggesting that coverage was more aligned with country mentions 
during those early years. The strongest alignment was 1975 (tau = .64), during the 
Ford years at the end of the Vietnam War, while the weakest alignment was in 
1996 (.03) during the Clinton administration. 
 To index the overall trend in correlations across the 50 year-span, the annual 
tau coefficients were regressed on the year (1-50 for 1966-2015) through Microsoft 
Excel’s “trend line” feature (i.e., tau = -.0043*year +.4491; R2 = .185; p < .01). This 
procedure illustrates the decreasing trend of the coefficients over time (and does not 
predict variation of the coefficients). The best-fit straight line in the figure indicates 
that correlations between the top-20 country mentions in presidential speeches and 
coverage decreased over the 50 years. In other words, the Times and president 
were, relatively speaking, speaking relatively less about the same countries.
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Discussion and Conclusion
Miller Center’s foreign-policy summaries first provide context for interpretation of 
these results. This study’s analysis begins in the latter half of LBJ’s tenure, when 
he focused on the Vietnam War and the Outer Space Treaty with the Soviet Union; 
his interventionist policies led to conflicts in the Dominican Republic, Panama, 
and Cuba (Germany, n.d.). Assuming the presidency after John F. Kennedy’s 
assassination in 1963, Johnson “started wooing powerful media figures” (Carlson, 
2017, para. 2). Figure 1 shows significant positive correlations in the first three 
years of analysis (1966-1968), suggesting LBJ and the Times shared common 
foreign foci, perhaps nurtured by his two decades as a political newsmaker. On the 
other hand, JFK’s death triggered “a kind of national unity not seen since World 
War II” (Joseph, 2018, para. 1); Domke’s (2004) “echoing press” may have been 
at work. 
 Richard Nixon brought a “Big Three”-centered foreign-policy agenda: China, 
where his unprecedented February 1972 trip led to diplomatic relations; the Soviet 
Union and early steps toward ending the arms race; and the Vietnam War, which 
Nixon unsuccessfully sought to end. Like the Johnson years, there were significant 
positive correlations between priorities in Nixon’s speeches and Times coverage. 
Despite tense relationships between Nixon and the press, particularly during 
Watergate, the Times generally matched the president’s priorities on into Gerald 
Ford’s administration.
 Attention to Vietnam and the Soviet Union continued in Ford’s administration, 
as did similarity between his policy focus and coverage. In 1975, the peak year for 
similarity (tau = .64), Ford ordered a commando raid to free 38 crewmembers of 
a U.S. cargo ship in Cambodia, reduced tensions with the Soviets by signing the 
Helsinki Accords, and Saigon fell in April 1975 (Greene, n.d.). Ford’s foreign affairs 
record has been called “solid, if mostly unremarkable” (Greene, n.d., para. 5), but 
his 30-month tenure demonstrated some of the strongest correlations in this 50-
year analysis. 
 However, the similarity between the president’s foreign-policy priorities and 
Times attention changed with Jimmy Carter’s administration. Carter normalized 
relations with China, signed a nuclear arms agreement with the Soviet Union, 
facilitated the Camp David Peace Accords between Israel and Egypt, and faced 
the “Iran hostage crisis” (Strong, n.d.). However, there were substantial dips in 
the strength of correlations between Carter’s speeches and news coverage. 
He campaigned as an “outsider” who could heal post-Vietnam, post-Watergate 
wounds, and the Washington Post called him “Carter the Communicator” (Rozell, 
1990). This optimism is reflected in 1977, but just as “favorable press reviews of 
Carter’s communications skills and leadership did not last” (Rozell, 1990, p. 420), 
neither did Times’ coverage alignment with Carter’s agenda. Perhaps his focus on 
“soft power”—human rights and diplomacy—did not rally the Times to “follow the 
flag” as crises would. Republican attacks on his foreign-policy agenda and a lack 
of Senate action on the Soviet nuclear treaty may have led to a “journalistic failure 
to rally” (Zaller & Chiu, 1996), as well as the need for consensus among elites 
underpinning Entman’s (2003) cascading activation model. 
 Despite a peak early in the Reagan presidency, correlations between speech 
mentions and coverage continued to decline. Reagan’s key foreign-policy initiatives 
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involved the Soviet Union, which he visited in 1988, and Latin America, where he 
worked to combat communism (Cannon, n.d.). He dealt with the 1981 assassination 
of Egyptian President Anwar al-Sadat, crises in China-Taiwan relations, military 
involvement in Lebanon, and a rise in anti-American terrorist attacks (Cannon, 
n.d.). The revelation of illegal acts in November, 1986, which were associated with 
the Iran-Contra affair, brought Reagan the largest one-month decrease in public 
support of any president to date (Daalder, 2004); 1986 also marks the weakest 
correlation during Reagan’s tenure and one of the weakest in the half-century.
 Global events during George H.W. Bush’s administration dictated much of 
his foreign focus, including the end of the Cold War and collapse of the Soviet 
bloc, reunification of Germany and fall of the Berlin Wall, the end of South African 
apartheid, and pro-democracy demonstrations in China (Knott, n.d.). He signed an 
arms-reduction agreement with the U.S.S.R. in June 1990, his year of strongest 
correlation, but overall, the similarity of country mentions in speeches and Times 
attention weakened for the rest of his presidency. Perhaps his foreign-policy 
interests clashed with the American public’s and media’s turn toward domestic 
issues (e.g., “The economy, stupid”) that led to his 1992 loss to Clinton.
 A “spike” in the correlation at the beginning of Clinton’s presidency quickly 
waned. His foreign policy focused on trade agreements with Canada and Mexico 
in 1993 (NAFTA), and he continued Reagan-era changes toward Russia and the 
former Soviet Union, lobbied for Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic to 
join NATO, and persuaded Russia to withdraw troops from Estonia and Latvia 
(Riley, n.d.). Many Clinton “initiatives,” however, were reactive: he withdrew forces 
from Somalia in March 1994, and was criticized for inaction during the Rwandan 
genocide and for not ousting Haitian military dictator Raoul Cédras (Riley, n.d.). As 
with those before him, correlations peaked early in the presidency—perhaps the 
optimism of the honeymoon period—then declined. 
 George W. Bush’s administration “pivoted” toward the Middle East with 9/11, 
bringing “War on Terror” against al-Qaeda and the Taliban, and declaring the “Axis 
of Evil”—North Korea, Iran, and Iraq—a threat to American security (Gregg, n.d.), 
and also proposed global-health initiatives combatting AIDS and malaria in Africa. 
This mix of war and humanitarian aid policy may have contributed to the peaks 
and valleys in the data during Bush’s tenure. The 9/11 terror attack undoubtedly 
resulted in some “rallying around the flag” that led to stronger correlations than 
in the Clinton years, but even then, the Times was not following the president’s 
foreign-policy focus as strongly as it had in earlier administrations. 
 Finally, Obama inherited conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the correlations 
show similarities between coverage and speeches in the early years of his 
presidency. During his administration, Osama bin Laden was killed by Navy 
SEALS, a mob attacked the U.S. diplomatic compound in Benghazi, Libya, Islamic 
State (ISIS) took form, Bashar al-Assad used chemical weapons against civilians 
in Syria, and Obama helped negotiate to prevent Iran from developing nuclear 
weapons (Nelson, n.d.). He also made a series of other “pivots”: restoring diplomatic 
relations with Cuba in 2014, the same year that saw the biggest dip in correlations; 
negotiating the Trans-Pacific Partnership with Southeast Asian nations; and 
reaching a climate-change agreement with China that laid the foundation for the 
2015 UN Paris Agreement (Nelson, n.d.). As before, the Times followed Obama’s 
foreign-policy agenda most closely early in his presidency. 
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 With this historical context in mind, this study suggests that popular perceptions 
of a “newsmaker-in-chief” wielding the power to turn the “gaze” of the Times 
is—at least in the context of foreign policy—part truth, part myth. Consistent 
with previous research that has shown the influential power of the president as 
a newsmaker (Cobb & Elder, 1971; Lang et al., 1981), results from this study 
show a relationship between administrations’ foreign-policy priorities and Times 
international news coverage. However, that relationship ebbs and flows across 
and within administrations and has steadily declined over time. In fact, among the 
75 countries identified as priorities across all nine presidencies based on Miller 
summaries, only 24 were among the Times’ most frequently covered countries in 
our sample. 
 Nonetheless, a key to understanding the relationship between media coverage 
and presidential attention is not just what was present in news coverage, but 
also what was missing. When did the Times turn away from presidents’ foreign-
policy priorities? Remarkably, several key “pivots” gleaned from Miller summaries 
are missing from coverage, from Johnson’s interventionist foreign policy in Latin 
America to Obama’s proactive turns toward Asia and normalizing of relations with 
Cuba. Carter and Reagan both campaigned on causes in Latin America—one on 
human rights and the other combatting communism—but few of their efforts turned 
the gaze of the Times reporters. 
 However, the absence of some of these focal points does not mean coverage 
of such turns decreased, as is apparent with Clinton’s “pivot” toward the Balkans. 
Despite a 258% increase in Times coverage of countries involved the year after 
the NATO bombings, the proportion of stories covering Serbia still fell below that 
of 16 other countries during Clinton’s tenure (No. 17 at 1.5%). Perhaps in these 
instances, American involvement was not significant enough to be considered 
“wartime”—and thus Domke’s (2004) findings hold true about when the “echoing 
press” is prevalent—or maybe the decisions did not have the broad support that 
Zaller (1994) suggested was necessary for the “mainstreaming effect” to take 
place.
 Though presidents attended to countries significant in their own policy priorities, 
stories on U.S. allies dominated Times coverage across all nine presidencies. 
The Times also attended to powers like China and Russia, where diplomatic 
relations and economic competition with the U.S. have changed remarkably over 
time. There was limited evidence of an “echoing press” consistently matching 
presidential priorities and it suggests, in fact, that any similarity has steadily and 
strikingly declined. Yet some common priorities in both the presidents’ and the 
Times’ attention remained consistent, illustrating how policies and diplomacy 
persist across administrations. And some presidential “pivots” or priorities are 
absent in the sampled coverage, illustrating how the press can easily turn—or be 
turned—away from presidential agendas.
 This study has limitations—most notably, the ambitious goal of trying to examine 
coverage and policy changes across nine presidential administrations, while 
incorporating extra-media contextual data. Miller Center summaries are historical 
and therefore subject to retrospective insights and analysis, but news coverage 
strives to be a daily history of breaking events, uninformed by subsequent events 
or interpretations. However, news “attention” is not the same as “tone” in terms 
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of coverage, commentary, editorial posture, and which sources are privileged to 
“speak.”
 While our results illustrate a clear—albeit declining—relationship between a 
president’s “gaze” and its coverage by the press, they are limited by our focus 
on indicators of presidential foreign-policy priorities and do not presume a causal 
president-press relationship. Future research would benefit from building upon this 
work to consider the many relevant variables that may influence this relationship 
and international news coverage.
 Further, while the New York Times data set is formidable, we cannot ignore 
the fact that the Times is only one newspaper—albeit one with an international 
presence and elite reputation (Virella, 2017). Although all coders were trained and 
achieved reliability in applying the protocol, different coding teams contributed. 
Ideally, the same team would have been assigned all 700 sample dates. Different 
archive formats were used, which can raise questions requiring assessment of data 
comparability (Sobel & Riffe, 2015). The study used constructed-week probability 
sampling, a well-established sampling design that can nonetheless miss particular 
events because it samples, with potential impact for a study of this type (e.g., the 
444 consecutive-day Carter-era Iran hostage crisis). Finally, using Miller Center 
speech transcripts as a consistent, nine-administration policy proxy for logistical 
reasons is another limitation, as it is unclear how the Center determines what 
speeches to include in its database of major addresses.
 Nonetheless, the study has achieved several important goals, including 
offering an unprecedented “political geography,” pairing a representative picture 
of a half-century of presidential foreign-policy agendas with international news 
coverage. Further, we were able to document changing patterns in foreign-policy 
coverage and contribute to a body of work on the complex roles of the president 
as “newsmaker-in-chief” and of the press who cover—and sometimes “echo”—his 
administration’s efforts. Finally, the trend analysis suggests that, at least in terms 
of foreign policy and the Times, the echo is becoming increasingly faint.
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Appendix A 
 
Correlation between presidential speech mentions and New York Times coverage of countries 
 

Year Tau  Year Tau 
1966 .548**  1991 .358* 

1967 .395*  1992 0.266 

1968 .606**  1993 0.197 
1969 0.35  1994 .412* 

1970 .467*  1995 0.288 

1971 .529**  1996 0.031 
1972 .518**  1997 0.132 

1973 .500*  1998 0.113 

1974 .423*  1999 0.174 
1975 .641**  2000 0.231 

1976 .525**  2001 .374* 

1977 .495**  2002 0.212 
1978 0.294  2003 0.299 

1979 .406*  2004 .474** 

1980 0.142  2005 0.216 
1981 0.301  2006 0.268 

1982 .360*  2007 .398* 

1983 .457**  2008 0.246 
1984 .346*  2009 0.165 

1985 0.286  2010 .420* 

1986 0.109  2011 .448* 

1987 0.278  2012 .451* 
1988 0.19  2013 .433* 

1989 0.236  2014 0.125 

1990 .556**  2015 0.304 
 
Note: *p < .05, **p < .01 
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Securitization: A Framing Approach of “Western Hostile Force” 
in Chinese Media 

Kai Xu1 

This study content analyzed a well-known frame – “Western hostile force,” in two 
official Chinese newspapers between 2003 and 2012 from the perspective of 
securitization. Results show the invocation of “Western hostile force” is a securitizing 
move that encompasses an array of different security threats. The results also 
show evidence of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), the ultimate securitization 
actor, advancing the view that China is constantly under threats to legitimize its 
information/media control, propaganda and thought work, even though in most 
cases it cannot identify the initiators or the identities of those threats.  
Keywords: Western hostile force, Chinese Communist Party (CCP), securitization, 
threats, propaganda and thought work.

The term, “Western,” enjoys an extraordinary place in the Chinese Communist 
Party’s (CCP) diplomatic dictionary, with common references to “Western world,” 
“Western democracy,” “Western ideology,” and so on. However, often it is used 
pejoratively. Every once in a while, “anti-Western” reports sweep over the Chinese 
media from the CCP’s official voices, such as People’s Daily. Of all anti-Western 
discourses, the most prominent one appearing in Chinese media is “Western 
hostile force.” Chinese economist He Qinglian (2014), known for her harsh 
criticism on China’s media control, once pointed out that, “Western hostile force” 
was like a political ghost wandering all over China whenever the country faced 
troublesome times domestically, convincing the Chinese populace that anything 
“Western” always had some negative connotation. From a journalism perspective, 
the power of a term largely lies in its “repeatability, designed for influencing people’s 
mind” (Liu, 1991, p. 53) and indeed, “Western hostile force” has been repeatedly 
emphasized in previous decades (“Our hostile forces,” 2013). The term, “Western 
hostile force,” was observed again in Chinese media coverage of Hong Kong 
“Occupy Central,” which was described as the driving force, black hands or evil 
backstage manipulator (e.g., Gong, 2014; Pierson, 2014; Tatlow, 2014). 
 Yet, the distinctions between the geographic “Western,” meaning countries 
located in the western hemisphere and this nebulous “Western force” have 
never been explicitly explained. Does “Western hostile force” pinpoint exactly the 
countries located on the western side of China? If so, can the CCP identify specific 
countries or individuals that are the initiators of any threat to justify the use of the 
word “hostile?” Or is the CCP using this expression to securitize the concept of 
“West,” thereby maintaining its ideological manipulation through information/media 
control, propaganda and thought work over the Chinese populace? The latter idea 
reflects an outgrowth of security studies known as securitization: When an issue is 
securitized, political actors are able to cast it as an existential threat to legitimize 

1 Kai Xu  is a Lecturer in the Department of Communication Studies, University of Michigan-Flint, and 
a Ph.D. Candidate, Department of Communication, Wayne State University. 
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the use of extraordinary measures in response (Buzan, Wæver & De Wilde, 1998; 
Vultee, 2010). 
 Securitization has drawn little attention in media studies (e.g., Vultee, 2010; 
Vultee, Lukacovic & Stouffer, 2015); however, the case of “Western hostile force” 
provides an opportunity to explore securitization within a framing perspective. 
Because the CCP has always prioritized information/media control, propaganda 
and thought work to strengthen its ruling power (Brady, 2009), investigating the 
use of “Western hostile force” contributes to how the CCP gives prominence to 
its preferred voice in its political discourses to exert influence on the Chinese 
populace. This study content analyzes news articles that contain “Western hostile 
force” from two official newspapers in China, the People’s Daily and Liberation 
Army Daily, from 2003 to 2012 (President Hu Jintao’s first full term of office). It 
would appear that a consensus securitization frame in the context of Chinese 
media has been continuously used to create a sense of insecurity and unease by 
the ultimate securitization actor – the CCP. The main theoretical contribution of 
this study to communication inquiry lies in the fact that the invocation of “Western 
hostile force” is a securitizing move strategically employed by the CCP in an array 
of different security threats, even though in most cases the party cannot identify 
the initiators or the identities of those threats.

Literature Review

Securitization Frames
Security has long been an elusive, broad term and is central to “capture the 
conceptual center of International Security Studies (ISS) dealing with defense, 
war and conflict” (Buzan & Hansen, 2009, p. 1). From 1945 to the Cold War, the 
concept moved beyond the traditional idea that focused on the phenomenon of 
war, and research on security experienced a major shift from nuclear weapons 
in military agenda, economic and environmental security at state-centric level, 
to human security/food security, and the importance of culture and referent 
objects for security other than the state (Buzan & Hansen, 2009). These moves 
broadened the field of ISS and several distinct but inter-related flows of literature 
were developed, such as the work of the Copenhagen School. Building on Austin’s 
(1975) speech act theory which emphasizes that utterances “do” things and are 
performative (Balzacq, 2005), the Copenhagen School suggests that security 
issues are constructed through securitization speech acts – such that the “politics 
of threat design with that of threat management” (Balzacq, Léonard & Ruzicka, 
2016, p. 495). 

Specifically, creating an existential threat is one basic element of securitization 
which enables extraordinary means by securitizing actors who want to cast 
a security issue – either political, social or environmental – into the existential 
realm (Balzacq, 2005; Buzan & Wæver, 1997; Buzan, Wæver & De Wilde, 1998). 
However, the central idea of a “speech act” lies in how the construction of security 
issues no longer requires objective or real threats (Buzan, Wæver & De Wilde, 
1998). Edelman (1985) emphasized that many political actors advanced intangible 
and unverifiable threats that permitted exaggeration – observable and tangible 
threats would make the political use of threats difficult because it requires scrutiny 
and evidence. Labelling issues with “security,” irrespective of whether there is a 
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tangible threat, provides legitimacy for political actors’ use of extraordinary actions 
against the threats (Buzan, Wæver & De Wilde, 1998). While securitization does not 
require an “abnormal” move, it can be a very normal move that justifies abnormal 
sense (Vultee, 2010). The legitimacy of using extraordinary actions enables the 
speaker to “break the rules that normally bind behavior and policies” (Vuori, 2011, 
p. 108). 

In addition to threat, the Copenhagen School also emphasizes some other 
significant concepts to understand the securitizing move: Securitizing actors and 
referent objects. While referent objects are the things that are seen to be existentially 
threatened which must have a legitimate claim to survival, a securitizing actor is 
the one who declares these intentions using securitizing moves. These actors are 
especially relevant because they usually act on behalf of large communities, such 
as the state or nation (De Wilde, 2008). In other words, it would be more meaningful 
to consider the collective which the securitizing actor represents instead of just the 
individuals themselves. 

Although various definitions of securitization have been proposed in the past 
decades (e.g., Balzacq, 2005; Bigo, 2002; Buzan & Wæver, 2003; Wæver, 1995), 
securitization studies aim to ultimately understand who securitizes (actors), on 
what issues (threats), for whom (referent objects), why, and with what results 
(Buzan, Wæver & De Wilde, 1998).

Securitization and Framing
In the process of securitization, the news media play an essential role since 
media frames are critical lenses through which the audience see security-related 
issues either as routine matters or crises (Vultee, 2010). Gamson and Modigliani 
(1989, p. 143) defined a media frame as “a central organizing idea or story line 
that provides meaning to an unfolding strip of events ... The frame suggests what 
the controversy is about, the essence of the issue.” Tuchman (1978, p. 193) also 
defined a media frame as an “essential feature of news.” In political news, frames 
“call attention to some aspects of reality while obscuring other elements” (Entman, 
1993, p. 55). Entman (2008) noted that framing was specifically considered the 
process in which political actors selected and established priorities when explaining 
reality. Therefore, if “to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them 
more salient in a communicating text” (Entman, 1993, p. 52) is the main function 
of framing, securitization can be understood as a “particular form of framing that 
relies on a shared perception of an issue as an existential threat” (Vultee, 2007, 
p. 2). The concept of framing shows that the central questions of securitization as 
summarized above – who is making the securitization claim, the seriousness of 
the threat, the referent object, and the logic of the solution – are framing questions 
as well.

The Case of “War on Terror”
Securitization theory has been widely applied for analysis on various issues 
such as migration (e.g., Huysmans, 2000), public health (e.g., Burci, 2014), and 
minority rights (e.g., Sasse, 2005). Yet, the issue of terrorism, particularly the 
“War on Terror” is perhaps the most important of our time in terms of providing 
such “a rich current framing case” (Reese, 2007, p. 152). By examining three 
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newspapers in America, Vultee (2010) demonstrated that “War on Terror” was a 
typical, widely accepted securitization frame, which has been institutionalized as 
a way of thinking the “post 9/11” world (Reese, 2007). Scholars and journalists 
have also reached the consensus that “War on Terror” was a powerful ideological 
frame, meaning “War on Terror” was “amorphous,” “thrown out there and left for the 
audience to interpret,” and the “general basket of activities and the government’s 
posture” (Lewis & Reese, 2009, p. 90). Some journalists adopted “War on Terror” 
out of “convenience and constraint” without questioning “the very root of the issue” 
(Lewis & Reese, 2009, p. 96). Thus, the “War on Terror” frame was a useful tool 
for the George W. Bush administration to justify its security policies at home and 
military intervention abroad to advance the state’s own goals (Reese & Lewis, 
2009). Compared to securitizing terrorism with “War on Terror” which focuses on a 
single security-related issue (terrorism threat), the broad and nebulous concept of 
“Western hostile force” may contain various threats and security concerns.
 Before discussing the CCP’s securitizing “West,” the historical use of “Western 
hostile force” in Chinese media needs to be addressed.

The Historical Use of “Western Hostile Force” in Chinese Media
The expression, “Western hostile force,” originated from the notion of “hostile 
force,” which the former Soviet Union used under Joseph Stalin (Qian, 2014). 
The Soviet Union, like other Marxist-Socialist countries, used class struggle as 
the key link to build dictatorship of the proletariat (Przeworski, 1997). To exert its 
power, Stalin used “hostile force” to describe all perceived “enemies” of the Soviet 
Union. China was no exception as a communist country where class struggle also 
existed; hence, the CCP borrowed this idea. On December 6, 1948, the People’s 
Daily translated and forwarded Slepoy’s article titled, “The Treasure of Marxism-
Leninism” – published in memory of the decennial of the book Краткий курс 
истории ВКП(б) (History of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union) which was 
used by the CCP as a textbook to educate Party members (cited in Qian, 2014), 
marking the first time “hostile force” appeared in Chinese media. The article read in 
part that: “Socialism has been established within the fight with hostile forces during 
the period of having obtained the victory of October Revolution and liquidating the 
domestic oppressor class in Soviet Union.”
 Before 1959, “hostile force” was understood as capitalism (Qian, 2014), the 
connotation of which was relatively explicit considering China was just founded 
as a communist country. However, 1958 served as a turning point. It was widely 
known that the “Great Leap forward,” launched in 1958 by Chairman Mao Zedong, 
was an attempt to leap ahead in production through rapid industrialization, which 
finally resulted in a great Chinese famine (Peng, 1987). During this time, any 
individual who criticized Chairman Mao was considered a “hostile force” (Qian, 
2014). In order to intensively suppress the criticism, the number of articles in the 
People’s Daily containing the expression “hostile force” rose to 10 in a single year 
(1958), compared to only 17 articles from 1950 to 1957 (Qian, 2014). Since it was 
impossible to list every dissenter in the newspaper, the meaning of “hostile force” 
began to blur, and the range of its use broadened (Allen-Ebrahimian, 2014). After 
this period, fewer articles in the People’s Daily applied this expression until 1989, 
when “Western hostile force” emerged again in Chinese media. 
 “Western hostile force” first appeared in the People’s Daily on June 5, 1989, 
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one day after the Tiananmen Square protests (Des Forges, Luo & Wu, 1993). 
Under the title of “the CCP Central Committee and State Council Notice to All Party 
Members and All the People of the Country,” the People’s Daily reported that: 
 The Schemers and organizers of these counter-revolutionary protests are those 
extremely few people who obstinately insist on bourgeois liberalizations, who 
colludewith Western hostile force and who disclose national secrets to illegal 
institutions.

 However, it failed to offer any specific description or explanation on this force. 
From June 1989, a large number of articles in People’s Daily intensively applied 
“Western hostile force” some of whose authors were Party high officials, such as 
Jiang Zemin, General Secretary of the CCP. This high-volume-use trend continued 
for approximately three years till 1992. Still, hardly any article explicitly indicated 
whom the force represented. In spite of this, “Western hostile force” has become 
a regular expression of the CCP since 1992, appearing on almost every report of 
the National Congress of the CCP. 

Securitizing “West”
As already stated, securitization studies aim to examine and understand why 
particular issues are securitized and others are not. For the case of “Western 
hostile force,” it is also significant to examine why the CCP securitizes the broad 
concept of “West.” Two explanations are important in this regard.  
 As the overall background for an intensive use of the expression “Western 
hostile force,” the Tiananmen Square protest represented a democratic movement 
at the international level. The protesters at Tiananmen did not attempt to overturn 
the CCP or call for U.S.-style democracy in China. Nevertheless, the CCP firmly 
considered them “pawns in a counterrevolutionary plot” and specifically cast 
those students as “a menace to Party rule” (Buckley, 2014). Chinese authorities 
feared the CCP’s possible downfall and considered the protesters an existential 
threat that undermined the Party (Jacobs & Buckley, 2014). Thus, a critical lesson 
that the CCP drew from this event was the importance of patriotic education 
and nationalism (Zhao, 1998), thereby resisting the influence and criticism from 
Western countries. The CCP realized that a comprehensive patriotic education 
system benefited its governing legitimacy and consolidated its political power to 
guarantee its longevity. Therefore, since 1989, state-led nationalism movements 
and campaigns were established all over China (Zhao, 1998). Most importantly, the 
CCP began to take advantage of ambiguous but politically charged expressions 
like “Western hostile force” to advance patriotic education for foreign relations, 
national unity, and territorial integrity. Detailed guidelines were offered for teaching 
the Chinese youth what they considered the meaning of patriotism. According to 
Zhao (1998, p. 293), one guideline was: “National Security and Defense Issue 
in the context of Preventing a Peaceful Evolution and Fighting against Western 
Hostile Forces.”
 With the effort of patriotic education, a sense of crisis among the Chinese 
populace was created, and the citizens were convinced that the idea of “Western 
hostile force” was being used to undermine and harm China’s national interest and 
stability (Zhao, 1998). 
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 Secondly, securitizing the “West” contributes to China’s social stability. China 
has been experiencing internal contradictions for a long time, both socially and 
economically (Palley, 2006). According to the “Social Blue Book” of Chinese 
Academy of Social Sciences (cited in Wang, 2013), from 1993 to 2003, the number 
of participants involved with mass incidents in mainland China increased from 
730,000 to 3 million. In just one year, 2014, more than 100,000 mass incidents 
happened in mainland China. Not surprisingly, when faced with both local and 
international pressure, the CCP tends to more frequently use the concept of 
“Western hostile force” to defend itself and accuse its enemies of being unpatriotic 
(Wong, 2014). According to Zhang (cited in Wong, 2014), the CCP historically uses 
the notion of “Western hostile force” to defend the country in times of internal crises, 
and more importantly, to divert public attention away from domestic problems.  

Research Questions
This study used a set of research questions to explore and possibly offer an 
understanding of the CCP’s use of the concept of “Western hostile force” in 
Chinese media for securitizing purposes. As expressed in the literature, the CCP 
tends to flood the Chinese media with claims of “Western hostile force” whenever 
the country faced some form of crisis, local or international. Consequently, the 
first research question seeks to examine the frequency of the use of “Western 
hostile force” in official Chinese media when President Hu Jintao was in power 
(2003-2013). Determining the frequency will help understand how the use of the 
slogan has changed over the years, as well as the implication of the changes. 
President Hu is associated with fast-paced modernization of the Chinese military 
and stepping up China’s international diplomacy. He was in power during the 
period covered in this study. 

 RQ1: How has the use of “Western hostile force” changed in official Chinese 
media in the period, 2003 to 2012 when China experienced the fasted modernization 
in the Hu era?
 Second, also as discussed in the literature, the nature of threats and the referent 
objects are the central questions within the securitization framework. Therefore, 
research questions (RQs) 2, 3 and 4 are directed at identifying both concepts: 

 RQ2: What threats were identified in official Chinese media regarding “Western 
hostile force” in the period, 2003 to 2012?

 RQ3: When “Western hostile force” was used to indicate threats to China, what 
referent objects in official Chinese media did the CCP and other government 
agencies use to make their case?

 RQ4: What does the relationship between threats and referent objects made in 
official Chinese media by the CCP imply?
 The nature of threats in securitization varies by the actor’s level (who speaks 
about “Western hostile force”) and by the initiator’s level (which individuals or 
countries are presenting the threats). The following research questions were thus 
framed against this understanding: 
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 RQ5: How do threats vary by the securitizing actor’s level in official Chinese 
media coverage of threats to the country?

 RQ6: How do threats vary by the initiator’s level in official Chinese media 
coverage of threats to the country?

Methodology
Sample
This study examined two newspapers, the People’s Daily and Liberation Army 
Daily, both of which have served as the official mouthpieces of the CCP (Wu, 
1994). The People’s Daily has the largest circulation in China, enjoys its hegemony 
in shaping Chinese public opinion, and most importantly, directly reflects the CCP’s 
position on domestic and international issues. The Liberation Army Daily is the 
official voice of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and a key element of China’s 
military propaganda system (administered by General Political Department). This 
department is the sole propaganda arm of the CCP, hence it is regarded as the 
most powerful organ in the party (Shambaugh, 2007). Unlike the United States, the 
PLA is the political party’s army, instead of state army (Brady, 2009). It determines 
the extent of the CCP’s ruling power and matters of political stability. Compared 
to the People’s Daily, the PLA and Liberation Army Daily “have some autonomy 
to make its own decisions on propaganda matters” (Brady, 2009, p. 26), which 
might result in minor stance variance about domestic and international issues. But 
still, the PLA and Liberation Army Daily hold clear responsibilities of “ideological 
indoctrination and political loyalty” to the CCP (Brady, 2009, p. 26). Therefore, the 
CCP’s attitude and standpoint for domestic and international issues can be fully 
reflected by the People’s Daily and Liberation Army Daily. 
 Because the People’s Daily and Liberation Army Daily websites do not offer 
open access to their published news articles, this study relied on China’s “National 
Knowledge Infrastructure” and its application platform – “China Knowledge 
Resource Integrated Database” at http://www.cnki.net/ - to access all articles that 
contain the securitization frames. The unit of analysis is each article that mentions 
“Western hostile force,” which serves as key Boolean words for search. The time 
frame spans 2003 to 2012, President Hu Jintao’s full term of office. It should be 
noted that the debate over “War on Terror” has remained highly salient since 9/11 
terrorist attack in 2001, and there is no doubt that this issue of terrorism attracted 
global attention – including China – during that period and the years that followed. 
Presumably the 9/11 attack and its consequence affected the CCP’s entire official 
security discourse after Hu Jintao assumed power in 2003. Therefore, 2003 serves 
as an important starting point in examining how the “Western hostile force” frame 
is constructed throughout Hu Jintao’s term of office. 
 Coding Scheme
RQ2 and RQ3 investigated the “threats” and “objects” that “Western hostile force” 
poses to the nation. The State Councilor for External Relations, Dai Bingguo 
(cited in Wang, 2011, p. 71) once defined China’s diplomatic core interests as: 
First, “China’s political stability, namely, the stability of the CCP leadership and 
the socialist system;” second, “sovereign security, territorial integrity and national 
unification;” and third, “China’s sustainable economic and social development.” 
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Therefore, the categories of “threats” and “objects” were created based on these 
interpretations. 
 In order to investigate RQ5 and RQ6, two variables were first constructed: 
Voice and Location. Voice refers to whether “Western hostile force” is mentioned 
in a journalist’s voice, or a source’s voice. According to Vultee (2010), the more 
thoroughly the securitization frame is established, the more regularly the journalists 
will mention that frame without relying on a source to say it. Therefore, examining 
whether official Chinese media journalists themselves employ the ideological term 
or whether they require it to be attributed to a source (such as an authoritative 
leader in the CCP) becomes critical to understand how the threats vary by the 
securitizing actor’s level. Location: This variable refers to any region, country, 
or international political leader that represents the “West.” Identifying who is/are 
presenting the threats contributes to our understanding of how the threats vary by 
the initiator’s level. 
 Within the time frame examined in this study (2003-2012), 349 articles contained 
the securitization frame, “Western hostile force,” with 123 articles (35.2%) in 
People’s Daily and 226 articles (64.8%) in Liberation Army Daily. Considering the 
fact that the PLA is the Party army and the total PLA personnel is around 2.3 million, 
it is reasonable to expect the securitization frames to appear more frequently on 
Liberation Army Daily for the purpose of convincing everyone serving in the PLA 
on a regular basis. This is critical for the CCP’s tight control over the PLA. 
 This author and one Chinese graduate student coded a random selection of about 
10% of the total articles. A Kappa test of inter-coder reliability was 1.000 for the 
Voice and Location variables. For the  Threat category (see Tables 1 and 2 below), 
the inter-coder reliability was 1.000, .650 and .788, respectively for Threat 1, 2, 3 
and there was a complete agreement for Threat 4-8 since there was no instance 
identified for these categories when coding the sample. For Object category (see 
Tables 1 and 2 below), the inter-coder reliability was 1.000, .837, 1.000 and .781, 
respectively for Object 1, 2, 4, 5 and there was a complete agreement for Object 
3, 6, 7, 8 since there was no instance identified for these categories when coding 
the sample.

Results
Findings for RQ1
Figure 1 below visualizes the findings in response to RQ1. The results show 
consistent employment of this securitization frame in the sample’s 10-year period. 
The People’s Daily and Liberation Army Daily experienced similar trends since 
they both served as the mouthpiece of the CCP. More importantly, year 2008 
represented the lowest incidence for both newspapers. One plausible explanation 
was the Olympic Games held in Beijing in 2008. In order to avoid unnecessary 
diplomatic altercations and misunderstanding between China and other countries 
participating in the games, the CCP’s official media decreased the use of the 
securitization frame, thereby maintaining a friendly international image to express 
its welcome of all participating countries in the games. This explanation aligns 
with findings in earlier studies on how mainland China’s media framed Taiwan’s 
presidential elections.
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Figure 1: Number of articles containing the securitization frame in People’s Daily 
and Liberation Army Daily through the year 2003 to 2012 

According to Dai (2013) and Han (2007), compared to 2004, the 2008 presidential 
election in Taiwan was framed in official Chinese media significantly differently. 
Criticism of Taiwanese’s quest for independence was the least prominent frame 
in 2008 while it was the most prominent frame in 2004. Thus, the Olympic Games 
made the CCP more sensitive to, and compromised its political discourse in official 
Chinese media. Figure 1 also suggests that even with international pressure to 
present a positive, welcoming image, the CCP and its Propaganda Department 
were unwilling to completely abandon the use of this securitization frame. 
 Meanwhile, in 2009, there was a surge of use seen in Figure 1. One explanation 
was that it was due to the burst of several mass incidents in Urumqi in 2009 (Dillon; 
2011; Jeffries, 2010). The CCP appeared to have felt that China’s social and 
political stability were threatened. Therefore, “Western hostile force” was adopted 
intensively again to criticize any “threat” the CCP perceived. This result implies that 
domestic mass incidents could serve as a starting line for a sudden increase in the 
use of “Western hostile force” in Chinese media. 
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Findings for RQ2, 3 and 4

RQ2 and RQ3 investigated “threat” and “object” categories, and Tables 1 and 2 
below show the findings. 

As noted in the tables, “capitalistic ideology” is the most observed category of 
“threat” and the “PLA’s ruling power” was the most observable “object.” It should be 
noted that 158 (45%) out of 349 articles did not specify threats or objects. 

 

According to Dai (2013) and Han (2007), compared to 2004, the 2008 presidential election in 
Taiwan was framed in official Chinese media significantly differently. Criticism of Taiwanese’s 
quest for independence was the least prominent frame in 2008 while it was the most prominent 
frame in 2004. Thus, the Olympic Games made the CCP more sensitive to, and compromised its 
political discourse in official Chinese media. Figure 1 also suggests that even with international 
pressure to present a positive, welcoming image, the CCP and its Propaganda Department were 
unwilling to completely abandon the use of this securitization frame.  

Meanwhile, in 2009, there was a surge of use seen in Figure 1. One explanation was that it 
was due to the burst of several mass incidents in Urumqi in 2009 (Dillon; 2011; Jeffries, 2010). 
The CCP appeared to have felt that China’s social and political stability were threatened. 
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perceived. This result implies that domestic mass incidents could serve as a starting line for a 
sudden increase in the use of “Western hostile force” in Chinese media.  
 
Findings for RQ2, 3 and 4 
 
RQ2 and RQ3 investigated “threat” and “object” categories, and Tables 1 and 2 below show the 
findings.  
 
Table 1: Number of articles that identify each “threat” on both newspapers 
Threat Categories People’s 

Daily 
Liberation 
Army Daily 

TOTAL 

    
Threat 0 Absence of threat (the article did not specify  

any threat) 
Threat 1 Foreign cultures, such as language; custom;  

religion; lifestyle 

83 
 
9 

102 
 
27 

185 
 
36 

Threat 2 Separation of Chinese nationalities 10 3 13 
Threat 3 Capitalistic ideology, values, beliefs, democratic  

election, human rights concept 
30 101 131 

Threat 4 Foreign economy; foreign currencies such as  
Dollars; Euros 

2 1 3 

Threat 5 Territorial dispute; separation of China’s  
territory 

8 3 11 

Threat 6 Free cyberspace 0 1 1 
Threat 7 Supporting for China’s mass incidents 7 6 13 
Threat 8 Foreign military capabilities such as the U.S.  

nuclear weapons 
1 2 3 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Table 2: Number of articles that identify each “object” on both newspapers 
Object Categories People’s 

Daily 
Liberation 
Army Daily 

TOTAL 

Object 0 Absence of object (the article did not specify  
any object)  

 
Object 1 The CCP’s ruling power, legitimacy, leading role 
 

96 
 
 
5 

113 
 
 
31 

209 
 
 
36 

Object 2 The PLA’s ruling power, legitimacy, leading role,  
Chinese soldiers 

 

4 58 62 

Object 3 Chinese traditional cultures 
 

1 2 3 

Object 4 Chinese minority groups’ unity 
 

6 1 7 

Object 5 Socialistic ideology; Marxism 
 

19 29 48 

Object 6 Chinese economy 
 

0 0 0 

Object 7 China’s territorial integrity 
 

8 3 11 

Object 8 China’s societal stability 9 8 17 

 
As noted in the tables, “capitalistic ideology” is the most observed category of “threat” and the 
“PLA’s ruling power” was the most observable “object.” It should be noted that 158 (45%) out of 
349 articles did not specify threats or objects.  

RQ4 examines the relationship between “threat” and “object.” Chi-square tests of 
independence were calculated for each pairing of threat and object. Significant relationships were 
found between the capitalistic ideology threat, the most observable category of “threat,” and: (1) 
the CCP’s ruling power object, χ2(1, N=349) =20.598, p<.0001; (2) the PLA’s ruling power object, 
χ2(1, N=349) =55.371, p<.0001; and (3) socialist ideology object, χ2(1, N=349) =59.257, p<.0001.  

A significant relationship was also found between the foreign cultures threat and socialist 
ideology object, χ2(1, N=349) =16.915, p<.0001. In addition, the separation of Chinese 
nationalities threat and Chinese minority groups’ unity object were significantly related, χ2(1, 
N=349) =133.9, p<.0001; the separation of China’s territory threat and China’s territorial integrity 
object were significantly related, χ2(1, N=349) =180.117, p<.0001; and foreign cultures threat and 
Chinese traditional cultures object were significantly related, χ2(1, N=349) =26.309, p=.001. The 
last three significant relationships were expected since they were corresponding categories, 
which implies the CCP expressed itself on official media cautiously and accurately. All other 
pairings were tested but did not exhibit significant relationships at the .05 level.  
 
Findings for RQ5 and 6 
 
For the Voice variable, 106 articles in the People’s Daily were published under Party high officials’ 
names and only 17 (13.8%) articles were written by journalists. Among these 17 articles, 12 
(70.5%) cited a source. In the Liberation Army Daily, 209 articles were published under Party high 
official’s names and 17 (8%) articles were written by journalists. Among these 17 articles, only 9 
(53%) cited a source. Compared to the Liberation Army Daily whose sources were mostly other 
journalists (on March 30, 2006; April 24, 2007; February 26, 2009; March 12, 2009) or unidentified, 
such as “a leader of General Political Department” (on January 5, 2010; September 9, 2011), “a 
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 RQ4 examines the relationship between “threat” and “object.” Chi-square 
tests of independence were calculated for each pairing of threat and object. 
Significant relationships were found between the capitalistic ideology threat, the 
most observable category of “threat,” and: (1) the CCP’s ruling power object, χ2(1, 
N=349) =20.598, p<.0001; (2) the PLA’s ruling power object, χ2(1, N=349) =55.371, 
p<.0001; and (3) socialist ideology object,  χ2(1, N=349) =59.257, p<.0001. 
 A significant relationship was also found between the foreign cultures threat 
and socialist ideology object, χ2(1, N=349) =16.915, p<.0001. In addition, the 
separation of Chinese nationalities threat and Chinese minority groups’ unity object 
were significantly related,  χ2(1, N=349) =133.9, p<.0001; the separation of China’s 
territory threat and China’s territorial integrity object were significantly related,  χ2(1, 
N=349) =180.117, p<.0001; and foreign cultures threat and Chinese traditional 
cultures object were significantly related, χ2(1, N=349) =26.309, p=.001. The 
last three significant relationships were expected since they were corresponding 
categories, which implies the CCP expressed itself on official media cautiously and 
accurately. All other pairings were tested but did not exhibit significant relationships 
at the .05 level. 

Findings for RQ5 and 6
For the Voice variable, 106 articles in the People’s Daily were published under 
Party high officials’ names and only 17 (13.8%) articles were written by journalists. 
Among these 17 articles, 12 (70.5%) cited a source. In the Liberation Army 
Daily, 209 articles were published under Party high official’s names and 17 (8%) 
articles were written by journalists. Among these 17 articles, only 9 (53%) cited a 
source. Compared to the Liberation Army Daily whose sources were mostly other 
journalists (on March 30, 2006; April 24, 2007; February 26, 2009; March 12, 2009) 
or unidentified, such as “a leader of General Political Department” (on January 
5, 2010; September 9, 2011), “a pilot of Lanzhou Military Area” (on March 23, 
2009) and “representatives at this meeting” (on March 13, 2012), the sources in 
the People’s Daily were more authoritative, such as the President of China (on 
August 11, 2006; February 21, 2012); the Minister of Foreign Affairs (on December 
24, 2007), and the Chairman of the Standing Committee of the National People’s 
Congress (on September 17, 2004). Therefore, these results indicate that in 
official Chinese media coverage, threats did vary by the securitizing actor’s level, 
but still, journalists working for the CCP’s official media were barely authorized to 
directly assert “Western hostile force” without citing a CCP’s leader. In other words, 
it appears that it was only the Party’s high officials, especially those who were 
CCP’s top leaders that could regularly employ this politically charged expression. 
 For the Location variable, there was only one article that specifically mentioned 
the United States as the “West” and none of the 349 articles identified any other 
country or international political leader as “West.” The article targeting the U.S. as 
the initiator appeared on June 11, 2012, in the People’s Daily with the title of “Let 
the World See Tibet’s History and Reality More Clearly.” Yan Hu from the CCP’s 
Central Committee’s Marx School of Communism was the author. The wording was 
indicated as follows: “With the support of “Western hostile force” led by the United 
States, armed rebellion was launched in Tibet in 1959 by reactionary classes.
 Overall therefore, without appropriately and specifically identifying who presented
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the threats in the official Chinese media coverage, the “threats” did not vary by the 
initiator’s level of position.

Discussion

The primary goal of this study is to investigate the use of “Western hostile force” 
in official Chinese media from the perspective of securitization. The findings 
show that the term, “Western hostile force,” has been continuously used as a 
securitization frame by the CCP under Hu Jintao whose presidency overlapped the 
period of this study. Unlike previous research that examined the single security-
related threat of a securitization frame, this study reveals that the invocation of 
“Western hostile force” is a securitizing strategy that is generally used to address 
multiple and different security threats whenever they occurred. This study also 
demonstrates that the threat in securitization does not necessarily have anything 
to do with a particular and identifiable security threat, which supports the idea 
that securitization threats can be intangible and unverifiable as discussed in the 
literature review.

Implications of Results
First, official Chinese media’s subjective creations of multiple and different “threat” 
and “referent object” categories regarding “Western hostile force” justify CCP’s 
use of the word “hostile” in its nebulous and broad connotation that needs to be 
“supported” and enriched by various threats and objects. Creating such a “list” of 
threats/objects leaves official Chinese media enough room to arbitrarily choose 
whichever one that is “appropriate” for a specific news context. This implies that 
the “threat”/“object” category employed the most by official Chinese media is the 
one that is suitable for a variety of news topics. As shown in Table 1, the most 
observable category of “threat” is “capitalistic ideology.” The CCP has long been 
using ideology manipulation as one of the most critical elements for the sustenance 
of it ruling power. This is what the CCP refers to as “pen” (Bi Gan Zi) because its top 
officials believe in the saying that “the pen is mightier than the sword” (Xing, 2015). 
Therefore, it is no surprise that the threat of “capitalistic ideology” is identified 
as the most frequently adopted instrument or measure by the CCP in its media 
activities for securitization purposes. Such measures include information/media 
control through the imposition of the “Great Firewall” to prevent access to the 
internet, propaganda and thought work, all of which are “an essential element(s) 
for the functioning of the Chines system of the party-state” (Vuori, 2011, p. 241). 
 Meanwhile, as shown in Table 2, the most observable category of “object” is 
“PLA’s ruling power.” In addition to “pen,” another critical element of the CCP’s 
ruling power is the “gun” (Qiang Gan Zi), about which Chairman Mao reportedly 
claimed in 1927: “Political power grows from the barrel of a gun” (Xing, 2015). 
There is a universal understanding that armed forces belong to the state; but in the 
Chinese context and securitization, those forces instead come under the authority 
of the ruling party.  In this sense, it is reasonable to expect the CCP considers 
“turning armed forces to the state” a huge existential threat, thus the PLA becomes 
the “target” that needs to be “defended” the most. The significant relationship 
calculated between “capitalistic ideology” and “PLA’s ruling power,” as detailed in 
the Results section above, also supports this idea. 
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 Second, while official Chinese media does subjectively identify certain threats 
and objects in some cases, the threats and objects regarding “Western hostile 
force” are unspecified in a large number of cases. In other words, “Western hostile 
force” can be adopted in any news context, the topic of which may not necessarily 
be about security. This deliberate vagueness in the use of “Western hostile force” 
is exemplified in CPP statements such as these: 
 Western hostile force speeds up westernizing and dividing us. 
 Western hostile force’s political conspiracy of westernizing and dividing us has 
 never been changed.
 Thus, official Chinese media can not only determine which threat to adopt to 
address the issue discussed in a news article, but also determine when not to 
specify a threat: When they believe they only need to employ “Western hostile 
force” on a regular basis for the purpose of maintaining the ideology manipulation 
instead of addressing a certain security concern, it is natural for them to target no 
threat. Without a particular and identifiable threat, “commonly used words have 
acquired ideologically charged meanings in daily life” (Renwick & Cao, 1999, p. 
20). Again, the absence of any explanation on threats is deliberate and a key 
objective in securitization, which enables the CCP to legitimize its long-lasting 
measures against the unproven “threats.” The absence of threats in most cases 
also explains the findings of RQ6 in terms of why the threats did not vary by the 
initiator’s level: When a threat is unspecified, it is impossible to indicate an exact 
country or an individual as its initiator. 
 Since it is more meaningful to consider the collective which the securitizing 
actor represents instead of any individual as mentioned in the literature review, the 
finding for RQ5 suggests that journalists in the official Chinese media only function 
as watchdogs for the authorities and are primarily interested in “safe reporting” 
regarding “Western hostile force,” by citing the CCP’s high officials, especially 
those who are top leaders. The journalists are not able to push the boundaries of 
what can be said in official Chinese media.

Conclusion

This is arguably the first empirical study to investigate the salience and use of a 
widely adopted ideological expression, “Western hostile force,” in official Chinese 
media from the perspective of securitization. Wæver (1995) had argued that the 
use of the security label was a political choice. In this regard, the CCP’s invocation 
of “Western hostile force” is a securitizing move that is generally used to address 
multiple and different security threats. It might be best understood as a means to 
arbitrarily speak about an ambiguous threat to legitimize the CCP’s extraordinary 
measures to strengthen its authority including media control, propaganda and 
thought work on a regular basis. Understanding the use of “Western hostile 
force” helps deepen our comprehension on how the CCP gives prominence to its 
preferred voice when exerting influence on the Chinese populace. 

Limitation
While this author made best efforts to obtain data for this study, there is a possibility 
that some information might be missing, since the CCP does not give scholars 
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access to the complete online versions of the People’s Daily and Liberation Army 
Daily on their official websites. This study therefore did not sample any independent 
online news websites since private Chinese website companies are cautious about 
publishing political news articles in order not to lose their operational licenses 
(Yuan, 2010). Nonetheless, future studies can investigate online media’s use of 
“Western hostile force” appearing in different articles than official media’s reports 
to examine the securitizing strategy. 

Future Research on “Western Hostile Force” 
President Xi Jinping era since 2013 is another significant period in the history 
of China’s use of the concept of “Western hostile force.”  Some scholars and 
journalists have pointed out how Xi Jinping sees the West differently while still 
repeatedly echoing the views of the Western threats posed on China (e.g., 
Economy, 2015; Link & Hart, 2019; Tobin, 2020). A comparison between the 
two eras may yield meaningful results in terms of how the CCP either adjusts or 
enhances its securitizing strategies. Indeed, several security-related incidents have 
taken place under President Xi Jinping, including Hong Kong’s “Occupy Central” 
movement. Therefore, comparing the securitization move during the periods of 
2013-2019 to President Hu era would contribute to a better understanding of the 
operationalization of securitization in the context of China.
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International Peace Journalism (PJ) practice: Comparing the 
levels of PJ awareness among Bangladeshi and Ethiopian jour-
nalists

Sima Bhowmik1 
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Reporting conflicts is now a significant feature in news coverage in different parts 
of the world. However, studies on media coverage of conflicts focus on how media 
frame events while overlooking journalists’ awareness of peace journalism (PJ). 
To fill the gap, this study sought to investigate the level of awareness of PJ among 
Bangladeshi and Ethiopian journalists. A sample of journalists from each country 
participated in a survey whose findings revealed that most of them do not have any 
training on PJ. The findings also show random and accidental practice of PJ among 
reporters, a factor that can affect the overall role of the media during conflicts.     
Keywords: Peace journalism, war journalism, conflict issues, propaganda, 
Bangladeshi media, Ethiopian media.

News influence public opinion. In the contemporary era of fierce competition for 
audiences among media houses, very few coverage of non-conflict events and 
activities attract the attention of audiences. Research has also shown that as 
media competition increases, media organizations appear to place emphasis on 
the coverage of various forms of conflicts, from wars to topics that show society 
divided into opposing and conflicting camps (Bennett 2016; Carruthers, 2011, 
p. 5; Fox, Van Sickel & Steiger, 2001,).  For example, on September 25, 2019, 
the top three news headlines published by the highly reputable New York Times 
were about President Trump’s impeachment, Brexit, and climate change. All three 
stories focused on some sort of conflict issue. Reports about conflicts by journalists 
all over the world tend to reflect a range of journalism practices where such reports 
originated. Nonetheless, looking holistically, what is often missing in these news 
reports about international and local conflicts is the fact that reporters hardly factor 
in peace journalism in their news coverage of events.
 Thus, this study is based on Johan Galtung’s PJ theory, as well as McGoldrick’s 
and Lynch’s realistic perspective on PJ practices. According to Galtung, PJ 
emphasizes non-violent outcomes, where all parties’ voices can be heard (Galtung, 
1986, p.252), and create opportunities for human progress without violence 
(Galtung, 2003, p.177). Lynch and McGoldrick opine that PJ is an opportunity to 
make decisions on how and what to report on during conflicts. Furthermore, they 
argue that in PJ, reporters have opportunities “to advocate peace in their society” 
(Lynch & McGoldrick 2007, p. 5). 
 It is, therefore, against this backdrop that this exploratory study sought to 
investigate and compare the level of PJ awareness among Bangladeshi and 
Ethiopian journalists. The overarching research interest is to explore and understand 
how Ethiopian and Bangladeshi journalists and media cover controversial issues, 
in order to appreciate the underlying causes of such conflicts. 
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Why Bangladesh and Ethiopia?
Bangladesh and Ethiopia are two countries with similarities in income disparity 
and economic development. The World Bank’s “Poverty and Shared Prosperity” 
report (2018) placed Bangladesh and Ethiopia fifth and fourth on class inequality, 
respectively. These placements are very important because a society’s class 
disparity influences the likelihood of violence (Galtung, 1967). In a society with 
substantial class disparity, the elite are more featured in the news even for 
conventional occurrences such as weddings, while ordinary people are mainly 
mentioned in relation to disasters (Galtung & Vincent, 1992). That unfortunate fact 
of life attracts media coverage and contributes to conflict (Harcup, & O’neill, 2017). 
 Bangladesh and Ethiopia have witnessed episodes of violence over the years 
(Beyene & Mengistu, 2020; Zaman, 1999).  For example, on March 29, 2020, the 
Bangla Tribune published a story about the desecration of a Hindu Goddess temple 
in Bangladesh, a country with a majority Muslim population. That incident was 
one among many.  Whenever members of the Hindu community that constitutes 
about 10 percent of the country’s population celebrate any festival, some Muslim 
extremists tend to attack them (BBC News, Bangla, October 1, 2019). 
 Ethiopia is not very different from Bangladesh. At present, the Tigray conflict is an 
international subject of concern. According to Reuters news organization, “Clashes 
along Sudan’s eastern border and the influx of tens of thousands of refugees from 
neighboring Ethiopia have added to the challenges faced by a country already 
navigating a fraught political transition and protracted economic crisis.” (Reuters, 
Dec 18, 2020). 
 The common denominator in these stories about conflicts in both Bangladesh 
and Ethiopia is that in their reports, the journalists emphasize the villains or guilty 
parties, with little to no information about the victims, or insights into how the crises 
can be resolved. This is where peace journalism becomes relevant, because the 
reports could have gone beyond merely reporting the crises but dig deeper into the 
cause of the conflicts and offer workable conflict resolution options. 

Literature Review
Galtung’s (1967) concept of PJ suggested that journalists should avoid framing 
a conflict between two parties fighting for the same goal because it would force 
the outcome to have a winner and a loser. He suggested that it is better to find 
more actors and their interests, so that outcomes are more nuanced. Galtung also 
warned against identifying “self” and “other” parties in a conflict, as identifying and 
labelling groups as such would create a threat to the “other” party. When reporting 
on a conflict, journalists should uncover the underlying causes, its historical context, 
and potential solutions. Galtung (1967, p. 63) indicated that in PJ, reporters can 
contribute to conflict resolution and facilitate constructive attitudes. Conversely, 
reporters who only use a conventional approach tend to focus on the visible effects 
of conflict, such as violence, killings, injuries, or property damage.
 PJ is not a new concept. Its practice emerged in the mid-1990s, as a new 
field within peace and conflict reporting (Lynch & McGoldrick, 2007, p. 248). It 
prioritizes “peace” as its central value and starting point. The coverage of conflicts, 
including wars, is embedded in the idea that all conflicts have news value (Lynch & 
McGoldrick, 2007; Carruthers, 2011, p.16). So, while war journalism often focuses 
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on the sensational stories and is used to boost audience ratings, peace journalism 
takes advocacy and interpretative approaches, while focusing on stories that report 
peace initiatives, tone down ethnic, ideological and religious differences, and tries 
to minimize the possibility of extending and perpetuating the conflict. 
 PJ takes a moral and ethical point of departure, acknowledging the fact that 
media play a role in propaganda and tends to fuel conflict (Kempf, 2007).  It 
presents a conscious choice: to identify other options for the readers/viewers by 
offering a solution-orientated, people-orientated, and truth-orientated approach. 
This implies a focus on possible suggestions for peace in which the parties in 
conflict might have an interest. PJ is people-orientated because it offers a voice to 
the voiceless and it is also truth-orientated because it reveals untruths on all sides 
and exposes propaganda as a means of continuing the war (Galtung & Vincent, 
1992).
 The  three sources - nature, culture, and structure - play a role in the process of 
establishing peace. As Webel and Galtung (2007) explained, these sources create 
an opportunity for society to become more humanistic and avoid negative goals 
that are not harmonious. PJ draws on a critical examination of the current state of 
war reporting. Galtung and Vincent (1992, p. 33) observed that the more negative 
the consequences of an event, the higher the probability that it will make headline 
news. Van Dijk (1995) observed that stories on immigration, crime, violence, 
cultural differences, and race relations draw in bigger audiences. The coverage 
of these topics tends to be framed in terms of problems (if not in terms of threats). 
According to Iggers (1999, p. 91), “Although few journalists still defend objectivity, 
it remains one of the greatest obstacles to their playing a more responsible and 
constructive role in public life.” As such, responsible journalism should be about 
intervention. As McGoldrick and Lynch (2006, p. 27) argued: “The choice is about 
the ethics of that intervention. Therefore, the question arises ‘what can I do with 
my intervention to enhance the prospects for peace?’” This lies at the core of 
peace journalism. War journalism places news reporting value on violence and 
its perpetrators, and the physical consequences of conflict. On the other hand, 
peace journalism focuses on non-violent options (Galtung, 1986) and highlights 
the psychological effects of conflicts. 

Peace Journalism
Peace journalism is situated on the idea of equipping journalists with better skills to 
report on conflicts (Galtung, 1998, 2000). Lynch and McGoldrick (2005, p. 5) add 
that it refers to “when editors and reporters make choices – of what to report and 
how to report it – that create opportunities for society at large to consider and value 
nonviolent responses to conflict.”  One major area of contention between scholars 
who support or oppose PJ is on its overall objective. Its proponents argue that PJ 
adds a moral imperative to conventional journalism (Galtung, 2000; Kempf, 2007; 
Lynch, 2007; Lynch & McGoldrick, 2005; Lynch, 2015; Peleg, 2007). On the other 
hand, its opponents argue that PJ confuses the traditional role of journalism with 
mediation (Gjelten, 2001; Hanitzsch, 2007; Loyn 2003, 2007). 
 Expanding their position, PJ proponents contend that it improves conflict reporting 
by emphasizing responsible journalism, conflict de-escalation, encouraging 
peacebuilding and ultimately aims at reconciliation (Blasi, 2004; Kempf, 2007; 
Peleg, 2006). Lynch and McGoldrick (2005, p.209) argue that objective reporting 



45International Communication Research Journal 56(1), 2021

is predisposed towards war journalism based on three conventions: “a bias in favor 
of official sources, a bias in favor of event over process, and a bias in favor of 
“dualism” in reporting conflicts.”
 Its critics however disparage PJ as a form of “sponsored journalism” that turns 
journalists into participants instead of being objective reporters of people, places 
and events. Such engagement, they contend, blurs the line between objectivity 
and opinionated reporting (Gjelten, 2001; Hanitzsch, 2007; Loyn, 2007).
 These polarized positions hinge on some tension between the maintenance of 
journalistic principles of objectivity and ethical imperative of not using journalism 
to fan the flames of conflict and inadvertently fuel its escalation.  This tension is 
exemplified by the criticism that the media were partly responsible for the genocide 
in Rwanda in 1994 and the post 2007 presidential election violence in Kenya 
(Beyene, 2012). On both occasions, media reports of the conflicts highlighted 
the combustible aspects of the mayhem that took place, thus further motivating 
both sides in the conflicting situations to increase the tempo of their violence. So, 
the questions arise: should the role of journalism in conflict coverage be limited 
to highlighting its process, that is, how it progresses from a minor encounter to 
a conflagration in observance of journalistic objectivity (traditional journalism 
coverage) or, digging deeper into the underlying catalysts of the conflict with a 
view to offering how the violence can be contained (peace journalism).

Theoretical framework
Consistent with Galtung’s model, this study relied on the contrast between a 
“war journalism” and “PJ” approach to conflict coverage. Most of the work on 
PJ is normative, conveying its benefits and how it can be implemented (Lynch & 
McGoldrick, 1998). Although conflict and violence are not the same, McGoldrick 
and Lynch (2006) indicated that in reporting, many journalists interchange the 
terms. While violence is a choice, conflict is an inescapable part of life. While the 
former is destructive, the latter offers an opportunity for change. Media reporting of 
such issues will influence the outcome. 
 Lynch and McGoldrick (1998) point out that through an interpretative approach, 
peace journalists focus on stories that highlight peace initiatives, tone down ethnic 
and religious differences, prevent further conflict, focus on the structure of society, 
and promote conflict resolution, post-conflict reconstruction, and reconciliation 
by providing a voice to all parties, and fostering empathy and understanding. 
PJ, as a special mode of socially responsible journalism, can be understood as 
journalistic coverage that contributes to the process of making and keeping peace 
and contributes to non-violent settlement of conflict (Hanitzsch, 2004).

Media’s Role in Bangladesh and Ethiopia
Peace journalism is an important subject, but it attracts limited attention from 
practitioners and academicians around the world (Bratic & Schirch, 2008). This 
observation holds true in Bangladesh and Ethiopia, the subjects of this inquiry. 
In Bangladesh, the media tend to work at the behest of the government, and the 
powerful and affluent in the country (Ullah, 2008). The author also noted that with 
media houses under corporate or official control in Bangladesh, social issues that 
relate to the larger population are often overlooked as the focus is often on profit 
margins. 
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 One of the most neglected but serious issues in the Bangladeshi media is 
conceptualized as “Eve-teasing,” which is a euphemism for harassment and 
violence against women. Zaman (1999) explained that in Bangladesh, violence 
against women has both organizational and domestic dimensions, as they occur 
both at home and in workplaces where women face all manners of discrimination. 
However, news about this gender-based violence hardly attracts more than single-
column newspaper articles (Ahmed et al., 2019).
 In addition to violence against women, Bangladesh also faces religious and 
ethnic tensions and conflicts, leading to calls by human rights organizations for the 
United Nations to play a greater role in pushing for the implementation of the 1997 
Chittagong Hill Tracts Peace Accord in Bangladesh. This accord was intended to 
protect the rights of the country’s indigenous peoples (UN, 2011).
 Ethiopia’s history is full of diversity, controversy and conflict (Beyene, 2011; 
2012; Skjerdal, 2010; Beyene and Mengistu, 2020). Skjerdal (2010) wrote that 
although the government promised a free press in Ethiopia, in reality most media 
houses are controlled by the government. Similarly, Beyene (2011, 2019) noted 
that because successive governments suppressed freedom of expression, people 
resorted to music to subtly express their grievances. Another consequence of the 
repressive laws in Ethiopia is that of self-censorship which prevails, especially in 
the state media (Skjerdal, 2010). Overt government censorship or self-imposed 
censorship due to the government’s intolerance of alternative views, are some of 
the causes of conflict between a government and the people. 
 The way differences have been covered or ignored by the media might also 
be a contributing factor. As Lynch & McGoldrick (1998) noted, when issues of 
poverty, ethnicity, gender, and religious differences are overlooked in the media, 
they tend to fester, and conflict becomes inevitable. The worst case is when this 
underreporting of such issues takes place in a political environment where the 
government in power is also repressive and takes measures to curtail free speech 
and freedom of the press, as is the case in both Bangladesh and Ethiopia.
 As demonstrated in the literature review, traditional journalism simply reports 
conflicts as they unfold without investigating their underlying causes and proffering 
possible solutions. This form of reporting, peace journalism advocates contend, is 
no longer adequate in the 21st century. What is needed is peace journalism which 
Galtung (1967) argued was capable of presenting reports that could lead to conflict 
resolution instead of conflict escalation. 
 It was against this backdrop that the first research question in this study was 
framed this way:

 RQ 1: How much emphasis do Bangladeshi and Ethiopian journalists place on 
peace journalism in their coverage of conflicts? 
 Traditional journalism training emphasizes and encourages reporters to remain 
“objective” while covering conflicts. However, objectivity is loosely presented as 
the journalist just reporting the conflict at the surface level, without digging deeper 
in the cause of that conflict, even if reporting the process or progress of the conflict 
inadvertently leads to its escalation. Peace journalism does the opposite and 
emphasizes conflict de-escalation and resolution. Therefore, the authors of this 
study came up with the second research question:
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 RQ2: To what extent do Bangladeshi and Ethiopian journalists have peace 
journalism training?

Method
This is a descriptive and exploratory study. It used a survey questionnaire to 
investigate and compare the levels of peace journalism awareness and training 
among journalists in Bangladesh and Ethiopia. Babbie (2020, p. 272) recommended 
that surveys are quite appropriate for descriptive and exploratory studies. Porter 
(2004) and Weisberg (2008) also opined that surveys are reliable ways to understand 
perceptions, attitudes, beliefs, and facts among groups of people. 

Sampling
This exploratory study relied on a purposive sampling of Bangladeshi and 
Ethiopian journalists. This is a nonprobability sampling method in which the units 
to be observed or surveyed are selected on the basis of the researcher’s judgment 
about the most useful or representative segment of the population being studied 
(Babbie, 2020, p. 212). A total of 200 survey participants for this study were 
selected essentially on the basis of their years of experience as reporters in their 
respective countries. This number was evenly split at 100 participants per country. 
The authors also used a minimum of 8 years as the benchmark for journalism 
experience for survey respondents who had varied backgrounds in newspaper, 
radio, television, wire service, and online journalism. 

Procedure
Since this study involved human subjects, the authors applied for and received 
IRB approval from the University of Mississippi on December 3, 2019. The twenty-
one-question questionnaire for survey respondents had demographic questions 
regarding age, level of education, years of practice as a journalist etc. More 
importantly, the survey specifically asked if the journalist had any training on peace 
journalism, whether or not they factored in peace journalism principles such as 
providing the social context in their reporting, how they framed conflicts in their work, 
and the type of news their respective medium placed more emphasis on (peace 
or war or conflict stories). For clarity of understanding, an operational definition of 
peace journalism was made available to the respondents (see appendix). 
 A pilot questionnaire was sent to four journalists, two each from Bangladesh 
and Ethiopia and based on their feedback, the final copy of the survey instrument 
was modified, uploaded into the Qualtrics software which guarantees anonymity, 
and then sent to the survey respondents. It is important to point out the difficulty 
in determining the number of practicing journalists in each country, especially 
Ethiopia. From the information made available by the National Press Club, Dhaka 
Reporters Unity, and the Sub-Editors Forum, the authors estimated the number 
of working journalists in Bangladesh to be about 3,000. There was no basis to 
estimate the figure for Ethiopia.
 Two hundred survey questionaires were sent to journalists in Bangladesh and 
Ethiopia. Of this number, only a total of 124 submitted their responses, out of which 
twelve were returned blank. In the end only 112 completed responses were used 
in this study. The responses were collected between January 28 and February 28, 
2020.  
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Findings
Respondents were almost equally divided on the type of organizations they work 
for – public or private media outlets.  Of the 112 journalists, nearly half (48.2%) of 
respondents work in the public sector while 58 journalists (52%) work in private 
enterprises. (Table 1)

 A majority of the respondents (53.1%) have eight to fifteen years of work 
experience. Twenty-three respondents (20.7%) have 16 to 25 years of work 
experience. Most of the journalists work for television stations, but some also have 
previous experience working with other media organizations, such as newspapers, 
digital publications, or radio. The data shows that 74 of the respondents have work 
experience in television, 29 of them in online news portals, 27 in radio stations, 
and 26 are currently working or have worked in newspapers. Only 10 of the survey 
participants have experience working for a national or international wire service. 
Notably, of the 109 journalists who answered the question about PJ training, nearly 
80 percent (78.9 or 86 journalists) said they had never received any sort of training 
regarding PJ techniques. Only fourteen had participated in a week-long training. 
Five received two weeks of training, while four participated in month-long PJ 
workshops. (Table 2)

Of those who did not receive or participate in any PJ training, almost all of them 
(90.6%) attributed their lack of knowledge to the absence of an opportunity to 
do the training. Only 4.1% mentioned a lack of resources; one person indicated 
having no interest in PJ and four more mentioned other reasons, including having 
reporting assignments that did not require a PJ approach. 
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Table 1: Type of Media Organization 
Type Bangladesh Ethiopia Total Percentage 
Public 4 49 54 48.21% 
Private 52 6 58 51.89% 
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participants have experience working for a national or international wire service. Notably, of the 
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participated in month-long PJ workshops. (Table 2) 

7 

 

Table 2: Peace Journalism Training     
Category Bangladesh Ethiopia Total  Percentage 
None 51 35 86 78.90% 
1 Week 1 13 14 12.84% 
2 Weeks 1 4 5 4.59% 
3 Weeks 0 0 0 0.00% 
4 Weeks 0 0 0 0.00% 
One month 2 2 4 3.67% 

 

Of those who did not receive or participate in any PJ training, almost all of them (90.6%) attributed 
their lack of knowledge to the absence of an opportunity to do the training. Only 4.1% mentioned 
a lack of resources; one person indicated having no interest in PJ and four more mentioned other 
reasons, including having reporting assignments that did not require a PJ approach. (Table 3). 

Table 3: Reasons for lack of Peace Journalism Training 
 Bangladesh Ethiopia Total Percentage 
Lack of 
Opportunity 

49 37 86 90.63% 

Lack of Interest 1 0 1 1.03% 
Lack of 
Resources 

4 0 4 4.17% 

Other Reason 4 0 4 4.17% 
 
Although not directly related to PJ, reporting on behalf of all stakeholders is a crucial part of a PJ 
approach. A significant number of respondents, (69 or 44.5%) said they focus on reporting 
solutions that can be seen as shared by all involved parties. Additionally, more than 25% said 
they ‘always find common ground among parties in conflict’. (Table 4) 

Table 4: Journalists’ Decision-Making  
Category Bangladesh Ethiopia Total Percentage 
When I report or make decision, I always 
find common ground among parties in 
conflict 

10 29 39 25.16% 

When I report or make decision, I focus on 
solutions that can be shared by both sides 

35 34 69 44.52% 

 
Seventy-six respondents (40%) said that during news reporting, they try to provide background 
information and place emphasis on the causes of events. Fifty-six (29.4%) stated they seek to 
provide broader societal context when reporting on issues and events. Another forty (21.05%) 
said they think of journalists as independent observers, and thus focus consistently on covering 
events only in the ways they occur. Only eighteen (9.4%) indicated that they include references 
to isolated and separate news events to provide context to the reader. (Table 5) 
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Seventy-six respondents (40%) said that during news reporting, they try to provide 
background information and place emphasis on the causes of events. Fifty-six 
(29.4%) stated they seek to provide broader societal context when reporting 
on issues and events. Another forty (21.05%) said they think of journalists as 
independent observers, and thus focus consistently on covering events only in the 
ways they occur. Only eighteen (9.4%) indicated that they include references to 
isolated and separate news events to provide context to the reader. (Table 5)

Of all the areas of news reporting, politics is the primary area emphasized in 
coverage by journalists surveyed from both Bangladesh and Ethiopia. Other major 
areas of coverage are crime, conflict, corruption, social issues, and daily news 
events.
 Interestingly, the main focus of the news covered by the respondents is on 
experts, officials, and public figures. Respondents were asked to categorize the 
orientation of their coverage on a scale from 1 to 5, with 1 being ‘least covered’ 
and 5 being ‘most covered’. Approximately one-third (32 or 32.6%) of respondent’s 
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Table 5:  How journalists frame their news reports  
News reports Bangladesh Ethiopia Total Percentage 
When I report, my reporting makes references 
to isolated and separate news events 

8 10 18 9.47% 

When I report, I try to provide broader societal 
context to issues and events 

26 30 56 29.47% 

When I report, I try to provide background 
information on the causes for actions or events 

44 32 76 40.00% 

A journalist is an independent observer, and I 
always focus on covering events 

18 22 40 21.05% 

 

Of all the areas of news reporting, politics is the primary area emphasized in coverage by 
journalists surveyed from both Bangladesh and Ethiopia. Other major areas of coverage are 
crime, conflict, corruption, social issues, and daily news events. 

Interestingly, the main focus of the news covered by the respondents is on experts, officials, 
and public figures. Respondents were asked to categorize the orientation of their coverage on a 
scale from 1 to 5, with 1 being ‘least covered’ and 5 being ‘most covered’. Approximately one-
third (32 or 32.6%) of respondent’s cover ‘mostly’ elite-oriented stories, while twenty-five (27.6%) 
cover people-oriented, popular news. Seventeen (17.2%) of the journalists indicated they cover 
advertisement/public relation-oriented news. Fifteen (16.3%) of the respondents said they 
emphasize victory-oriented news. ‘Peace/Conflict’ was the least important area of coverage, with 
only 15.3% focusing on it. (Table 6) 

 
Table 6: News Sources and Focus 
 1 2 3 4 5 
Advertising/PR 49.46% 17.20% 6.45% 9.68% 17.20% 
Elites  10.20% 11.22% 26.53% 19.39% 32.65% 
Victory oriented  20.65% 29.35% 19.57% 14.13% 16.30% 
Peace/Conflict 15.31% 20.41% 28.57% 20.41% 15.31% 
Ordinary people 12.77% 18.09% 15.96% 25.53% 27.66% 

In an open-ended question, respondents from both countries affirmed that government officials 
strongly influence public media. They said public media are often headed by political appointees, 
not professionals. Journalists in the private sector also acknowledge interference in their reporting 
by their employers and media owners. Such influence, combined with government officials’ 
interference, prompts journalists to focus on elite sources, irrespective of the form of media 
ownership in either country. Overall, the respondents asserted that freedom of the press is not 
guaranteed in their respective countries, with the consequence that journalists often choose to 
write about propaganda-oriented news items. One respondent pointed out the dominance of 
opinion journalist in his country. 

Another important factor in the survey response is about reporting conflicts. In this regard, 34 
respondents (30.9%) said their media house “often” reported conflicts; 31 (28.1%) responded with 
“very often;” and 32 (29.09%) used the word, “sometimes” in conflict reporting. In all, nearly 60% 
indicated that conflict is frequently a focus of reporting in both countries. 
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cover ‘mostly’ elite-oriented stories, while twenty-five (27.6%) cover people-
oriented, popular news. Seventeen (17.2%) of the journalists indicated they cover 
advertisement/public relation-oriented news. Fifteen (16.3%) of the respondents 
said they emphasize victory-oriented news. ‘Peace/Conflict’ was the least important 
area of coverage, with only 15.3% focusing on it. (Table 6)

In an open-ended question, respondents from both countries affirmed that 
government officials strongly influence public media. They said public media are 
often headed by political appointees, not professionals. Journalists in the private 
sector also acknowledge interference in their reporting by their employers and 
media owners. Such influence, combined with government officials’ interference, 
prompts journalists to focus on elite sources, irrespective of the form of media 
ownership in either country. Overall, the respondents asserted that freedom of 
the press is not guaranteed in their respective countries, with the consequence 
that journalists often choose to write about propaganda-oriented news items. One 
respondent pointed out the dominance of opinion journalists in his country.
 Another important factor in the survey response is about reporting conflicts. 
In this regard, 34 respondents (30.9%) said their media house “often” reported 
conflicts; 31 (28.1%) responded with “very often;” and 32 (29.09%) used the 
word, “sometimes” in conflict reporting. In all, nearly 60% indicated that conflict is 
frequently a focus of reporting in both countries.
 On the issue of journalists accommodating the perspectives of competing/
conflicting parties in their reporting, we obtained the following results: A third of 
participants (32.7%) said they “often” accommodate varying perspectives; 35 
(31.82%) respondents said “sometimes,” while twenty-seven (24.5%) indicated 
they did so “very often.” 
 Thirty-seven respondents said they “very often” seek to understand the 
intellectual or emotional context while covering conflicts. This impulse is very 
significant because personal stories are more powerful than generalized reporting. 
These respondents indicated that it helps to know the cause and context of the 
conflict. They also felt that knowing people’s emotions is essential for “better 
understanding” of the situation of the story. Thirty-four respondents said they 
“often” attempted to understand people’s emotions in covering conflict, while 31 of 
them said they did so “sometimes.” 
 Nearly half (46.3%) of the respondents indicated they pay attention to making 
references to isolated news events, while only “sometimes” focusing on discrete 
cases. However, twenty-seven respondents (24.5%) said they “often” do so. Only 
nineteen (17.2%) of the responding journalists said they “very often” pay attention 
to isolated events. 

8 

 

Table 5:  How journalists frame their news reports  
News reports Bangladesh Ethiopia Total Percentage 
When I report, my reporting makes references 
to isolated and separate news events 

8 10 18 9.47% 

When I report, I try to provide broader societal 
context to issues and events 

26 30 56 29.47% 

When I report, I try to provide background 
information on the causes for actions or events 

44 32 76 40.00% 

A journalist is an independent observer, and I 
always focus on covering events 

18 22 40 21.05% 

 

Of all the areas of news reporting, politics is the primary area emphasized in coverage by 
journalists surveyed from both Bangladesh and Ethiopia. Other major areas of coverage are 
crime, conflict, corruption, social issues, and daily news events. 

Interestingly, the main focus of the news covered by the respondents is on experts, officials, 
and public figures. Respondents were asked to categorize the orientation of their coverage on a 
scale from 1 to 5, with 1 being ‘least covered’ and 5 being ‘most covered’. Approximately one-
third (32 or 32.6%) of respondent’s cover ‘mostly’ elite-oriented stories, while twenty-five (27.6%) 
cover people-oriented, popular news. Seventeen (17.2%) of the journalists indicated they cover 
advertisement/public relation-oriented news. Fifteen (16.3%) of the respondents said they 
emphasize victory-oriented news. ‘Peace/Conflict’ was the least important area of coverage, with 
only 15.3% focusing on it. (Table 6) 

 
Table 6: News Sources and Focus 
 1 2 3 4 5 
Advertising/PR 49.46% 17.20% 6.45% 9.68% 17.20% 
Elites  10.20% 11.22% 26.53% 19.39% 32.65% 
Victory oriented  20.65% 29.35% 19.57% 14.13% 16.30% 
Peace/Conflict 15.31% 20.41% 28.57% 20.41% 15.31% 
Ordinary people 12.77% 18.09% 15.96% 25.53% 27.66% 

In an open-ended question, respondents from both countries affirmed that government officials 
strongly influence public media. They said public media are often headed by political appointees, 
not professionals. Journalists in the private sector also acknowledge interference in their reporting 
by their employers and media owners. Such influence, combined with government officials’ 
interference, prompts journalists to focus on elite sources, irrespective of the form of media 
ownership in either country. Overall, the respondents asserted that freedom of the press is not 
guaranteed in their respective countries, with the consequence that journalists often choose to 
write about propaganda-oriented news items. One respondent pointed out the dominance of 
opinion journalist in his country. 

Another important factor in the survey response is about reporting conflicts. In this regard, 34 
respondents (30.9%) said their media house “often” reported conflicts; 31 (28.1%) responded with 
“very often;” and 32 (29.09%) used the word, “sometimes” in conflict reporting. In all, nearly 60% 
indicated that conflict is frequently a focus of reporting in both countries. 
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 Forty-eight journalists (43.6%) claimed they “very often” pay attention to the 
broader social context in their news coverage of conflicts. About thirty-three of 
the respondents (30%) said they “often” keep the societal context in mind when 
reporting on conflict. Only twenty-two respondents (20%) said they “sometimes” 
do so. Apparently, the majority of journalists surveyed from both countries embrace 
some focus on social context in reporting conflicts.

Discussion
At the core of this study is an attempt to ascertain the level of awareness and 
training on peace journalism as a tool for reporting, focusing on Bangladesh and 
Ethiopia. The survey results indicate that most of the respondents had no training 
in PJ (Table 2), mainly because of a serious lack of opportunity and resources for 
PJ training in their respective countries (Table 3). This lack of training has serious 
implications for journalists and their work in the sense that because of their nations’ 
history and other factors, they have to engage on reporting conflicts between and 
among several groups in their countries without the necessary tools to do so. 
 While we agree in principle that the lack of training opportunities and resources for 
peace journalism are issues of concern in both countries, we are also mindful that 
journalists in Bangladesh and Ethiopia do not jump into practicing their profession 
and reporting news without some form of training during their university education 
or workshops in their various organizations. Consequently, we argue that the real 
issue may not quite be the lack of training opportunities as much as the lack of 
foresight and intentional incorporation of peace journalism in existing journalism 
curriculum and workplaces in both countries. Journalism training and practice in 
Bangladesh and Ethiopia appear to be restricted to the traditional grooming of 
journalists to be “objective” in doing their job and avoid anything that might suggest 
that they are “taking sides” in their reporting. However, like Galtung (1986), we 
believe that peace journalism is not about taking sides and threatening the so-
called objectivity in reporting. It is about providing the emotional, social and other 
contexts that help reporters get to the root of issues and structure their stories prior 
to publication. As McGoldrick and Lynch (2006) also argue, peace journalism is 
about responsible reporting to encourage conflict resolution, not about diminishing 
objectivity.
 We find the response to our second research question somewhat contradictory 
but of great significance. In other words, while some of the journalists acknowledge 
not having had any training or did not have opportunities to attend training sessions 
on peace journalism, they nevertheless claim to practice it in their decision-making 
strategy (Table 4). This form of groping-in-the-dark peace journalism practice only 
serves to underscore the importance of this form of reporting in general (Kempf, 
2007), and more specifically in Bangladesh and Ethiopia. We submit that if these 
journalists are exposed to peace journalism training and techniques, the quality of 
their conflict reporting in both countries will be greatly enhanced.
 Nevertheless, the reality, as expressed in Table 5, is that only 30% of reporters in 
Bangladesh and Ethiopia attempt to provide broader societal context to issues and 
events they cover. Their professional practice is more in alignment with the war 
journalism approach which Galtung was quite critical of. We do not think that this 
low percentage in the application of the social contexts in reporting conflicts will 
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contribute to conflict management or de-escalation in Bangladesh and Ethiopia, 
two countries that have been affected by conflicts for several decades.
 Another issue of significant concern in this study is the tendency for reporters in 
both countries to rely on the powerful and elite in general (advertising and public 
relations) in their societies as sources in their reporting (Table 6). These constitute 
about 50% of their sources. We do not have issues with factoring in “elite” and so-
called expert sources in news reporting in conflict situations. However, we hasten 
to add that this form of news sourcing is only a characteristic of conventional/war 
journalism practice, while also relying on ordinary people as sources suggests 
elements of PJ. It is well known that elite sources on either side of a conflict situation 
are very protective of their various interests which often contradict each other and 
lead to conflict escalation. The reality in Bangladesh and Ethiopia, we argue, is 
that diminishing the voices of ordinary people in conflicts in both countries will only 
serve as a catalyst in prolonging the conflicts, not ending them. An associated and 
equally important truism, according to Galtung’s concept of peace journalism, is 
that by pandering only to the elites in news reports, without hearing the voices of 
all parties to a conflict, journalists inadvertently play a role in sustaining a conflict 
with little or no contribution to finding ways to halt its escalation. 
 A related observation is that journalists in both countries admit that censorship 
and control, be it in government-controlled media or privately-owned media 
organizations, threaten their freedom to perform their functions. The result is 
that news about conflicts is written most sensationally and in the interest of the 
advertisers and media owners or in the interest of the ruling government. This 
form of ownership and control results in the political elite being the focus of the 
news, which in turn results in fewer opportunities to report effectively on peace and 
conflict. Thus, conflict resolution is endangered by sectarian news reporting.  
 What this study suggests is not a condemnation of the traditional form of 
journalism training and practice. We are mindful of the essence of adhering to the 
journalistic news reporting practice of addressing Who, When, What, Where, Why 
and How in reporting events, places and people. Peace journalism, especially in 
reporting conflicts, also cherishes those principles but pays close attention to the 
Why of conflicts in order to provide context and other undercurrents regarding 
them. While traditional journalism tries to stay away from anything that might 
suggest being partisan and less objective in reporting, peace journalism embraces 
a more proactive approach, that is, going beyond dwelling only on process issues 
and focusing only on the elites as sources, to being more inclusive of various 
voices in conflicts and providing reports that will encourage conflict management 
and de-escalation.
 We also suggest that in view of the various conflict situations that have raged 
and continue to take place in Bangladesh and Ethiopia, there is a compelling need 
for journalists in the countries to embrace peace journalism as a means to provide 
opportunities for the parties to the conflicts and society at large to find ways to 
deescalate these conflicts that have cost the countries huge human and material 
resources. We are encouraged that even when they are not formally trained in 
peace journalism, our study shows that some reporters on their own try to infuse 
this form of journalism in their reports. Some formal and consistent training will go 
a long way in helping them do more journalism that will enhance the prospects of 
peace in their countries.
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Conclusion
   

The objective in this study was to investigate the level of awareness of peace 
journalism among Bangladeshi and Ethiopian journalists. A purposive sample of 
survey respondents offers some interesting insights into the dearth of PJ practices 
in both countries. Our main finding is that most journalists in our sample have little 
to no PJ training. Nonetheless, they feel PJ should be practiced for the good of 
society.  Secondly, while most media organizations in Bangladesh and Ethiopia 
are private and government-owned respectively, journalists in both countries have 
a bias toward the elite as sources and focuses of news reports about conflicts. 
Consequently, it is not media ownership that steers reporters into abandoning 
the peace journalism approach; it is their formative background of training in the 
traditional journalism principles of reporting events as they unfold, without giving 
any thought to their reports adding much impetus to the crises.
 This study suggests that journalism training that is hinged on the peace 
journalism approach can contribute to better and meaningful conflict reporting. 
Conventional journalism is inadequate for reporting conflicts. The hope therefore is 
that the outcome of this study will encourage policy makers and media executives 
in the two countries to provide journalists with opportunities and resources that 
enhance their reporting skills in peace journalism. Doing so would help transform 
conflict reporting from arbitrary choices to consistent and goal-oriented conflict 
reporting for conflict de-escalation and management. 
 We acknowledge that one of the limitations of this study lies in the purposive 
sampling method used in its methodology. It hinders us from generalizing the 
outcome of this research to the entire population in both Bangladesh and Ethiopia. 
That, however, does not diminish the importance of peace journalism as a reporting 
tool that will encourage parties to conflicts in both countries to seek lasting peace. 
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Appendix: Operational Definition of Peace Journalism 
“Peace journalism tries to depolarize by showing the black and white of all sides, 
and to deescalate by highlighting peace and conflict resolution as much as 
violence.” (Galtung, 2003, p.179).  “The peace journalist focuses on suffering — 
maybe particularly on women, the aged and children — give voice to the voiceless 
and name the evil on all sides.” (Galtung, 2000, p.163).
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Reinforcing War Frames: Sources and tones in the Boko Haram/
Chibok Girls crisis coverage in Nigeria

Ngozi Akinro1

Very few studies have juxtaposed both negative and positive coverage of a crisis, 
in order to determine which form of coverage offers better prospects for conflict 
resolution and peace. Using the war and peace journalism framework and the 
framing theory, this study examined the use of sources and tones in analyzing 
the adoption of peace and war journalism frames in reports by two Nigerian 
newspapers, Vanguard and Punch, and two United States newspapers, New 
York Times and Washington Post in the coverage of the Boko Haram crisis over 
a 16-month period, from February 1st 2014 to May 29th, 2015. This period sheds 
light on the coverage of Boko Haram group’s first mass abduction of about 300 
Chibok school girls in Nigeria, an incident that drew international attention. The 
findings suggest a reinforcement of the “status quo” journalism coverage, a general 
trend that promotes war journalism and an elite orientation, over peace journalism.    
Keywords: Peace journalism, war journalism, Nigeria, Boko Haram, conflict 
management, New York Times, Washington Post, Punch newspaper (Nigeria), 
Vanguard newspaper (Nigeria)

The news media’s approach to reporting conflict often emphasizes the negatives 
in conflict and de-emphasizes the possibilities for peace building. As Peters 
(2001) puts it, “in conflict situations, there is always the danger that the media are 
conscripted by undemocratic politicians to inspire, provoke, and underwrite national 
fears and hatreds” (p. 312). This approach may affect audience perception of the 
society (Lippmann, 1950), individual outcomes, as well as their relationship with 
other social beings (Lang & Lang, 2009; Tuchman, 1978). The present study is 
built on the idea that, while journalists are not mediators, their platforms give them 
access and opportunity to affect conflict like mediators (Baumann & Siebert, 2001). 
By adopting conflict management strategies and promoting peace strategies in 
media reports, the media become instrumental to audience desensitization and 
awareness, hence, challenging the status quo to change policy (Sule, 2015). 
 To understand how the news media may contribute to conflict escalation and 
de-escalation, this study explores the use of sources and tones to emphasize war 
or peace journalism frames in terrorism coverage. More specifically, it considers 
how the Boko Haram crisis in Nigeria was presented in national and international 
news media. Although sources in news stories have been studied over time, most 
studies separate the study of sources and tones, especially in conflict and terrorism 
research. This study uses a different approach to find a relationship between 
sources and tones in the Boko Haram conflict coverage.
 Boko Haram is identified as an Islamic jihadist militant and terrorist group. The 
group is notorious for mass killings, abductions, sexual violence against women 
and many war crimes (Amnesty International, 2021). The group has launched 
countless attacks in Nigeria and in neighboring countries.
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 The issue of Boko Haram’s terrorism in Nigeria received global attention after 
the abduction of about 300 schoolgirls in 2014. The abduction popularized the 
“Bring back our girls” hashtag, which was used by many celebrities and high-level 
individuals including Michelle Obama, the then first lady of the United States (U.S.). 
While some of the girls were reportedly rescued by the Nigerian government, 
others were not. In February 2018, the group also abducted 110 schoolgirls. In 
2020, the group claimed responsibility for kidnapping over 300 schoolboys (Burke 
& Abrak, 2020).
 A significant amount of research exists on the negative psychological and social 
implications of violence in the media, on the portrayal of conflicts in the news, 
and on the manipulation of the media and the use of propaganda to promote 
violent political agendas. This study therefore considers the application of the 
peace journalism framework in the coverage of the Boko Haram conflict in Nigeria, 
considering the coverage in four newspapers: Vanguard and Punch newspapers in 
Nigeria, and the New York Times and Washington Post newspapers in the United 
States. 
 The Punch and Vanguard newspapers are two of Nigeria’s largest-circulating 
national dailies. Founded November 1976, The Punch newspaper changed focus 
from an apolitical stance to a political one showing support for the ruling party 
and politicians, after Nigeria’s second republic (1979 to 1983) (Agbaje, 1990). 
The Punch has a daily circulation ranging between 60,000 to 80,000 (Olutokun 
& Seteolu, 2001), and its website attracted 11.39 million engagement based 
on data collected from November 2020 to April 2021 (Similar web, 2021). The 
Vanguard began as a weekly newspaper and was first published June 3rd, 1984. 
The Vanguard has a daily circulation of 120,000. It is the most popular Nigerian 
online newspaper and attracts over 300,000 visitors monthly. On their website, The 
Vanguard claims to be independent of political control. 
 The New York Times is a prestigious U.S. daily newspaper published in New 
York City since 1851. Its website is one of America’s most popular news sites and 
receives more than 70 million unique visitors per month. The paper targets the 
U.S. elite class and is referred to as the U.S. newspaper of record. The newspaper 
involves itself with reporting issues in Africa and is one of the leading western 
newspapers in that regard (Osunde, 1996).  The Washington Post is also one of 
the leading daily American newspapers, with over 86 million unique visitors to its 
web page monthly and a wide circulation around the world to educated intellectuals 
(WashPostPR, 2019). The New York Times and Washington Post reflect the U.S.’ 
viewpoints (Entman, 1991; Smith, Hadfield & Dunne, 2012); and are considered 
leading U.S. media agencies that cover Africa.

Media Coverage and Terrorism
The media serve as platforms for terrorists’ publicity, while terrorist organizations 
provide the media with dramatic stories. Various terrorist organizations claim to 
have a cause and depend on the media for legitimization and for rationalization 
through publicity (Dowling, 1986). Acts of terrorism are communications intended 
to establish the terrorists’ credibility (Freedman & Thussu, 2012). Terrorists believe 
that gaining publicity through the media allow them create awareness and draw 
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attention to their existence, as well as give credence to their cause and ultimately 
their goal to change the world (Dowling, 1986). On the other hand, the media 
benefit from terrorism by tapping into their tales of woe to create captivating 
news headlines, thereby inadvertently publicizing terrorists’ rhetoric and actions 
(Peresin, 2007). News regarding political extremism and terrorism is sensational 
and entertaining. Terrorism and violence receive media coverage because of their 
effectiveness in grabbing attention than any form of nonviolent protest (Banuri, 
2005). The question therefore is whether the media can potentially report conflict 
in a sensitive and objective manner, without escalating conflict.
 Galtung (2000; 2002) asserts that the media can indeed report conflicts in 
a manner that is devoid of conflict escalation, and indeed indicates that peace 
journalism is a method of reporting conflicts that ensures fair, sensitive, and 
balanced coverage. Galtung and Jacobsen (2000) note that “peace journalism 
contribute to a change in the reporting about conflict from the current focus on 
violence and war (the ‘meta-conflict’) to a focus on peaceful conflict transformation” 
(p. 112).
 To understand news coverage following the tenets of peace journalism, this 
study considers the framing theory below. 

Framing perspective and peace journalism  
A key framework for war and peace journalism is the framing theory (Lynch, 2014; 
Seow & Maslog, 2005). The framing theory has been discussed from multiple 
perspectives (Reese 2007). However, Entman’s (1993) definition best suits the 
purpose of this study, as it more robustly points out the role of the media to inform, 
influence and make social reality matter (see also Altheide & Snow, 1988). Entman 
(1993) puts it that, “framing involves the selection of some aspects of a perceived 
reality and making them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as 
to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, 
and/or treatment recommendation for the item described.” (p. 52). Thus, as 
mediators, the media prioritize events and define them for their audiences. 
 Furthermore, media audiences share in those definitions and may perceive 
reality in line with media narratives. Reese (2001) defines frames as “organizing 
principles that are socially shared and persistent over time, that work symbolically 
to meaningfully structure the social world” (p. 11). It is important to note, that the 
framing process connects communicators, the audience, social content and the 
social context (Akinro, 2020). Framing begins with the media that actively set the 
reference frames for the audience (Tuchman, 1978).
 Scholars suggests that the peace and war journalism framework differ in how 
news stories are framed to emphasize peace or conflict through thorough reporting 
that may or may not provide context. For instance, in a study about media coverage 
of the Second Palestinian Intifada in Haaretz and Yediot, both Israeli newspapers, 
Rinnawi (2007) found a lack of context. He observed that the news articles in 
either newspaper did not cover the severe socioeconomic conditions, such as high 
levels of unemployment and poverty, within the first two weeks of October 2000, 
therefore making it hard for readers to contextualize the conflict. 
 Just as media frames carry certain values of interest to the media, society and 
audience, the peace journalism framing of conflict suggests problem definition, 
cause diagnoses, evaluation of causal agent and also suggests solutions (Lynch & 
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McGoldrick, 2005). 
 Lynch and Galtung (2010) highlight four broad practices and linguistic orientations 
for peace journalism and war journalism frames. They note that Peace journalism 
includes: peace/ conflict, truth, people, and solutions; and war journalism focuses 
on: war/violence, propaganda, elites, and victory. While peace journalism urges 
journalists to focus on the truth, by reporting different actors and versions of a 
conflict, war journalism shows bias towards a party. War journalism presents the 
actions of one party as positive and the other as negative. In fact, Lynch (2007) notes 
that war journalism is receptive to propaganda. Due to government censorship and 
media control, the media may be limited to the official discourse on an event, and 
may become a part of wartime propaganda (Carruthers, 2011). Because peace 
journalism focuses on managing the conflict towards de-escalation, it follows that 
it emphasizes the invisible effects of conflict on individuals and provides a platform 
for non-elites to express their pains. By adopting the dichotomy of “our suffering-
their villainy” (Hackett, 2006, p. 2), war journalism emphasizes and blames the 
sufferings of people on the other- the perpetrators.
 Because media frames are useful for creating mental maps that help media 
audiences visualize an event, hence making them important to the news process, 
through frames, specific interpretations and understandings may be embedded 
within story coverage. Therefore, this study focuses on media content to ascertain 
the level to which the frames show peace or war values, considering how sources 
and tones were used. 

Sources and Tones  
Sources are useful for authenticating media stories. They are the live breath of 
media representations and are useful for capturing events and flow of information 
(Wanta, 1997). Sources are deliberately selected, such that their information 
support or help build the journalist’s story.  As Entman (1993) puts it, the initial 
interactions between sources and journalists initiate the framing process. According 
to Bennett’s (1990) indexing hypothesis, the media tie story frames to official 
sources that tend to reflect official consensus (also see Aday, Livingston, & Hebert, 
2005). The indexing model suggests that news frames based on official stories 
subsequently expand or narrow. That is, a unified official story by government 
officials may overshadow counter frames, or counter frames may survive in the 
face of varying official discourse with implications for policy-making. For instance, 
in the Abu Ghraib framing, Bennett, Lawrence and Livingston, (2006) indicated the 
failure of counter frames and counter sources, due to the consistent official frame 
by the Bush administration. McLeod and Hertog (1998) point out that journalists’ 
reliance on official sources is for prestigious reasons and to uphold the illusion of 
objectivity. 
 Official sources help reinforce propagandist agenda and define events in ways 
that may sway public opinion to support the government’s policy and stance (Zeng 
& Akinro, 2013). 
 Media biases and orientation may influence their choice of sources. In conflicts 
in Africa, the interest of Western nations may be a determining factor for their 
involvement as well as the engagement of other international political actors in 
finding a solution to the crisis. Workneh (2011), in an analysis of Western media 
framing of the 1994 Somali conflict, found a dominant adoption of Western political 
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figures as sources. Galtung (1969) associates elite-oriented sources with war 
journalism framing, while people-oriented sources indicate peace journalism 
framing. Workneh (2011) suggests that the adoption of Western sources is valuable 
to Western media as a way to strategically emphasize power and promote the 
interests of their country’s political ideologies in the war against terrorism. 
 Aside from government and political sources are expert and citizen sources. In 
their study on terrorism coverage in two leading Arab news sites, Zeng and Tahat 
(2012) found the use of expert sources. Although, they found that expert sources 
were very much less quoted compared to official sources. Citizens and victims 
also form part of media sources. However, studies have shown that citizens and 
victims are not dominantly represented as sources (Zeng, Agwaziam & Xiao, 
2014). Vartanova and Smirnova (2012) found that victims and hostages were the 
second most frequently cited sources in Russian media coverage in three terrorist 
attacks. Their study showed that the official sources’ information/ statement were 
dominantly represented and that the live sources including eye witnesses, the 
victims and hostages’ relatives, the hostages set free, the terrorists’ families were 
the second most represented sources, followed by expert views. However, they 
also found that the media mainly limited themselves to official sources. Therefore, 
compared to official sources, victims of conflicts are less cited. Galtung (1976) 
highlights that war journalism is mostly elite oriented, and calls for peace journalism 
to be more people oriented.
 Tones in news reporting carry varying connotations and may influence audience 
interpretation of events. News tones could be positive or negative or descriptive and 
neutral (De Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2006). De Vreese, Banducci, Semetko and 
Boomgaarden (2006) in their analysis of coverage of the European parliamentary 
election campaign in 25 countries found neutral tones dominating the coverage. 
This meant that the tones did not suggest explicit positive or negative evaluations 
of the EU. 
 The print media may adopt a descriptive tone in order to establish accuracy 
(Brunken, 2006). In line with news objectivity, some media especially in the West, 
prefer to be neutral in tone (Teng’O, 2008), in line with Picard and Adams (1987) 
who argue for neutral tones. To Picard and Adams (1987), nominal labels are 
objective and neutral, with little subjective evaluations, while descriptive labels 
are more detailed, weighty and carry more connotative meanings that are either 
negative or positive. 
 In relation to war and peace journalism, descriptive tones show bias towards 
war or towards peace, while a neutral report will be more balanced. In his war 
and peace exploratory study, Siraj (2008) found biases for one side in the conflict, 
suggesting the report to have been descriptive towards the war journalism 
approach. Government officials were mainly represented as pro-war and use more 
descriptive terms that are inflammatory or contain strong connotations (Picard & 
Adams, 1987). 
 Negative news is generally regarded as more captivating and more desirable 
by media audiences. As the journalism mantra goes, “if it bleeds, it leads.” 
Consequently, U.S. audiences are much interested in negative news because 
they are constantly “fed a steady diet of it.” (Skewes & Black, 2006, p. 330). While 
media audiences may outwardly indicate their interest in positive news, Skewes 
and Black (2006) opine that there is disconnect between what people say they want 
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and what they see. They indicated that the news people see “is largely negative 
in its tones” (p. 328). However, the media may not be the major deciding factor in 
the adoption of negative tones in news reports. As Skewes and Black (2006) also 
point out there is a greater potential in negative news to “sell,” suggesting that 
journalists get the “most calls” about negative news, hence indicating where the 
audience’s interests lie (p. 328). These findings support Shoemaker’s theory in 
which she asserts that “biological evolution has led people to instinctively survey 
the environment for deviance (generally “bad news”)” (Shoemaker & Cohen, 2006, 
p. 335).
 Studies on sources and tones tend to highlight war journalism, with media 
reports dominantly emphasizing elite sources (Vartanova & Smirnova, 2012) and 
adopting negative frames (e.g. Skewes & Black, 2006). In fact, Obaje (2017), 
in her examination of newspaper coverage of the Boko Haram crisis in Nigeria, 
found that “nearly all the news stories published were attributed to official sources, 
which gave such reports credence and showed their push for professionalism.” 
(p. 19). Similarly, Uwazurike (2018), found that the Vanguard and other Nigerian 
newspapers, prioritized security and government voices and overlooked families 
in their coverage of the Boko Haram crisis. Further, in an analysis of mainstream 
U.S. newspapers, including New York Times, in the coverage of the Occupy Wall 
Street protests, Xu (2013) found high adoption of official sources and negative 
tones. Hence this study posits that:

 H1: Official sources would be mostly used by the Vanguard, Punch, New York 
Times and Washington Post in the coverage of the Boko Haram crisis.

The study also asked three research questions;

 RQ1: What differences were found in the newspapers’ adoption of sources in 
the coverage of the Boko Haram crisis?

 RQ2: What dominant tones were used in the newspapers’ coverage of the Boko 
Haram crisis?  

 RQ3: What is the relationship between the dominant sources and the tones?

Methodology
This study analyzed the use of sources and tones in the coverage of conflict as 
a way to determine the adoption of peace and war journalism frames. The study 
considered reports by two Nigerian newspapers, Vanguard and Punch, and two 
U.S. newspapers, the New York Times and Washington Post in the coverage 
of the Boko Haram crisis over a 16-month period, from February 1st 2014 to 
May 29th, 2015. This period was chosen as it sheds light on the coverage of 
the first known mass abduction by the Boko Haram terrorist group of about 300 
Chibok school girls in the north eastern region of Nigeria. The abduction drew 
considerable international attention. The abduction crime committed by the Boko 
Haram terrorism group was branded as an act of terrorism by Nigeria, the U.S. as 
well as other nations and international organizations. Also, their activities continue 
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to be a part of the political discourse in Nigeria. 
 This study used the quantitative content analysis method. Krippendorff (1980) 
describes content analysis as a systematic, objective, and quantitative method 
for studying communication messages and developing inferences concerning the 
relationship between messages and their environment. 
 This research used the search keyword “Boko Haram” in the online archive of 
each of the newspapers from February 1st 2014 to May 29th, 2015 and found 4,100 
articles. New York Times showed 1,416 articles; Vanguard 1,343 articles; Punch 
newspaper showed 1,064 articles; and Washington Post showed 277 articles. 
Based on an online sample size calculator, a 524 sample size was determined with 
a confidence level of 95% and 4% margin of error (Sample size calculator, 2016). 
To further increase the reliability of the data, the researcher used a systematic 
sampling method, by selecting all the articles on every fourth day and found a 
total of 1,001 articles. This was necessary to allow representation of every day 
of the week throughout each month. The New York Times showed 355 articles; 
Vanguard showed 328; Punch showed 249 articles; and Washington Post showed 
69 articles. From the 1001 articles, the researcher further selected only hard news 
and in-house editorials, leaving the sample size at 807 articles, used for this study.
 For more clarity on the methodology used in this study, the sources and tones 
were operationalized as follows: 

Sources 
Sources are operationalized as people or institutions whose information and/or 
views were quoted or paraphrased in the news articles by the Nigerian and U.S. 
newspapers. The sources considered were based on elite versus people sources, 
according to the peace and war framework. The Elite sources included people 
symbolizing authority. These included Nigerian government or military officials, 
Boko Haram members, religious leaders, other African government officials/ 
military personnel, experts, activists, and international sources. The people 
sources considered ordinary citizens, victims and relatives as sources. An example 
of elite source includes the Vanguard quoting Nigeria’s Attorney General and 
Minister of Justice about the number of Boko Haram members that were convicted 
for terrorism related crimes (February 24, 2014). The use of citizen sources is 
exemplified in the Washington Post where local residents share their experiences 
with the Boko Haram group (Sieff, 2015). 

Tones
Tones convey the mood and attitude in the report. Tones were divided into positive, 
negative or neutral. The positive tones suggest optimism, stressing fairness, and 
are logical, while negative tones suggest hostility, uses more aggressive language 
and focus on death and suffering. The neutral tones are void of judgment and only 
present the facts in the story. For example, these are articles that just reported the 
incident without any form of bias towards any group. For an example of a positive 
tone, New York Times published about the rescue of 200 girls and 93 abducted 
women from Boko Haram (Nossiter, 2015). An example of a negative tone is a 
New York Times article which captured the killing of dozens from two Boko Haram 
suspected suicide bomb blasts in a Maiduguri market (Idris & Gladstone, 2014). 
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A neutral tone article example captured the effect of the Boko Haram attacks as 
people flee city occupied by the group, as reported by New York Times (Nossiter, 
2014). 
 Based on 90 articles randomly selected outside the sample size, this study 
tested for reliability. Inter-coder reliability was conducted by the researcher and a 
graduate student of mass communication. Both coders were familiar with Nigeria. 
After 10 hours of training, spread over four days, they coded 11% of the articles 
separately (29 articles from New York Times, 28 articles from the Vanguard, 19 
from Punch and 14 articles from the Washington Post). Using the result from both 
coders, this researcher calculated for reliability using ReCal (Freelon, 2010) an 
online software for calculating inter-coder reliability, and used Scott’s Pi (1969) to 
establish inter-coder agreement. Tones was .91 and Sources .94.

Results
This study examined sources and tones in the coverage of the Boko Haram crisis in 
Nigeria, in relation to the terrorist group’s abduction of what is known as the Chibok 
Girls, from February 2014 to May, 2015, in the New York Times, Washington Post, 
Vanguard and Punch newspapers. The distribution of the articles included 37% 
(301) New York Times articles; 33% (266) Vanguard; 25% (201) Punch, and 5% 
(39) Washington Post. 
 H1 predicted that official sources would be mostly used by the Vanguard, Punch, 
New York Times and Washington Post in the coverage of the Boko Haram crisis. 
The results support this prediction, χ2= 1032.669, df=8, p. = .000. The findings 
showed reliance on sources who were Nigerian government officials and security 
agents (40%), while Citizens and victims (24%) were almost half of the dominant 
sources.  International sources and activists (15%) were the third dominant 
sources, and the Boko Haram members (1%) and Experts (1%) were the least 
(See Table 1).

 RQ1 asked about the differences in the newspapers’ adoption of sources in the 
coverage of the Boko Haram crisis. Differences were found in the use of sources 
by the newspapers individually, χ2 = 108.426, df= 24, p. = .000; Cramer’s V = .212, 

framework. The Elite sources included people symbolizing authority. These included Nigerian 
government or military officials, Boko Haram members, religious leaders, other African 
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includes the Vanguard quoting Nigeria’s Attorney General and Minister of Justice about the 
number of Boko Haram members that were convicted for terrorism related crimes (February 24, 
2014). The use of citizen sources is exemplified in the Washington Post where local residents 
share their experiences with the Boko Haram group (Sieff, 2015).  
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neutral. The positive tones suggest optimism, stressing fairness, and are logical, while negative 
tones suggest hostility, uses more aggressive language and focus on death and suffering. The 
neutral tones are void of judgment and only present the facts in the story. For example, these are 
articles that just reported the incident without any form of bias towards any group. For an example 
of a positive tone, New York Times published about the rescue of 200 girls and 93 abducted 
women from Boko Haram (Nossiter, 2015). An example of a negative tone is a New York Times 
article which captured the killing of dozens from two Boko Haram suspected suicide bomb blasts 
in a Maiduguri market (Idris & Gladstone, 2014). A neutral tone article example captured the effect 
of the Boko Haram attacks as people flee city occupied by the group, as reported by New York 
Times (Nossiter, 2014).  

Based on 90 articles randomly selected outside the sample size, this study tested for 
reliability. Inter-coder reliability was conducted by the researcher and a graduate student of mass 
communication. Both coders were familiar with Nigeria. After 10 hours of training, spread over 
four days, they coded 11% of the articles separately (29 articles from New York Times, 28 articles 
from the Vanguard, 19 from Punch and 14 articles from the Washington Post). Using the result 
from both coders, this researcher calculated for reliability using ReCal (Freelon, 2010) an online 
software for calculating inter-coder reliability, and used Scott’s Pi (1969) to establish inter-coder 
agreement. Tones was .91 and Sources .94. 

Results 

This study examined sources and tones in the coverage of the Boko Haram crisis in Nigeria, in 
relation to the terrorist group’s abduction of what is known as the Chibok Girls, from February 
2014 to May, 2015, in the New York Times, Washington Post, Vanguard and Punch newspapers. 
The distribution of the articles included 37% (301) New York Times articles; 33% (266) Vanguard; 
25% (201) Punch, and 5% (39) Washington Post.  

H1 predicted that official sources would be mostly used by the Vanguard, Punch, New York 
Times and Washington Post in the coverage of the Boko Haram crisis. The results support this 
prediction, χ2= 1032.669, df=8, p. = .000. The findings showed reliance on sources who were 
Nigerian government officials and security agents (40%), while Citizens and victims (24%) were 
almost half of the dominant sources.  International sources and activists (15%) were the third 
dominant sources, and the Boko Haram members (1%) and Experts (1%) were the least (See 
Table 1). 
 
Table 1: Distribution of dominant sources  
Sources Frequencies Percentages 
Nigerian govt. officials and security agents 324 40% 
Citizens and victims 197 24% 
International sources and activists 124 15% 
Other African politicians, security agents and citizens 57 7% 
Religious leaders 27 3% 
Combined sources 21 3% 
Experts 12 2% 
Boko Haram members 12 2% 
No source identified 33 4% 
Total 807 100% 
*Percentages are approximation of 807 
χ2= 1032.669, df= 8, p. < .05 

 
RQ1 asked about the differences in the newspapers’ adoption of sources in the coverage of 

the Boko Haram crisis. Differences were found in the use of sources by the newspapers 
individually, χ2 = 108.426, df= 24, p. = .000; Cramer’s V = .212, p. = .000. The Vanguard and 
Punch showed similarities as well as the Washington Post and the New York Times. The 
Vanguard showed support for Nigerian political leaders and military sources (52%), followed by 
Punch (49%), then New York Times (27%). By citizens and victims, the Washington Post adopted 
the most (36%), followed by the New York Times (29%), then Punch (22%). The third most 
dominant sources: International sources and activists, was mostly adopted by the Washington 
Post (26%) and the New York Times (25%), then the Vanguard and Punch showed equal 
percentages (8% each). All four newspapers showed similar representation of Boko Haram 
sources (See Table 2).  

 
Table 2: Distribution of sources by newspapers 

Newspapers New York 
Times 
N (%) 

Vanguard 
N (%) 

Punch 
N (%) 

Washington 
Post 
N (%) 

Total 
N (%) 

Nigerian Government 
officials and security 

agents 

80(27%) 138(52%) 99(49%) 7(18%) 324(40%) 

Citizens and Victims 87(29%) 51(19%) 45(22%) 14(36%) 197(24%) 
International sources 

and activists 
75(25%) 22(8%) 17(8%) 10(26%) 124(15%) 

Other African leaders, 
security agents and 

citizens 

28(9%) 19(7%) 8(4%) 2(5%) 57(7%) 

Religious Leaders 0(0%) 14(5%) 12(6%) 1(3%) 27(3%) 
Combined Sources 12(4%) 5(2%) 3(1%) 1(3%) 21(3%) 

Boko Haram Members 4(1%) 3(1%) 4(2%) 1(3%) 12(1%) 
Experts 7(2%) 3(1%) 2(1%) 0(0%) 12(1%) 

No identified sources 8(3%) 11(4%) 11(5%) 3(8%) 33(4%) 
Total 301(100%) 266(100%) 201(100%) 39(100%) 807(100%) 

*Percentages are approximation of the newspaper totals  
χ2= 108.426, df=24, p. < .05 

 
RQ2 asked about the dominant tones used in the Boko Haram crisis coverage. Over half of 

the articles (56%) had negative tones. The negative tones were very descriptive of pain, injuries 
and deaths and were pessimistic. The neutral tones (22%) which were not explicit or suggestive 
and only presented the fact, were the second dominantly used tone and the positive tone was the 
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p. = .000. The Vanguard and Punch showed similarities as well as the Washington 
Post and the New York Times. The Vanguard showed support for Nigerian political 
leaders and military sources (52%), followed by Punch (49%), then New York 
Times (27%). By citizens and victims, the Washington Post adopted the most 
(36%), followed by the New York Times (29%), then Punch (22%). The third most 
dominant sources: International sources and activists, was mostly adopted by the 
Washington Post (26%) and the New York Times (25%), then the Vanguard and 
Punch showed equal percentages (8% each). All four newspapers showed similar 
representation of Boko Haram sources (See Table 2). 

 RQ2 asked about the dominant tones used in the Boko Haram crisis coverage. 
Over half of the articles (56%) had negative tones. The negative tones were very 
descriptive of pain, injuries and deaths and were pessimistic. The neutral tones 
(22%) which were not explicit or suggestive and only presented the fact, were 
the second dominantly used tone and the positive tone was the least (21%). The 
positive tones stressed fairness, and the need for peace. A Chi square difference 
was found across the tones of χ2= 192.981, df=2, p. = .000.
 When each newspaper was considered, a chi square difference was also 
found, χ2= 23.340, df=6, p. =.001; and Cramer’s V = .001, p < .000 (See Table 3). 
Vanguard (59%), then New York Times (57), showed the most negative tones as 
well as the most positive tones, while Washington Post (38%) followed by Punch 
(31%) represented the most neutral tones (8%). 
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least (21%). The Positive tones stressed fairness, and the need for peace. A Chi square 
difference was found across the tones of χ2= 192.981, df=2, p. = .000. 

When each newspaper was considered, a chi square difference was also found, χ2= 23.340, 
df=6, p. =.001; and Cramer’s V = .001, p < .000 (See Table 3). Vanguard (59%), then New York 
Times (57), showed the most negative tones as well as the most positive tones, while Washington 
Post (38%) followed by Punch (31%) represented the most neutral tones (8%).  

Table 3: Correlation of newspapers versus tones 
Newspapers Tones Total N (%) 

Positive N (%) Negative N (%) Neutral N (%) 
New York Times 70(23%) 172(57%) 59(20%) 301(100%) 

Vanguard 65(24%) 158(59%) 43(16%) 266(100%) 
Punch 33(16%) 106 (53%) 62(31%) 201(100%) 

Washington Post 5(13%) 19(49%) 15(38%) 39(100%) 
Total 173(21%) 455(56%) 179(22%) 807(100%) 

*Percentages are approximation of newspaper total 
χ2= 23.340, df= 6, p. < .05 

 
To answer RQ3 about the relationship between the use of Sources and Tones in the 

coverage of the Boko Haram crisis during the period, the researcher did a cross tabulation 
analysis. More than 50% of the dominant sources were portrayed in negative tones. However, 
Citizens and victims were mostly represented with negative tones (75%), even more than the 
Boko Haram members (67%) and the Nigerian government officials or security agents indicated 
in the stories (54%). While the Nigerian government officials or security agents also saw the most 
positive representation (25%), they were followed by International sources and activists 
(23%).  The International sources and activists were also the most dominant neutral sources 
(34%), followed by Boko Haram members; Experts; Other African politicians, securities, or 
citizens (25%). A Chi square difference of χ2= 68.852, df=16, p. = .000. 
 

Discussion: Reinforcing war journalism frame 
 
Galtung (2002) suggests that war journalism is mostly elite oriented, while peace journalism is 
people oriented. The newspapers reviewed in this study adopted an elite approach to sourcing 
and tone. 

The media strongly referred to government and official sources as well as international 
sources, with the Vanguard and Punch bagging more than 50% of these sources. This indicates 
a war journalism approach. The Nigerian government and military officials who dominated the 
sourcing were mostly in articles in which militaristic actions and violence were discussed. This is 
in line with Bennett’s (1990) indexing hypothesis, which suggests that the media tie story frames 
to official sources, and tend to reflect official consensus, in this case a need to engage militaristic 
violence against Boko Haram. The use of official sources function to establish authority, objectivity 
and trustworthiness in news reports and may be useful to overshadow counter frames. Focus on 
official sources in framing the stories, may be purposed to emphasize an official perspective and 
consequently increase the acceptance ratio of such official narrative among media audiences. 
Interestingly, the focus on official sources may reinforce a propagandist agenda (Iyengar & 
Kinder, 1987; Zeng & Akinro, 2014). A huge emphasis of elite sources defines the Boko Haram 
events in ways that may sway public opinion to support the government’s policy and stance. 
Moreover, it portrays the media as part of a propagandist agenda, by positioning them as the 
propaganda crooner and middlemen between the audience and the government. This implies that 

 To answer RQ3 about the relationship between the use of Sources and Tones 
in the coverage of the Boko Haram crisis during the period, the researcher did a 
cross tabulation analysis. More than 50% of the dominant sources were portrayed 
in negative tones. However, Citizens and victims were mostly represented with 
negative tones (75%), even more than the Boko Haram members (67%) and the 
Nigerian government officials or security agents indicated in the stories (54%). 
While the Nigerian government officials or security agents also saw the most 
positive representation (25%), they were followed by International sources and 
activists (23%).  The International sources and activists were also the most 
dominant neutral sources (34%), followed by Boko Haram members; Experts; 
Other African politicians, securities, or citizens (25%). A Chi square difference of 
χ2= 68.852, df=16, p. = .000.

Discussion: Reinforcing war journalism frame
Galtung (2002) suggests that war journalism is mostly elite oriented, while peace 
journalism is people oriented. The newspapers reviewed in this study adopted 
an elite approach to sourcing and tone.
 The media strongly referred to government and official sources as well as 
international sources, with the Vanguard and Punch bagging more than 50% 
of these sources. This indicates a war journalism approach. The Nigerian 
government and military officials who dominated the sourcing were mostly in 
articles in which militaristic actions and violence were discussed. This is in line 
with Bennett’s (1990) indexing hypothesis, which suggests that the media tie 
story frames to official sources, and tend to reflect official consensus, in this 
case a need to engage militaristic violence against Boko Haram. The use of 
official sources function to establish authority, objectivity and trustworthiness 
in news reports and may be useful to overshadow counter frames. Focus on 
official sources in framing the stories, may be purposed to emphasize an official 
perspective and consequently increase the acceptance ratio of such official 
narrative among media audiences. Interestingly, the focus on official sources 
may reinforce a propagandist agenda (Iyengar & Kinder, 1987; Zeng & Akinro, 
2014). A huge emphasis of elite sources defines the Boko Haram events in ways 
that may sway public opinion to support the government’s policy and stance. 
Moreover, it portrays the media as part of a propagandist agenda, by positioning 
them as the propaganda crooner and middlemen between the audience and the 
government. This implies that the media may have been part of a propaganda 
process to support war, even if this was not intentional on the part of the media 
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(Hoijer, Nohrstedt and Ottosen, 2002). 
 Citizens and victims, including eyewitnesses, relatives, victims set free, injured, 
or involved in some form of loss, were the second chief sources, suggesting a 
people orientation and as such peace journalism approach. Citizens and victim 
sources were more dominant among the Washington Post and New York Times. 
These sources were mostly in action-oriented articles, indicating that they were 
eyewitnesses or victims or relatives. In other words, the citizen and victim sources 
functioned to provide eyewitness and direct victim information in order to spice 
up and provide more in-depth details to the news reports. This finding is in line 
with Vartanova and Smirnova (2012) who found that official sources information/ 
statement was dominant followed by victims and hostages in Russian media 
coverage in three terrorist attacks.
 The difference in the use of sources by the two Nigerian newspapers versus 
the two U.S. newspapers draw implications for the dependence on official sources 
by the Nigerian media. It also calls into question the depth of reporting by the 
Nigerian news media and their under reliance on eye witness accounts, to confirm 
and relay the sufferings of citizens in their news frames. However, as citizens and 
victim sources dominated stories with the most negative tones, and in general, war 
journalism permeates.
 In conflicts in Africa, the interests of Western nations are determining factors for 
the involvement of international political actors. This study showed international 
sources as the third mostly used sources, with the Washington Post and New 
York Times bagging more than 50% of international sources. International sources 
and activists were mostly obvious in articles in which the actors reiterated their 
involvement and support for Nigeria in the fight against Boko Haram terrorism. 
Hence, the representation in neutral tone articles. As Workneh (2011) posits, the 
adoption of Western sources is valuable to Western media as a way to strategically 
emphasize power and promote the interests of their country’s political ideologies, 
in this case the age long war against terrorism which is at the top of the agenda of 
the U.S. government, especially since 9/11.
 The findings on tones lead to the following conclusions: First, the Boko Haram 
crisis was mostly reported with the negative tone. Secondly, the actions by the 
Boko Haram were highly represented with negative tones. The newspapers mostly 
described tragedies, tales of pain, woes, rapes, kidnapping and deaths. However, 
the actions of the Nigerian military were mostly reported with positive tones, even 
more so than citizens and victim sources. This confirms that while the actions by 
the military also involved attacks and killings of mostly the Boko Haram members, 
they were presented as necessary and successful counter attacks. Thirdly, the 
Nigerian government officials were also represented in negative tone articles. 
However, the representation of the government officials were in articles with 
discursive reactions against the Boko Haram. The articles captured intense and 
descriptive condemnation of the activities of the Boko Haram group by political 
officials. Government officials being public officials and leaders of the country, may 
have chosen to publicly denounce the activities of the Boko Haram using harsh 
languages as a way to distance themselves and assure citizens of their readiness 
to tackle the Boko Haram situation and also, reassure the international community 
of their non-involvement and distaste for any act of terrorism. 
 The international actors, like the government, were also featured in negatively 
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toned articles in which they reacted against the actions of the Boko Haram. Because 
negative news receives more attention among media audiences (Skewes & Black, 
2006) the use of negative tones in the Boko Haram crisis enhances the dramatic 
nature of the event. The Boko Haram crisis emphasized deviance which carries 
more negative connotations than positive. This is because the Boko Haram issue 
bears oddity and challenges the status quo as Shoemaker and Cohen (2006) 
argue. This may make the Boko Haram issue more attractive and sellable. The 
more negative the Boko Haram crisis appears in media reports, the more attention 
it receives from media audience (Skewes & Black, 2006). Hence, the newspapers’ 
dominant adoption of negative tone helps them enhance sales. Furthermore, 
increased audience attention to the Boko Haram activity indicates the potential for 
the media to influence the audience perception about the Boko Haram crisis and 
possibly engender hatred against the group. 
 Framing with negative tones and positive tones indicate a slant in coverage, 
in other words, such tones suggest conflict between two groups and also show 
favoritism toward a group in a conflict and bias against another group (Galtung, 
1969). Overall, all four newspapers examined in this study mostly adopted 
negative tones in the reports. However, the Vanguard and New York Times used 
more positive tones in their reports in comparison to the other two newspapers. On 
the other hand, the Washington Post and Punch newspapers were more neutral 
in the tone of their coverage than the Vanguard and New York Times. Galtung 
(2002) suggested that a war journalism approach purposively centers the “other” 
as the problem and dehumanizes them. The media’s choice for negative tone 
automatically paints Boko Haram group members and their actions as problematic. 
While a few articles adopted negative tones to describe the inhumane actions of the 
Nigerian government and military as well as accused the U.S. for not adequately 
supporting Nigeria through the crisis, the Boko Haram group received the most 
negative representation.
 Furthermore, Galtung (2000) opined that the war approach adopts a zero-sum 
orientation, showing bias towards particular actors, while the peace journalism 
approach explores conflict formation by representing all parties with their goals 
and issues, without bias toward any particular party. Therefore, the dominant 
use of negative tones by all four newspapers supports previous literature and 
research indicating the prevalence of war journalism in media reports on crises 
and conflicts (Obaje, 2017; Skewes & Black, 2006; Uwazurike, 2018; Vartanova & 
Smirnova, 2012). The emphatic use of negative tones and positive tones by mostly 
the Vanguard and New York Times suggest a partisan approach. It indicates the 
newspapers’ bias towards the government and military and against Boko Haram. 
Therefore, the Vanguard and New York Times leaned towards war journalism 
approach through their use of negative tones the most, while the Washington Post 
and Punch represented the crisis with a more objective and neutral tone which 
implies that the Washington Post and Punch were more peace oriented than the 
Vanguard and New York Times. 

Conclusion   
The study revealed that the Boko Haram crisis coverage received a war-oriented 
framing. The Nigerian media emphasized the Government’s stance more than the 
people on the Boko Haram issue and their consequences on the people, including 
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the Chibok girls. The study also showed an elite angle, portraying and focusing 
more on the government, military officials, and international experts, and the Boko 
Haram group members. This was evident in the assertive representations of the 
actions by both Boko Haram, actions of the Nigerian government and military 
officials, and actions by the international communities. This conclusion was also 
drawn from the emphatic representation of government and military sources than 
citizens and victims in the coverage of the crisis by the newspapers examined in 
this study. By mostly framing the story according to elite sources and negative 
tones, the media emphasized the stance of the ruling elites and not the people. 
This is quite typical of the “bleed-lead model” of journalism practice. 
 Some media scholars perceive the media as possible platform for propelling 
long term social change as well as active agents in the change process targeted 
toward conflict management (Lemish & Caringer, 2012; Schaeffer, 2006). Conflict 
management goes beyond professional journalism criteria such as presenting 
facts (who, what, where, when, how and why). It includes multiple explanations 
and interpretations by various stakeholders, fairness, and balanced reporting of 
multiple opinions (Lemish, 2009). It suggests taking into cognizance the views 
and actions of various sides/actors in the conflict (Lemish 2006; 2009). According 
to the framing theory, the media’s power, therefore is anchored in its potential to 
stimulate, shape or influence public opinion (Nacos, Shapiro, & Isernia, 2000). 
While this was not the case in this study, there is need for a strategy change in 
conflict coverage to emphasize a more balanced use of sources and tones. 
 This article demonstrates and reinforces the argument on the need to open up 
scholarship and advance new lines of questioning regarding how the news media 
cover conflicts. This study suggests implications for developing policy and practice 
regarding the role of the mass media in conflict management and resolution, most 
especially in developing nations experiencing prolonged crises. The adoption of 
war journalism might have prolonged the crisis in the specific case of the focus of 
this study. By reinforcing war frames, the media became a part of the problem and 
did not provide adequate context, covering the people, their pains and sufferings, 
problems and solutions, in addition to the elites. This indicates that the media 
emphasized the visible effects of war, instead of highlighting the invisible effect of 
conflict on individuals and providing a platform for non-elites to express their pains 
and experiences. Therefore, the news media did little to bring the Boko Haram and 
Chibok crisis to an end, but escalated the issue. 
 Adopting the peace journalism framework, sets the media on a path towards 
solutions and possibly conflict resolution. By adopting the peace frame, the 
media focus on managing the conflict towards de-escalation. This study therefore 
recommends that future reporting of conflict of this nature, adopts a more balanced 
approach to reporting. Based on the framing theory, the media have the potential 
to take an active role in ensuring balance in their use of tones and sources. Taking 
this stance may influence how the media’s audiences think about a conflict, thus 
increasing support for possible conflict resolution and challenging the status quo.  

Limitation
This study examined the role of the media in conflict resolution, through the use 
of sources and tones in crisis coverage, and provides useful implications. One 
limitation however, is the limited number of newspapers analyzed and the period 
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studied. The biggest implication here is that the findings cannot be generalized as 
representative of all news media patterns. Future studies may take this outcome 
into consideration, and expand the scope of media outlets to be examined, 
including the electronic media.
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Reporting climate change in the global North and South:  
Journalism in Australia and Bangladesh

Jahnnabi Das
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Jahnnabi Das’ book offers a notable contribution to comparative media scholarship 
of international news coverage on climate change. Das analyzes and compares 
climate-related editorials published in newspapers in Australia and Bangladesh 
around the times of the United Nations’ Conference of the Parties (COP) 
meetings, one in 2007 and the other in 2015. Drawing on scholarship on political 
economy, international climate policies and conditions, and journalism studies, 
Das’ interdisciplinary approach analyzes how political, environmental, and cultural 
contexts influence journalistic coverage. 
 The book is structured as a typical doctoral thesis. It starts with a brief introduction 
to the topic and outline of the chapters, followed by an extensive review of relevant 
literatures, an explanation of the research design and detailed data analysis, and 
concludes with a brief summary of findings and suggestions for future research. 
This interdisciplinary study aims to contribute to the ‘de-westernizing’ of media 
and communication scholarship. By examining relationships between the 
environmental, political, and media systems in the diverse contexts of Australia 
and Bangladesh, Das establishes a strong, empirical foundation for understanding 
how and why the framing of climate change varies across geopolitical contexts. 
 Das finds that, as a so-called developed nation, Australian newspaper editorials 
that address two COP meetings focus primarily on concern about climate change 
and contestation of inter/national climate policy proposals. The potential costs of 
mitigation and the economic feasibility of climate policies are central to the framing 
in Australian newspapers’ editorial sections. In contrast, Bangladesh’s coverage 
almost universally focuses on concern. According to Das’ analysis, Bangladeshi 
newspapers construct a victimhood position in the context of international climate 
policy negotiations and focus much more on present and future ramifications of 
climate change on the nation’s economic development and civilian wellbeing. 
 Das dedicates two chapters, one for each country, to the importance of sources 
in journalistic coverage of climate change. For the Australian newspapers, Das 
focuses on four categories of sources, three of which – bureaucratic, business, and 
expert – are considered more visible because they are used much more frequently 
than a less visible, though still discursively important, category of activists. Activist 
sources, which increased in frequency during the study period, are used primarily 
to enhance the spectacle of climate coverage and to confirm and/or challenge 
specific framings of climate change and climate policy. 
 For the Bangladeshi newspapers, Das focuses on political sources, bureaucratic 
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sources, experts, and activists and citizens. In the Bangladeshi context, activists 
and citizen sources take up a larger share of the sources than in Australian 
coverage. This is a meaningful difference between the two nations because, as 
Das points out, information provided by citizens is used to reveal the current and 
unfolding effects of climate change. “The use of these sources (by Bangladeshi 
newspapers) demonstrated the dynamic relations between journalists and activists 
that are reflected in the trade of information between them,” (p 136). Whereas, in 
Australian coverage, climate change was more frequently presented as a distant 
problem, not (yet) affecting Australian citizens directly. Due to this distance framing, 
citizen and activist sources in the Australian coverage are more frequently used to 
support or oppose specific climate policy approaches and their potential economic 
effects. 
 In both countries, Das’ empirical analysis shows that the impact of sources on 
climate coverage is “contingent rather than predetermined” and that newspapers 
utilize sources to further the overall framing chosen by each newspaper. Critically, 
Das also asserts that, based on the findings in this empirical study, scholars 
and critics should not assume that media systems in Western democracy media 
systems are serving their readers with more sophistication. And that “Newspapers 
do not  ‘reflect their readers’ worlds: they help to maintain or change them…This 
is because news media must always serve two masters – the state (however 
indirectly) and the people (whom they address directly) or they will fail,” (p. 148). 
 Das’ study makes a valuable contribution to international media studies in that 
its rigorous and interdisciplinary approach effectively demonstrates the theoretical 
limitations of taking a universalist approach to studying international media 
systems. The book will be of interest to scholars, researchers, and practitioners 
who are interested in cross-cultural media studies, climate communication, and 
interdisciplinary comparisons of journalistic norms and practices. 
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Special Edition: Call for Manuscripts 
 

Theme: Post Covid-19 Pandemic Pedagogy: Challenges and Opportunities 
 
We invite manuscripts for a special “crisis” edition of the International Communication Research 
Journal (ICRJ), that would be published in Fall 2021. 
 
The special edition will focus on a variety of Covid-19 crisis areas, especially articles that examine 
the challenges and opportunities in pedagogy in higher education both within and across nations, 
a year and half after the Covid-19 pandemic disruption. 
 
We welcome manuscripts from all theoretical and methodological perspectives in communication 
that specifically examine, but are not necessarily limited to the following: 
 

• Covid, crisis communication and pedagogy 
• Covid, university crisis messaging and pedagogy 
• Covid, national/regional crisis messaging and pedagogy 
• Global perspectives on Covid-19 and pedagogy 
• Covid, transboundary, cross-national crisis and pedagogy 
• Covid, student response and pedagogy 
• Covid, virtual classrooms and pedagogy 
• Covid, disruption in faculty research and productivity  

 
Submit your manuscript at: https://icrj.pub/log-in/author-log-in/. The deadline is Monday, 
September 6, 2021.  
 
Each manuscript should be between 7,000–8,000 words (inclusive of references, tables etc.), 
follow the 7th edition of APA style, and will undergo a double-blind peer review process. 
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class academic research manuscripts and thoughtful, analytical perspectives that inform and 
engage its readers worldwide. 

To learn more about our journal, especially its aims and objectives, please visit: https://icrj.pub/ 
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International Communication Research Journal
Aims & Scope

The International Communication Research Journal (ICRJ) is a peer-reviewed, international 
journal that disseminates in-depth, innovative and rigorous research from multidisciplinary 
perspectives, diverse theoretical underpinnings, and a variety of methodological 
approaches to communication inquiry. ICRJ welcomes manuscripts that address, but are 
not limited to, issues on global journalism, mass communication and their practice, cross-
cultural subjects, political communication, governance and public opinion, human rights, 
climate and environment, health, refugees and migrations, women, children and other 
underrepresented minorities and indigenous communities. Research on all forms of media 
platforms are also welcome.  

Submission Guidelines

All manuscripts submitted to the International Communication Research Journal must be 
original and exclusive to the journal. Authors should avoid sending manuscripts submitted 
to ICRJ to other publications until they get a decision from the editor. Manuscripts sent to 
the editor shall be blind-reviewed.

1. Authors shall use this online link to submit their manuscripts: https://icrj.pub/
for-authors-editors/author-log-in/

2. All manuscripts and accompanying files shall be sent as word documents.
3. Each manuscript shall not exceed 7,000 words (inclusive of references, tables, 

abstracts, figures, appendices). Authors are advised to be mindful of this word 
limit. Figures should be put in separate files and may attract some cost to au-
thor(s) if not in black and white. Each table should be placed on a separate page 
after the references.

4. Manuscripts shall be in double-spaced text, using the 12-point font size. 
5. Each manuscript shall have an abstract of 100 words, with up to seven keywords 

in the appropriate space provided in the journal’s online submission system. 
6. Authors should limit or avoid the use of footnotes and endnotes in their manuscripts. 
7. For style, in-text citations and references, authors should use the 6th or the latest 

American Psychological Association (APA) style edition (see https://apastyle.apa.org/).
8. All author identification should be removed from the main document and other 

files, excluding the title page/file. 
9. The title page shall include basic information about the author(s), including 

academic rank and position, professional or institutional affiliation, contact 
information, and a very brief biography (not more than 10-20 words, e.g. Corrine 
Hakeem is an associate professor in the School of Journalism, State University, 
Swaziland). Authors should also indicate whether or not their manuscript(s) was 
funded, and provide information about the funding agency.

10. Authors are responsible for obtaining and providing copyright permissions for work 
previously published in any form and reproduced in the submitted manuscript. 

11. Authors should also be aware of issues related to plagiarism before submitting 
their manuscripts. 

12. Decisions on submitted manuscripts will be made within three months.
13. All inquiries should be addressed to: ICRJ.Editor@gmail.com

Book Reviews

ICRJ welcomes book reviews. Please keep your reviews at 400-500 words (double-
spaced). E-mail the Book Reviews Editor in advance with your book review plans to avoid 
duplications. We encourage the review of communication books published outside the 
United States and books written in languages other than English. Our Book Reviews Editor 
is: Dr. Zhaoxi (Josie) Liu (zliu@trinity.edu).
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