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Abstract

This study analyzes how three Dutch news outlets reported on migration between 2022
and 2025. The aim is to see how politicized language can influence what people think
about migration. News articles were analyzed and two experts were interviewed. The
study focused on word choice, metaphors, tone, and subject matter in the analyzed
media. The theories employed in this study are framing theory, the Sapir-Whorf
hypothesis, Wittgenstein’s language games, and critical discourse analysis. These
theories explained how language does not just describe a topic, but actually helps to
construct the way we experience it. The outcomes show us that De Telegraaf is inclined to
frame migration as a crisis by using strong and exaggerating terms. De Volkskrant has a
more humanitarian way of reporting, offering more context and focusing on the stories of
migrants themselves and reasons for migration. NOS presents itself as less biased but still
focuses quite a lot on numbers and statistics, suggesting a certain pressure on the
system. Overall, the study shows that media news is never entirely neutral. Even small
language choices are most likely to communicate some political ideas and make a
difference on how individuals perceive and understand migration.
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Summary

This thesis examines how the Dutch media report on migration, and how the language
they use can influence how people think about it. Migration is a much discussed and also
a sensitive topic in Dutch society right now. There are many stories and reports in the
media about migration, and how they frame it really matters. This research focuses on the
use of politicized language by the media, even though the language they use might
appear to be neutral. This thesis examines how different news media use language to
frame migration in a specific way, creating certain ideas or feelings about migration.

This thesis compares three big Dutch newspapers, NOS, De Telegraaf and De Volkskrant.
These were chosen because they all write differently and pop up often when searching for
articles about migration. They are widely read, which means they all have a certain
influence. NOS mostly tries to be neutral, De Telegraaf writes more right-wing, and De
Volkskrant more left. All chosen articles were published between 2022 and 2025, making
sure this research analyzes relevant and current statements and views on migration. The
analysis also includes two interviews with experts on the field of framing and migration.

This thesis looks into the power that language has, and therefore assumes language
holds a certain amount of power. Three main theories are used in defense of that
assumption in this thesis. The first is Framing Theory (Entman, 1993). Framing Theory is
about how something is framed in the news, which influences how people will view it. By
choosing to focus on some things and leave out other things, media articles can lead
readers to certain conclusions. The second theory is the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis (Kay &
Kempton, 1984), which is about how language influences thought. If certain words and
phrases are used over and over again, people might start to see the world through those
words. The third theory used in this research is Wittgenstein’s language games (Kopytko,
2007), which is about how words are given meaning depending on the specific contexts
they are used in.

When reading through the articles, | noticed some patterns. All newspapers used different
words, tones, and narratives about migration. De Telegraaf had a tendency to use strong
and sensational words. Manu headlines used words like “chaos” or “crisis”, and
sometimes migrants were linked with crime or nuisance. Language such as this frames
migration as a threat. It focuses on the problems resulting from migration, rather than on
the personal stories and viewpoints of migrants themselves. Instead, politicians or local
concerns were quoted, who were often expressing fear or frustration.

De Volkskrant had a very different style. It gave more attention to the migrant’s point of
view. They highlighted the bad conditions within asylum centers, and wrote about the
reasons why people flee their countries. De Volkskrant seemed to be way more cautious
with their wording. The language they used was more objective or even sympathetic. It
shared thoughtful views and ideas from readers and experts, with a more calm and
reflective tone. The Volkskrant had the tendency to focus more on the bigger picture, than
just the ‘problems’ on the surface, approaching the migration debate more nuanced.

NOS was more analytical and balanced in its style. The NOS aimed to be objective and
was mostly interested in facts and numbers. The way NOS wrote about migration was less



strong and emotional, but still influencing. NOS often focused on statistics and the
pressure on the system, which made migration seem like a challenge for Dutch
institutions. Even though they tried to report objectively on migration, migrants themselves
were not the main focus.

An important thing that came forward from the analysis was how metaphors were used to
shape the migration narrative. For example, De Telegraaf used terms like “tsunami” or
“asielcrisis” (asylum crisis). These words help to frame migration as urgent and a threat.
De Volkskrant was more cautious with the terms they used, often also offering more
context to the story and writing in a more humanitarian way. NOS, however, used a lot of
figures and numbers, which shifts the focus on pressure on the system.

Another notable difference was who were represented and heard in the articles. In De
Telegraaf, politicians and outraged locals were quoted most often. Migrants were mostly
talked about, but they weren’t interviewed and their perspectives didn’t come forward. De
Volkskrant, however, gave more room to migrants and experts, in order for them to
explain their point of view. NOS gave a range of voices, but still focused a great deal on
political and institutional responses, rather than personal experiences.

This was supported by the expert interviews. One expert explained how language always
has a certain amount of power. Even supposedly neutral words have the power to push
people in a certain direction. For example, “refugee crisis” may seem like a fact, just an
objective term to describe what's happening, but it already assumes that migration is a
problem. The expert went on to say that politicians usually use migration as a political
topic to gain support, especially during times of elections. And the media, in their turn, can
spread these political messages sometimes without even realising it. Another expert
talked about how the repeated use of some words can affect how people think about a
certain topic, like migration, over time. When media outlets keep repeating certain words
or phrases, readers can come to believe that that is the right way to look and think about
the issue.

While the thesis presents evidence of the effect of politicized language on media framing,
it also has some limitations. The sample size could be considered as small, since there
are only three analyzed media outlets. Social media, images, or news on television was
not analyzed, which are also important media factors in shaping the public discourse on
migration. Only two expert interviews were conducted because many people did
unfortunately not respond. These limitations mean the results are not representative of all
Dutch media, but they still provide us with useful insights and information on language use
in reporting about migration.

This thesis tries to contribute to academic discussions about topics such as media,
language, and migration. It tries to show that media news is not just about reporting on
things that seem to be facts, but also about the choices media outlets make on what they
say, how they say it, and what they choose to leave out. These choices can influence how
people understand a certain topic. This is why it is important for people to think critically
about things they read in the media, and not just to think about what is being written but
also to think about what isn’t being written.



In short, this research shows that politicized language in the Dutch media can strongly
influence the way in which migration is framed. Each of the analyzed media outlets writes
using different words and perspectives. Language shapes how we see and understand
reality. When we make sure to be aware of this, it can hopefully lead to more nuanced
discussions on migration.



1. Introduction

1.1 Research Problem, Objectives, and Research Question

Media, politics, and public opinion are more intertwined today than ever before. News
spreads rapidly, debates spiral out of control, and how something is said sometimes
matters more than what is said. Especially when it comes to delicate topics like migration,
media and the language they use matter for shaping how people feel and think (Lecheler
et al., 2019). This research explores the role that politicized language plays in the Dutch
media in framing migration and shaping public opinion.

In the academic field less attention has been given to how strategically chosen, seemingly
neutral words can also carry political meaning. These kinds of “neutral” words often sound
simple and harmless, but somehow continue to shape how matters like migration are
understood. Words such as “migrant crisis” or “illegal immigrant” may seem
straightforward, but they carry a political meaning and can therefore help build powerful
frames that shape public opinion and policy discussions. This research focuses on that
kind of language: not overly emotional or technical, but politically loaded all the same.

The study builds on theories that help explain how language works in shaping reality. The
Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis suggests that the language people use influences how they see
and think about the world (Kay & Kempton, 1984). Wittgenstein’s theory of language
games (Kopytko, 2007) shows that words don’t have fixed meanings but take on meaning
based on the context in which they’re used (Kopytko, 2007). These ideas are combined
with Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), which is used to study how media texts reflect and
reproduce power structures through language (Fairclough, 1995; Wodak & Meyer, 2001).
Together, these theories are the foundation for analyzing how politicized media language
influences the way migration is framed in the Dutch media.

Although migration has been widely studied, there is still a gap in research when it comes
to how media uses politicized language to shape public opinion. Many studies focus on
how emotionally charged language or fear-based narratives influence people, but fewer
look at the subtler ways language works. For example, through repetition of certain terms,
metaphors, or headlines that frame migration as a threat or a burden. This is a challenge
in that if this kind of framing is not detected, it will silently influence the manner in which
the public comes to understand migration, and can thereby affect democratic policy-
making and debate (Bos et al., 2016).This research addresses that gap by examining how
Dutch media uses politicized language and how this shapes the migration debate.

The key purpose of this research is to examine how politicized language is used in Dutch
media to construct migration frames, and how these frames affect the public
understanding of migration. The study also aims to evaluate how academic theories such
as CDA, Sapir-Whorf, Framing, and language games help explain this process. By mixing
theory with real media examples and expert interviews, this study adds to academic
knowledge and offers useful insights into how media and communication shape migration
debates.



The key research question is: “To what extent does the use of politicized language help
frame migration in Dutch media?”
This question is explored through the following sub-questions:
1. How is politicized language defined and used in the media discourse on migration?
2. In what ways does the use of politicized language contribute to the framing of
migration in the Dutch media?
3. How do experts perceive the impact of politicized media language on public
debates on migration?



1.2 Societal Relevance

Migration has become the most frequently discussed and most sensitive issue in the
media nowadays. In the Netherlands, media coverage of migration often leads to strong
opinions, political debates or public division (Eberl et al., 2018). The impact of this talk
about migration in the media is huge and therefore important. The use of language, tone,
and stories selected by the journalists can have a big impact on the politician that people
will choose and the policies they will support. This paper, however, narrows down its
research to only one aspect of this process: the utilization of the politicized language that
comes to play during the framing of the migration issue in the media.

A lot of people believe that if so called simple and clear language is used then the matter
becomes easier to comprehend and more neutral. Nonetheless, that is not the only result
that can occur. This study questions that assumption by illustrating that language which is
perceived as neutral, in fact, might be loaded with political significance. Politicized
language often hides in plain sight. It uses familiar words in ways that support certain
viewpoints without making them obvious. By analyzing how this kind of language works in
Dutch media, the study explores how framing influences what people think about
migration and which narratives gain traction (Krzyzanowski, 2020). This is especially
relevant because migration is often tied to deeper issues such as identity, belonging, and
national values.

Besides contributing to academic discussions, this research also has real-world value. In
a time when news spreads quickly and misinformation is common, media outlets are more
important than ever. By trying to understand how language influences framing, it can help
people become more critical. This study aims to demonstrate how politicized language is
used in media outlets and how it shapes public debates. The results may also be useful
for journalists, educators, and policymakers who want to improve the way migration is
covered in the media.



1.3 Scientific Relevance

This study aims to contribute to the academic community in media studies, linguistics,
political science, and philosophy of language. It focuses on how politicized language is
used in Dutch media to shape how migration is framed. While there is a lot of media
framing research, there are still only a few researches that cover in detail how the choice
of words and tone impacts the public understanding of migration. By focusing on the role
of politicized language, this study aims to add new insights.

In this respect, the study employs Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) based on the ideas of
Fairclough (1995) and Wodak and Meyer (2001). The authors emphasize that we do not
use language only for communication and describing the world, but also something that
helps create the world. Words can shape power structures, or be used to reinforce certain
ideologies. Therefore, CDA will be used in this paper to uncover media texts' rhetoric and
to reveal how politicized language may subtly affect public opinion on migration through
subtle frames, even when the language has a neutral tone.

Furthermore, the research is also supplemented by the insights derived from
Wittgenstein’s concept of language games (Kopytko, 2007) and the Sapir-Whorf
Hypothesis (Kay & Kempton, 1984). Such theories illustrate how words get their meaning
from the context they're used in (Kopytko, 2007), and how words may affect the way we
perceive and comprehend the world (Whorf, 1964; Kay & Kempton, 1984). Thus, it is of
high significance while studying linguistic labels such as “illegal immigrant” or “migrant
crisis,” which on the surface look like neutral words but in fact, they load with strong
emotional and political aspects.

In terms of methodology, this study is qualitative in nature, involving media text analysis
along with interviews with academic experts. This blend of methods not only extends the
analysis but also makes it more responsive and reflective of the third sub-question which
is concerned with the expert’s visions. Instead of just measuring how often certain words
are used, this approach helps to explore how and why politicized language works in
practice, and how it’s interpreted by experts on this topic.

Ultimately, the research is not only connected to migration debates. The results may also
be transferable to other areas where media language plays a crucial role, such as climate
change, health issues, or social justice. By showing how language, power, and framing
are interconnected, this research aims to contribute to broader academic and public
discussions.



1.4 Literature review

The discourse surrounding migration in the Netherlands has largely been influenced by
media framing. This framing often happens through simple, understandable and
seemingly neutral politicized language. This type of media language has the ability to
shape public opinion and policy debate in a not always obvious but powerful way. This
review of literature examines recent research on media framing, the role of politicized
language in media, and their influence on migration discourse within the Dutch media
context.

1.4.1 Media framing of migration in the Netherlands

The way migration is talked about in Dutch media has been widely studied by
researchers. Media framing basically means how certain news stories are presented. It's
about the angle or perspective they take. This can really affect how people understand an
issue (Entman, 1993). In the Netherlands, different types of framing have been used by
the media that help shape how the public sees and talks about migration.

Bos et al. (2016) carried out an experiment in the Netherlands to see how different media
frames about immigration affect people’s views. They tested four frames often used in
Dutch debates: the multicultural frame, the emancipation frame, the victimization frame,
and the assimilation frame. They found that the multicultural frame made people more
positive about immigrants and more willing to support actions that help with integration. In
contrast, the victimization frame led to more negative attitudes and less support for
engagement. Interestingly, whether a news story sounded positive or negative (its
"valence") mostly influenced whether people wanted to take action, but not their deeper
attitudes or behavior. This study shows that even small changes in how the media talk
about migrants can strongly shape how people in the Netherlands see them.

Brouwer et al. (2017) studied how unauthorized migrants were represented in Dutch
newspapers over a 15-year period (1999-2013). Their analysis showed that, despite
common beliefs, media attention for this group actually went down in the years before the
Dutch government proposed a law to criminalize illegal stay. They also found that
negative or criminalizing terms like “criminal illegals” became less common over time.
However, the word “illegals” remained the most-used label across all newspapers and was
still often linked to crime-related language. The authors argue that, rather than leading the
push to criminalize migration, the media mostly followed political debates. This means that
the criminalization of unauthorized stay was driven more by politics than by media
coverage. The study highlights the complex relationship between how migrants are
portrayed, media framing, and changes in policy.

Eberl et al. (2018) conducted a broad literature review on how immigration is covered in
European media and what effects this has. They found that migrants are often
underrepresented in the media and mostly shown in negative or conflict-based narratives,
such as being portrayed as criminals, economic burdens, or threats. These types of
portrayals can lead to more negative public attitudes and even increase support for anti-
immigrant political parties. While Eberl et al. looked at Europe in general, this trend is also
visible in Dutch media when comparing the treatment of different refugee groups. Ter
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Horst (2024) analyzed how Dutch newspapers frame Syrian and Ukrainian refugees and
found clear differences. Syrian refugees were more often framed as cultural or economic
threats, while Ukrainian refugees were usually portrayed as innocent victims and “fellow
Europeans.” This shows how media framing can create social hierarchies between
migrant groups based on their origin, influencing public sympathy and possibly even
integration outcomes.

Dekker and Scholten (2017) studied how the media can influence immigration policy in the
Netherlands. By looking at sixteen well-known events, like debates about new laws or
specific asylum cases, they found that media coverage only has real political impact when
it challenges the government’s own framing of the issue. This is known as frame
contestation. They describe two ways in which this can happen. First, through “David
versus Goliath” stories, where personal stories about migrants trigger public sympathy and
put pressure on politicians to reconsider strict policies. Second, through what they call
“negotiation dynamics”, where the media point out weaknesses or contradictions in new
policy plans, leading to further discussion or changes. Their research shows that the way
issues are framed in the media doesn’t just affect how people think about migration, it can
also help shape political decisions, especially when media narratives highlight moral
concerns or practical problems.

De Haas (2024) takes a critical look at the stories we often hear about migration in media
reporting. He identifies four common narratives: the idea that we're facing a “mass
migration” crisis, that migrants are a threat, that they are helpless victims, or that migration
is something to celebrate. While these narratives might seem very different, De Haas
argues that they all simplify a much more complex reality. According to him, these kinds of
stories are often used by politicians and other groups to push specific agendas, and they
don’t always reflect how migration really works. Instead of relying on these one-sided
views, he calls for a more balanced and fact-based way of talking about migration, one
that sees it as a normal part of social and economic change, not just a problem or a
solution.

1.4.2 The role of politicized language in migration discourse

The language used in news articles and other media coverage can play a big role in how
we think about migration. Even words that seem neutral can actually send strong
messages. For example, calling someone an “illegal immigrant” already suggests they’re
doing something wrong, while “economic migrant” can make it sound like they’re only here
for money. These labels shape how people view migrants, and often not in a positive way.

Blankvoort et al. (2024) looked at the language used in the Dutch Civic Integration
programme and found that it often presents migrants as culturally different in a way that
needs to be changed. The programme suggests that newcomers should take on or adopt
“modern” Dutch values to be seen as properly integrated. This kind of language makes it
seem like cultural differences are a problem, instead of something to be respected. Their
analysis shows that even in semi-public communication, language can reflect who
belongs and who doesn’t. The way language is used here plays a big role in shaping how
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migrants are expected to behave, and how society sees them. In that sense, language
becomes a powerful part of how migration is framed in media discourse.

Brouwer et al. (2017) showed that Dutch newspapers for over 95% of the time used the
word “illegals” when referring to undocumented migrants. Even though the use of direct
criminal labels like “criminal illegals” has gone down over time, the word “illegals” itself still
carries strong negative associations. The authors explain that this kind of language can
subtly link migrants to crime and threat, even without using harsh or explicit terms. It
shows how simple word choices in politicized media language can influence public
attitudes and reinforce stereotypes, often without readers even realizing it.

Van Dijk (2018) focused on how language is used in media coverage when talking about
migration. In Chapter 13 he introduces something he calls the “ideological square”, which
shows how language often makes “us”, usually the native population, look good, and
“them”, often migrants, look bad. What is interesting is that even words that sound neutral
can do this by repeating small ideas about difference or danger. Van Dijk argues that
language does not just describe things, it actually helps build how we see the world. His
work helps explain how media language that is politicized can create and reinforce certain
images of migrants in society.

Bonjour and de Hart (2013) looked at Dutch family migration policy and found that terms
like “proper marriage” and “integration” were used in ways that drew a line between Dutch
citizens and migrant families. They explained how migrant families, especially those
involving Muslim women or arranged marriages, were often presented as different or even
problematic. Although focused on policy, their findings show how language that aligns with
dominant cultural narratives can enter the media space and shape public expectations.

Together, these studies show that the words used in newspapers and other media do
more than just inform people. They help shape how the whole debate around migration is
understood. This is why politicized media language plays such an important role in how
migration is talked about in the Netherlands and why it is a key part of this research.
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1.5 Theoretical Framework and Key Concepts

This research is interested in politicized language in Dutch media and how this politicized
language is used to frame migration. This research employs three main theoretical
frameworks: Wittgenstein's Language Games theory (Kopytko, 2007), Sapir-Whorf
Hypothesis (Kay & Kempton, 1984), and Framing Theory (Entman, 1993). These theories
give a solid basis in realizing how language gets meaning, how language can shape
thought, and how language in the media is used for the construction of public debate on
migration.

1.5.1 Wittgenstein’s Language Games

Ludwig Wittgenstein has argued that meaning is relative, not absolute and varies with
where and how a word is being used. In his theory of language game, he uses the
approach of the language game as a game with rules, and the rules vary according to
context (Kopytko, 2007). This is particularly relevant to the first and second sub-question
and explains how politicized language is constructed and used in the (Dutch) media.
Consider, for instance, “refugee”, “illegal immigrant”, or “migrant crisis”. They are words
whose definition is not universal. They are defined by how they are being used in certain
media spaces. This theory helps us understand why journalists use specific words to
match a popular narrative or political discourse, and how that shapes the discourse

around migration.

1.5.2 Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis

The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis, or linguistic relativity, is the belief that language actually
shapes what and how individuals think about, perceive and understand the world (Whorf,
1964; Kay & Kempton, 1984). The theory supports the second sub-question, which
investigates how politicized language results in the framing of migration in Dutch media.
The argument is that words aren’t just simply used to describe reality, but that they help
create it. If migration is always presented as a “burden” or “threat”, it has the power to
influence how we think about migrants, even when the words that they use seem neutral
and not politicized. Although this research employs the weaker version of the hypothesis
(that language influences but does not completely control thought), it remains a useful
framework to analyze how particular words support particular ideologies.

1.5.3 Framing Theory

Framing Theory explains how media influence public understanding by selecting certain
aspects of reality and giving them emphasis (Entman, 1993; Chong & Druckman, 2007).
Through the use of certain word choices, metaphors, and story structures, the media can
highlight specific features of a topic while ignoring others. This theory is central to both the
first and second sub-question. It helps explain why politicized language matters: it is one
of the key ways in which media construct a frame. For example, calling migration a “wave’
or a “crisis” can suggest a threat or instability, while calling it a “journey” or “human story”
can create empathy. These subtle differences can have major effects on how the public
interprets migration. Framing Theory also plays a role in the third sub-question, which
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looks at expert opinions and how they perceive the role of framing in shaping public
debates.

1.5.4 Theoretical integration and application

These three theories work together to support the structure of this research. Wittgenstein
(Kopytko, 2007) helps unpack how language gets its meaning in media discourse. Sapir-
Whorf (Kay & Kempton, 1984) gives insight into how those meanings can influence public
perception. Framing Theory brings both perspectives together by showing how language
is used strategically to create specific representations of migration (Entman, 1993). The
third sub-question, which focuses on expert perspectives, is primarily empirical. However,
it is still linked to the theoretical framework by reflecting on how real-life professionals
perceive and describe the impact of politicized media language in the broader migration
debate.

These three theories support one another to maintain the structure of this research.
Wittgenstein (Kopytko, 2007) helps explain how language gains its meaning in media
discourse. Sapir-Whorf (Kay & Kempton, 1984) offers us knowledge of how such
meanings are able to influence public opinion. Framing Theory connects the two
perspectives together by showing how language is strategically used in an effort to create
certain representations of migration (Entman, 1993). The third sub-question is mostly
empirical, as it focuses on expert opinions gained through primary data. But nonetheless,
it is related to the theoretical approach by examining the ways in which experts perceive
the impact of politicized media language within the broader migration discourse.

By combining these three theories, this study creates a framework that helps make sense
of both the meaning and the impact of politicized language in the media. Wittgenstein
(Kopytko, 2007) helps explain how certain words get their meaning depending on the
context in which they're used, while Sapir-Whorf shows how that meaning might affect
how people think about migration (Kay & Kempton, 1984). Framing Theory brings these
ideas together by showing how media can use those word choices to shape bigger
narratives (Entman, 1993). Together, they help answer all three sub-questions and give
the tools to analyze not just what the media says, but also what it means, how it’s said,
and why that matters.

Several key concepts in this research are defined to ensure clarity in the analysis. These
concepts provide the foundation for understanding how politicized language operates
within Dutch media discourse on migration.

Politicized language is language that looks neutral on the surface but actually carries a
political or ideological meaning. In the media, this often happens through words or
phrases that sound objective but still influence how a topic is framed and therefore
perceived. Think of terms like “illegal immigrants” or “flood of migrants.” They do more
than just describe something, they can influence how we feel about migration. This kind of
language is often used without being questioned, which is exactly why it's worth analyzing
(Wodak & Meyer, 2001).
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Framing is about how the media chooses to tell a story. It’s not just what’s said, but how
it's said. Some things are highlighted while other things are left out, and the way the
chosen information is presented influences how we understand it. For migration, this could
mean showing migrants as a threat, as people in need, or as something else entirely.
These frames are built using language, tone, metaphors, and repetition. They help shape
public opinion without always making that obvious (Entman, 1993).

Migration discourse refers to how migration is talked about in the media. It includes labels,
storylines, and assumptions that shape how people see migrants and their place in
society. Media do not just reflect public opinion, they help build it. The way they talk about
migration can support existing stereotypes or challenge them (Yantseva, 2020).

Public opinion is basically how people feel or think about something as a group. It is not
just a bunch of individual ideas added together. It is influenced by media, institutions, and
social conversations. When the media constantly use certain words or frames around
migration, that can influence what people believe or support, even if they are not fully
aware of it (Glynn et al., 2016).

Media discourse refers to the language used in news reporting, headlines, interviews, and
opinion columns. This plays an important role in influencing how topics like migration are
discussed in the media and how it is understood by the public. Media not only provide the
news; with their choice of words, they also define the way others think regarding what is
being reported. This study particularly looks at how politicized language in Dutch media
constructs public attitudes towards migration (KhosraviNik, 2010).
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1.6 Methodologies and Research Methods

This research takes a qualitative approach, since it's about understanding how politicized
language is used in media coverage of migration and how that language affects how
people think and talk about the topic. A qualitative method makes sense here, because
the research deals with meaning and interpretation. These are things that don’t easily fit
into numbers or categories. What matters is how words shape the way people see
migration, and how experts reflect on the language used.

The research is split into three parts, each linked to one of the sub-questions. The first
part looks at how politicized language is used in the media, which provides context and
helps define what politicized language actually means in practice. The second part
focuses more closely on Dutch media, and how specific word choices shape the way
migration is presented. Finally, the third part brings in expert opinions, to understand how
researchers and professionals interpret this type of language and what impact they think
framing has.

1.6.1 Research design

A qualitative design was chosen because it allows space for more depth and complexity.
Politicized language depends on the social, political, and cultural context which a
qualitative approach offers to dissect. Understanding how certain words or phrases
influence the way people interpret migration requires a method that makes room for this
context. To explore it properly, this research uses two main methods: discourse analysis
and semi-structured interviews. These methods help to look at the topic from different
sides, combining a close reading of texts with insights from experts who study or work in
this field.

The theories used in this research also support this design. Wittgenstein’s idea of
language games (Kopytko, 2007) helps make sense of how words mean different things in
different contexts. The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis builds on that idea, suggesting that
language can shape how people see and understand the world (Kay & Kempton, 1984).
Framing theory ties these ideas together by explaining how language is used in media to
highlight certain aspects of an issue while downplaying others (Entman, 1993). These
theories give the research a solid foundation for analyzing what language does and how it
influences public perceptions.

1.6.2 Data collection

The data evidence comes from two data sets: media texts and expert interviews. For the
media, the research starts with a sample of stories from international news organisations
like BBC, The Guardian, Fox News, and Al Jazeera. These are chosen because they
represent multiple perspectives and report migration in ways that include emotionally
charged or politicized rhetoric. The news articles are from the years 2022 to 2025,
focussing on a time when migration was a widely discussed topic in the news.

Then, in the second sub-question, the focus is shifted to Dutch media. Here, the research
looks at three major Dutch news outlets: NOS, De Telegraaf, and De Volkskrant. These
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are selected because they are popular in the Netherlands and also because they reflect a
range of political viewpoints. The text of articles, headlines, and editorials related to
migration is analyzed. These will also be articles from 2022 to 2025. The idea is to find out
what kind of language is used and to see how migration is and migrants are described.

Alongside the media analysis, the research includes interviews with academic experts
who work on fields like migration, language, media, or politics. These interviews give an
answer to the third sub-question, about how politicized language is understood by those
who work and or study in the field. The interviews investigate how such experts recognise
the language, what they think its impact is, and how they themselves write/talk about
migration in their own work. Due to a limited number of responses, | was only able to
conduct two interviews. To compensate for this, the third sub-question will be additionally
supported by relevant secondary sources.

To analyse the media texts, the research uses discourse analysis, more specifically
Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). This method helps to look at how language reflects
power and ideology. It’s not just about the words that are used, but also how they’re used,
what gets repeated, and what gets left out. It is all about the context in which specific
words are used, and which words are chosen to tell a certain story. Therefore, the version
of CDA used here is the Discourse-Historical Approach, which also looks at the context in
which the texts appear. That’s important, because language about migration is rarely
neutral. It often reflects social tensions and political goals.

Using the framework from Wodak and Meyer (2001), the analysis looks at word choice,
metaphors, patterns, and arguments that show up in the texts. For example, the study
looks at how words like “wave,” “burden,” or “crisis” are used and what they suggest. By
connecting this with the theoretical ideas mentioned earlier, the research aims to
understand the messages being sent through the word choices of these media outlets,
and what responses they might lead to.

1.6.3 Interview design and analysis

The interviews will be semi-structured. This means that there’s a set of prepared
questions, but there’s also room for participants to speak freely and bring in examples or
ideas that weren’t expected. This kind of setup makes it easier to get detailed and
personal answers. The interviews focus on how experts view politicized language, which
terms they find especially loaded or influential, and how they think this language shapes
public discussions and perceptions.

All interviews are recorded with consent, after which they will be transcribed. The
transcripts are analysed using thematic analysis. This involves looking for patterns or
themes that come up across the interviews. Some of these themes could match what the
theory suggests, while others might come out of the data itself. The goal is to understand
how these experts interpret the language used around migration and how their views
compare to what is found in the media texts.
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1.6.4 Sampling and ethics

Sampling for both the texts and the interviews is done on purpose. Media articles are
chosen because they deal with migration and use language in ways that seem to frame
the issue. The aim isn’'t to make big generalisations but to explore specific examples in
detail. Interview participants are selected based on their academic background and
interest in the topic. Everyone gets clear information about the research and gives
consent before taking part. Ethical guidelines from Radboud University are followed
throughout. Participants stay anonymous, and all data is stored safely and handled with
care.

Even though this is a qualitative study and doesn’t aim to be objective in the traditional
sense, it still tries to be transparent and careful. Every step of the process is documented,
from choosing sources to analysing results. By combining different types of data (media
texts and interviews) the research aims to gain more depth. Being reflexive is also part of
the approach. As the researcher, | stay aware of how my own views might influence the
analysis and try to be honest about that in the way | write and interpret the data.
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1.7 Research Plan and Timeline

This research will be carried out in a few different stages over the course of the thesis
period. It begins with a literature review to build a solid understanding of existing work on
media framing, migration, and language. This first part will also help to fine-tune the
theoretical framework and adjust the research questions based on what comes up in the
academic debate. This literature review is also meant to help me specify this research.

The second step is data collection. Media articles will be collected from international
English-language sources and from three major Dutch news outlets: NOS, De Telegraaf,
and De Volkskrant. These articles will be from the period between 2022 and 2025 and
selected based on their relevance to migration and their use of politicized language. At the
same time, semi-structured interviews will be held with academic experts who work in the
fields of media, language, migration, and politics.

Once the data is collected, the analysis phase will start. Media texts will be analysed using
Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), with a focus on word choice, framing, and the wider
context. The interviews will be analyzed to find recurring ideas and perspectives on
politicized language and media framing.

The final step is to finish writing the thesis and putting everything together in a clear way
that links the theory and the data, so | can answer my research question. A timeline will

help guide the work, and regular meetings and emails with the supervisor will help keep
the project on track.

Bachelor Thesis

Timeline @

Task @ Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug

Working on porposal —
Specifying method(s) _
Data collection _
Data analysis (results) -
Discussion conclusions -
D
@

Reccomendations &
reflection

Submit final version

2nd opportunity —

Figure 1: Bachelor Thesis Timeline
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1.8 Researcher Positionality, Ethical Considerations, and Limitations

As a student in human geography and planning, I'm aware that my own background and
perspective might influence how | interpret topics like migration and media. To stay critical
and reflective, I'll actively ask for feedback from my supervisor and peers during the
research process. This should help keep my interpretations balanced and well-supported.

Ethical considerations are an important part of this project. Everyone taking part in
interviews will get clear information about the purpose of the research and what will
happen with their data. I'll ask for (informed) consent before any interviews start. All data
will be anonymised and stored safely, following the ethical guidelines of Radboud
University Nijmegen. Media sources will be used with proper citation and with attention to
copyright.

Of course, this research also has its limitations. By focusing on Dutch mainstream media,
some alternative perspectives might not be fully included. The selected timeframe (2022-
2025) helps give structure, but it might miss some longer-term developments. And like
with any qualitative research, there’s always some level of subjectivity. Still, by using a mix
of sources and being transparent about the process, the aim is to produce findings that
are trustworthy and meaningful.
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2. Politicized language in the media

The first sub-question: “How is politicized language defined and used in the media
discourse on migration?” is addressed in this chapter by exploring what is politicized
language and how it is used in media discourse on migration. It begins by theorizing what
politicized language is and its role in influencing how people understand migration based
on Wittgenstein's theory of language games (Kopytko, 2007), Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis
(Kay & Kempton, 1984), and Framing Theory (Entman, 1993). These theories help us
understand how language is used in the media to shape public opinion towards migration.
The chapter then presents a series of practical examples from global as well as Dutch
media outlets for the purpose of demonstrating how politicized language is used in
practice.

2.1 Understanding migration discourse

Before looking at politicized language in the media, we have to be aware of what
discourse is and how it relates to migration. Discourse, as an academic term, represents
something more than words. It is about how we write about or speak about something, the
context behind the words, and how these influence how we view the world. Discourse is
how language constructs meaning and power. It decides who speaks, what’s seen as
normal, and whose stories are left out (van Dijk, 2018).

By migration discourse, we mean the ways and words that individuals use to talk about
migrants, asylum seekers, and refugees in the media. Gabrielatos and Baker (2008) give
an example of how UK newspapers mostly use words and metaphors such as “floods” or
‘wave” to describe migration. Although these words seem to be neutral, they somehow
suggest that migration is a threat, that it's dangerous. Because words like these are used
so often, they affect how people think and feel about migration.

Research has shown that the language used by media outlets has the ability to influence
society’s attitude towards migrants. For example, when migrants are mostly referred to
using numbers or in problems, people may stop to view them as individuals with their own
experiences and rights. Instead, they are “outsiders" or “others” (a process called
‘othering’), which creates a certain distance between “us” and “them” (Fuller, 2024).

Visuals also have an important role in migration discourse. Schmolz (2019) states that
migrants are represented on news sites as huge masses of faceless people, usually from
far away without showing their emotions or their stories. This kind of visuals can make it
harder to identify with them as human beings who have their own stories and lives.
Through understanding migration discourse we are made aware that the media not only
describe and report on migration, but actually construct our understanding of it.

2.2 Understanding politicized language through theory

Wittgenstein (1953) theory of language games argues that words do not have clear
meanings. Instead, their meaning depends on how they are utilized in a specific context.
Language is part of social practice, and each situation has its own “game” with its set of
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rules (Kopytko, 2007). The theory describes how words like “refugee”, “asylum seeker”, or
“illegal immigrant” may be utilized to communicate various meanings depending on the
source of the media, political climate, and audience.

Take “refugee” and “illegal immigrant”. The former calls forth sympathy and legal
protection, the latter crime and makes an individual seem less deserving and worthy.
These are not simply issues of terminology, but are manifestations of wider political ideas.
Wittgenstein’s argument is that the way the media talks is part of a larger system that
influences the public perception of migration.

The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis adds to this by suggesting that language influences the
manner in which people think. Kay and Kempton (1984) explain how language can
influence how we perceive things, even though it doesn’t completely control what we
think. In news coverage of migration, if people are constantly exposed to words like
“invasion” or “crisis”, they could come to think of migration as something dangerous or out
of control, even if the facts do not support this (Whorf, 1964).

Framing Theory (Entman, 1993) integrates these ideas by showing how the media
decides what parts of a story to highlight. Some words, images, or stories are used by
reporters to frame the way people think about issues. Politicized language is a significant
component of this since it can promote a specific worldview while seeming objective.

2.3 Defining politicized language in media discourse

Politicized language is objective-sounding language that actively contains a specific
viewpoint or opinion behind it. In media coverage of news, this may be the utilization of
emotional terms, specific labels, or speech patterns making a point of view sound more
neutral, normal, or acceptable (Wodak & Meyer, 2001).

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) explains that politicized language is not simply a matter
of writing or saying strong or slanted words. It is one of a broader trend in which language
works to keep some thoughts dominant. According to CDA, the way we talk about a topic
like migration can make certain views seem normal or obvious, while other views get
ignored. For example, repetition of words like “illegal” or “crisis” over and over can make
individuals believe that migration is a threat, whereas the problem might be more complex
(Fairclough, 1995; Wodak, 2001).

News coverage of migration relies heavily on alarming metaphors that compare migration
to waves or tsunamis to frame migration as uncontrollable and risky, according to Hart
(2024). A 2022 Fox News headline, for example, reads, “Missouri AG Schmitt says lifting
Title 42 will unleash ‘tsunami’ of illegal immigration as states push back” (Shaw, 2022a).
The article includes strong terms such as “illegal immigration”, “surge”, and “rapid
expulsion”, which already suggest urgency and disorder. Describing it as a “tsunami”
amplifies that message even further, evoking a sense of crisis and loss of control. This
sort of language can influence the way people emotionally respond to migration and might

increase the popularity of stricter policies.
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2.4 Global examples of politicized language

Watching global media shows how different news outlets use politicized language
differently. Fox News in America regularly describes immigration at the southern border
with terms like “surge” and “crisis”. For example, a 2023 article was headed “Biden
announces border visit, new measures as pressure grows over overwhelming migrant
surge” (Shaw, 2023). Another article employed the phrase “Biden admin facing third year
of crisis at the southern border” (Shaw, 2022b). Such headlines do more than just inform
the public; they frame migration as an existential threat which helps securitize migration,
possibly legitimizing extraordinary measures.

This type of framing is not exclusive to US media. Zawadzka-Paluektau (2023) shows that
media organizations in Europe also rely intensively on metaphors like floods, waves, or
invasions to cover migration. These metaphors make migration something that is
overwhelming and out of control. De Haas (2024) goes on to say that emotionally charged
language can reinforce a distorted public understanding of migration and increase backing
for restrictive policy, even when reality is more nuanced than described.

The Guardian’s style of migration reporting is one that is significantly different, and there is
a tendency for it to use phrases like “undocumented migrants” or “displaced people” rather
than more criminalising or panic-inducing terms. This reflects a broader interest in human
rights and the human narratives of migration. In an article in August 2023, the newspaper,
for example, reported on more than one million people (refugees) fleeing violent fighting in
Sudan (The Guardian, 2023). Instead of writing about border pressure or figures alone,
the article wrote about the daily life of refugees escaping “spiralling violence”, highlighting
their vulnerability along with the slow international reaction. An article in 2024 gave equal
importance to Palestinian families’ decades-long displacement in Shatila, a refugee camp
in Lebanon (The Guardian, 2024). It wrote of “scars on every street” and explained how
being denied access to work and education has influenced entire generations. Stories like
this shift the focus from seeing migration as a ‘problem’ to seeing it as a symptom of
failure at the system level.

BBC News is commonly seen as more objective, but how it reports migration still has
influence. In an article written in October 2024, the BBC reported that the number of
people reaching the Channel in small boats had already reached the total for the entire
year of 2023, surpassing about 30,000 at that point in the year (Panons, 2024). This kind
of language highlights increase and magnitude. Even though it is true, it draws specific
attention to this growth, which can create feelings of worry. Another article this June
reported more than 1,000 people entered in three days alone, once again laying such
emphasis on numbers and quantity (BBC News, 2023). The tone is consistent and level-
headed, yet such a focus on big numbers still influences people’s understanding of the
crisis.

Al Jazeera also takes a more wide-ranging, structural approach to migration. Rather than
highlighting merely where individuals are ending up, it tends to pull back and examine why
individuals are being displaced in the first place. In a 2024 piece, the publication reported
that the total number of forcibly displaced individuals globally had doubled in the last
decade, reaching 120 million (AJLabs, 2024). The article didn't simply drop stats and
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proceed. It made distinct connections between rising displacement and global issues like
war, economic collapse, and human rights violations. Another 2024 article in the same
newspaper was on Sudan, where there has been constant conflict that has completely
disrupted regular life (Al Jazeera, 2024). It depicted cities like Khartoum falling apart and
families having to leave with little more than the clothes on their backs. What is significant
in Al Jazeera's reporting is that it avoids framing migrants as a threat. Instead, it offers
displacement as a result of ongoing problems in the global system, not as something
caused by the individuals who are being forced to leave.

2.5 Connecting theory to media practice

The theories discussed above help to understand how the four media outlets produce
meaning through language. Framing Theory (Entman, 1993) is particularly useful when
dealing with Fox News reporting. “Surge” and “crisis” (Shaw, 2022b, 2023) are not just
words; they lead one towards understanding migration as a national crisis. Here,
Entman’s framing theory shows how the media often focus on certain details of a story to
shape what people see as the problem, point to who or what is to blame, and shape how
people think and feel about it. For Fox News, the framing leads the public to interpret
migration as a threat for which immediate policy responses are required.

Wittgenstein’s (1953) language games theory also provides additional insight into how
language functions based on context. The use of “refugee” can suggest vulnerability and
legal protection when used by The Guardian, while “illegal immigrant” in more right-wing
media outlets might suggest illegitimacy and criminality. Wittgenstein argued that words
obtain meaning from the everyday contexts and situations in which they are used.
Likewise, different media have their own “language game” created by their own political
agenda and the audience they seek to reach. This affects how they talk about and report
on migration.

Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis (Whorf, 1964; Kay & Kempton, 1984) states that the language
spoken by people can shape the way they think. As readers often read metaphors like
“tsunami” or “flood” for describing migration in news, such as the May 2022 Fox News title
warning of a “tsunami of illegal immigration” (Shaw, 2022a), readers can start to imagine
migration as dangerous and uncontrollable. Even when it is not directly said, this type of
language can influence what people think regarding the issue. On the other hand, Al
Jazeera will be more inclined to talk about the broader context for immigration, for
example, war or inequality (AJLabs, 2024; Al Jazeera, 2024). This type of language
deflects blame and instead creates sympathy for why individuals are being forced to flee.
BBC News may seem more impartial and neutral, yet its constant use of rising numbers
and crossing borders (BBC News, 2023; Panons, 2024) still plays a role in how the public
imagines migration, specifically by highlighting the scale and urgency of the problem.

What instead becomes clear is that politicized language does not always act through
obvious opinions or strong statements. It also works in more subtle ways, like repetitive
word choice and shared metaphors that become routine and thus appear as business as
usual. This kind of framing often goes unnoticed but still shapes what individuals think
regarding migration, the way political debates are constructed, and what kinds of policies
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become accepted. When we employ these theoretical frameworks, we are able to observe
that media language is not simply mirroring reality. It is also playing a role in shaping it.

2.6 Politicized language in the media discourse

Politicized language in media coverage of migration is language that will seem neutral
upon initial inspection but expresses some political positions or notions. It operates by
word choice, metaphors, and framing practices that affect how migration is framed and
understood. As the examples have shown, different media lead the perception of their
audience in different directions. Fox News has the tendency to frame migration as
pressing or ominous. The Guardian and Al Jazeera will be more likely to report individual
stories and broader structural causes of migration. BBC News is more objective but still
reports the problem by highlighting numbers and increases year by year. This shows that
politicized language is not necessarily extremist or loud. It can be subtle as well,
appearing in everyday choices that quietly shape the way people think about migration
and what makes sense as a response.

This chapter has demonstrated the operation of politicized language through theory and
examples. Wittgenstein’s theory shows that meaning is context (Kopytko, 2007). Sapir-
Whorf reminds us that language can influence how we see the world (Kay & Kempton,
1984). Framing theory explains how media use language to guide what we focus on
(Entman, 1993). These theories together help explain how politicized language frames
migration on a very subtle but highly influential level.

This chapter has shown how politicized language in the media is strongly connected to
wider migration discourses. The dominant migration discourse, as we can see from
analyzing some global media articles, often frames it as a crisis, a threat, or something
difficult to handle. Through these examples, we have learned about how language can
affect what people believe and how they feel about migration. Though sometimes
appearing neutral or factlike, certain words or phrases can reflect the underlying political
and social ideas. Trying to understand migration discourse reminds us that language has
the power to influence and shape public opinion. In the next chapter, more attention will
be paid to Dutch media and how politicized language is used to frame migration in specific
ways.
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3. Framing migration in the Netherlands

Drawing on previous discussion of politicized language, this chapter examines in
particular the ways in which Dutch media use language to frame migration. This
addresses the second sub-question: “In what ways does the use of politicized language
contribute to the framing of migration in the Dutch media?”. Whereas the last chapter
defined the theoretical background, in this case, those theories are applied more
situationally, investigating how the use of words, metaphors, and narrative structures
influence public understanding in the Netherlands. The analysis is done by employing
Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), specifically the Discourse-Historical Approach (Wodak
& Meyer, 2001), to research how three large media organizations: NOS, De Telegraaf,
and De Volkskrant report on migration from 2022 to 2025.

Framing theory (Entman, 1993) is useful in understanding how media construct stories by
choosing some things to highlight while leaving out others. Wittgenstein’s language
games (Kopytko, 2007) assist us in perceiving how meaning is usage-bound, and the
Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis (Kay & Kempton, 1984) illustrates how language affects our
perception. The theories collectively assist us in investigating the particular ways Dutch
media portray migration and how that constructs what readers perceive as normal, as
problematic, or as urgent.

3.1 Media framing by NOS, De Telegraaf and De Volkskrant

NOS is known for its neutrality, and its language does seem less sensational than other
sources. But tone neutrality does not equate to framing neutrality. Through the lens of
CDA, we can see that NOS tends to frame migration in neutral-sounding terms that render
migration as a technical problem, something to be managed by the systems and the
procedures rather than by people and narratives. It tends to take away the humanizing
perspective.

In the headline “Opvang asielzoekers Schiphol onder grote druk” (Shelter for asylum
seekers at Schiphol under great pressure) (NOS, 2024d), “onder grote druk” (under great
pressure) suggests a system that’s under strain. It doesn’t blame the migrants, but it does
suggest urgency and pressure. Likewise, another article “Komende jaren grote toename
aantal asielzoekers verwacht” (Significant increase in asylum seekers expected in the
coming years) (NOS, 2023a) reports increasing numbers as expectations for what is to
come. While it's talking about expectations of what is to come, the language reinforces the
idea of a system already under pressure, looking for more of the same to come.

This emphasis turns migration into a question of capacity, how much the system can hold,
and not a question about individuals. NOS articles also frequently use terms like
“opvanglocaties” (shelter locations), “capaciteitsproblemen” (capacity problems), and
“toename van aanvragen” (increase in applications), which confirms a system focused
view. Rarely are the migrants themselves interviewed or characterized as individuals with
agency or histories. Instead, they’re treated as part of a practical problem that needs to be
solved or managed.
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For example, a 2024 NOS news item on new asylum policy explained that many
municipalities disagreed with plans to open new reception centers. The focus was mainly
on political and practical matters, including planning and a lack of good communication.
The item did not include views of local people or of asylum seekers. Such reporting
presents migration largely as a policy problem, instead of highlighting the human or social
dimension (NOS, 2024c).

Another common trend in NOS reporting is focus on quantitative levels. For instance, in a
2023 report, NOS states that the government expects 45,000 to 60,000 asylum seekers
for the year, citing the burden this puts on shelter networks (NOS, 2023c). In a further
article in June 2023, the paper states that over 18,000 applications for asylum were
submitted within the first half-year, indicating the high demand compared to last year (Bas
de Vries, 2023). In addition, in April 2023, NOS stated that the number of expected
asylum applications could rise up to 70,000, emphasizing the task for the COA to find
enough shelter places (NOS, 2023b).

All this focus on numbers impacts the way people think about migration, shifting attention
from why they are moving and what is happening to them to how many are arriving and
whether or not the system can handle it. It converts migration into a quantity issue, one of
managing or limiting, as opposed to a complex social and humanitarian issue. This kind of
reporting creates an impression that migration is all about statistics and projections and is
thereby abstract and quantitative rather than concerning real persons. Migration decisions
start to sound like technical issues rather than what migrants actually go through, with
more focus on how the system can process them than what the migrants experience. CDA
helps to show how such thinking is connected to a system-focused approach, wherein the
central focus is managing pressure and not understanding human experience.

Occasionally, NOS employs quotations from politicians or government ministers speaking
about events surrounding asylum and migration. These quotations are usually concerning
issues like workload, planning, or legal issues, and this keeps the discussion going around
systems and policies and not people. For example, in February 2024, State Secretary Van
der Burg made an urgent call for 5,500 more reception rooms in five weeks, threatening
that otherwise it will turn out that some have nowhere to live (NOS, 2024a). The article
refers to political pressure and system pressure but lacks the asylum seekers’ worries
themselves. The same trend appears in another 2024 article describing how thousands of
reception spots were lost after plans to delay dispersal law were made. Again, the political
impact and capacity problems are the center of the story, without showing how this might
affect the people who rely on that shelter (NOS, 2024b).

These examples show how NOS usually presents migration as something in need of
management at the national level. There is very little attention for the global reasons for
migration, like conflict, poverty, or climate change. Those affected by these policies are
rarely interviewed or shown. By doing this, migration comes to look mostly like a problem
for the Dutch system, not a problem that occurs as a result of greater global issues. It then
becomes something to be managed with statistics and policy, but not something to be
understood through people’s stories.
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De Telegraaf uses more sensational and emotionally loaded vocabulary on a regular
basis. It often highlights chaos, danger, and social conflict. This framing method is also
consistent with political narratives prioritizing control and urgency.

The headline “Winkeliers in Ter Apel sturen brandbrief: 'Als wij een dag geen diefstal
hebben zeggen we tegen elkaar: wat heerlijk” (Shopkeepers in Ter Apel send urgent
letter: 'If we go a day without theft, we say to each other: how lovely') (Borst, 2023) uses
the term “brandbrief” (urgent letter), which places the reality in an extremely serious and
irrepressible position. The article continues that “in het winkelcentrum van Ter Apel is al
jaren regelmatig overlast van asielzoekers die winkeldiefstallen plegen en zich agressief
gedragen” (in the shopping center of Ter Apel there has been frequent nuisance from
asylum seekers for years, who commit shoplifting and behave aggressively). This kind of
framing portrays asylum seekers as a constant threat, directly associating them with crime
and violence. It doesn't focus on that particular incident, but instead generalises behaviour
to an entire group. Another, “Aantal overlastgevende asielzoekers verdubbeld:
“Onacceptabel risico om slachtoffer te worden” (Number of nuisance-causing asylum
seekers doubled: 'Unacceptable risk of becoming a victim') (Kossen, 2024), uses the word
“overlastgevende” (nuisance-causing), which is vague enough to suggest practically
anything. Such vagueness invites the reader to fill in the blanks in the story with their own
assumptions, typically negative ones, without a great amount of hard evidence having to
be provided by the article. Both headlines and phrasing establish a narrative and rely
heavily on suspicion and fear, not facts or subtlety.

The newspaper often mixes such terms with vivid imagery: overcrowded tents, police,
protests. For example, when in 2022 De Telegraaf covered demonstrations in Budel, they
spoke with angry locals carrying signs like “Geef ons dorp terug” (Return our village to us)
and “Stop de overlast vanuit azc” (Stop the nuisance from the asylum center), but featured
no quotes from migrants themselves. The headline wrote about a “rustige demonstratie”
(peaceful demonstration), but the framing indicated neighborhood resistance and
frustration, fueling the narrative of a community that is fiercely opposed to incoming
asylum seekers (De Telegraaf, 2022b).

Terms like “asielcrisis” (asylum crisis), “chaos bij opvang” (chaos at shelters), and
“veiligheidsproblemen” (security problems) crop up regularly in De Telegraaf’s reporting
on migration, especially when stories are about tensions or pressure on local communities
(De Telegraaf, 2022b). Terms like these, together with dramatic headlines and images,
help to convey the feeling that everything is getting out of control. What is striking is that
most of these articles focus largely on the frustration of native inhabitants, with minimal
voice given to migrants. An example is the 2022 reporting of the protest in Budel, which
highlighted the anger in the community but left out the perspective of the people living in
the asylum center (De Telegraaf, 2022b). Such one-sided representation makes migration
look like more of a local threat than a shared social challenge.

Besides just vocabulary, De Telegraaf often makes an effort to use a quite direct way of
writing. Brief sentences, increased punctuation, and urgent wording all help create
tension. Where the paper does quote politicians, it is usually from hard-right parties
demanding more strict controls at the borders or faster deportation. For example, in an
article of August 2024, De Telegraaf reported on PVV Asylum and Migration Minister
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Marjolein Faber, who declared an asylum crisis, explaining that “alles zit bomvol”
(everything is completely full) and called for urgent action (De Telegraaf, 2024). Since the
PVV has a reputation for having an unbending position on immigration, this follows the
paper’s tendency to include political opinion that presents migration as something that
must be brought under control. One can see from Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) how
these sorts of quotations, especially when supported by strong headlines, help create the
impression of far-reaching political consensus in favour of stricter policies.

Even articles that aren’t directly about asylum seekers still link them to bigger issues, like
the housing crisis. Migrants can be made to appear though they’re competing with Dutch
citizens for resources, resulting in a ‘zero-sum’ way of thinking. If one receives something
within this type of thinking, then it is believed that the other loses. For example, a 2022
article in De Telegraaf clarified that the municipality of Utrecht decided to reserve all social
housing for six weeks exclusively for status holders, to help cope with pressure on the
asylum system (De Telegraaf, 2022a). The article is largely concerned with frustration of
residents and local authorities. When pieces like this focus on shortage and exclude the
voices of the migrants themselves, it can create the perception that Dutch people are
being left behind or ignored. This kind of framing tends to reduce migration to a source of
tension, where helping one group seems to come at the expense of another.

De Volkskrant takes a different approach, focussing on structural causes and personal
stories. Headlines like “Artsen zonder Grenzen stuurt team naar Ter Apel vanwege
'mensonwaardige’ omstandigheden” (Doctors Without Borders sends team to Ter Apel
due to 'inhumane' conditions) do not focus on the number of migrants, but on the state's
inability to provide for them. Here, the subject of the headline is about the system, not the
people who are arriving (Albers, 2022).

In “Met onze verhalen proberen we telkens weer vluchtelingen een gezicht te geven”
(With our stories we try time and again to give refugees a face) (Klok, 2023), the editors
talk about how journalism can influence people’s attitudes towards refugees. They explain
that if the media only uses numbers or talks in general terms, then it is easy to forget that
refugees are real human beings. This can result in less sympathy and more detachment,
or even fear. That is why they believe it is necessary to continue emphasizing individual
stories. The article names journalists such as Carlijne Vos and Rosa van Gool, who
attempt to reveal the human face of migration by speaking with refugees and reporting
what they have witnessed. From a CDA point of view, this shows how the language we
use when we talk about refugees can make a huge impact. Personal stories have the
power to change the tone of the debate and to make people sympathize more with what is
happening to the refugees.

Besides personal stories, de Volkskrant also leaves space for opinion pieces and readers’
reactions that look at the bigger picture around migration. A nice example is an opinion
article by Hein de Haas and Leo Lucassen (2024), in which they explain how migrants are
scapegoated for all kinds of problems in media and politics, even when the evidence
doesn’t support that. They use CBS data and more facts to show that many of the
common arguments, like high criminality or no integration, are more complicated or just
aren’t the case. For example, Iranian and Afghani refugee children perform quite well in
school, and crime rates among people with a migration background have actually dropped
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over the years. What they argue for is more nuance in how we talk about migration,
instead of selling negative storylines that encourage fear and polarization.

The same idea of creating space for other perspectives is also found in a 2025 Volkskrant
article collecting readers’ reactions to the new migration museum Fenix (de Volkskrant,
2025). In the reactions, people remark on how migration is often addressed from a limited
or single perspective. Others note that migration is not solely a matter of refugees or
people of color, but one which is part of human history and one that binds us all. Others
have raised concerns that even good faith efforts like the museum can end up reinforcing
colonial ways of thinking, especially when leadership positions are largely held by those
without a migration background.

These contributions highlight the fact that migration is not just an issue of numbers or
policy, but of representation, culture, and perspective. From a CDA viewpoint, this shows
how important it is who gets to speak and which voices get to be heard in the public
discussion. By publishing these kinds of responses, de Volkskrant helps to open up the
debate on migration and helps challenge dominant ways of thinking.

The images De Volkskrant’s uses is also in line with its more reflective and human
reporting style. Instead of showing chaotic scenes or confrontations, the photos in a 2022
photo report on Ter Apel focus on everyday yet noteworthy details, including a box of plain
cheese sandwiches, rows of outdoor portable toilets, and waiting rooms. Such photos not
only augment the story. They also make it more realistic and emotional. By showing what
daily life is like under those conditions, the photographs add a visual element to the
written account that enables people to connect more directly to what is happening to
asylum seekers (van Bergeijk, 2022).

De Volkskrant also often connects Dutch migration stories to what is happening in the rest
of the world. In an article from 2024, for instance, the newspaper showed an image of the
lives of Sudanese refugees in South Sudanese camps. The article reported on how
ongoing violence and a lack of aid left people stuck in violent and hopeless circumstances
(Bastmeijer, 2024). The title “Liever sterven door een bom of kogel in mijn vaderland dan
in een kamp in Zuid-Soedan” (“Rather die from a bomb or bullet in my homeland than in a
camp in South Sudan”), together with the strong imagery, results in a much more humane
perspective. It emphasizes the desperation and challenging choices refugees have to
face, which can result in sympathy in readers. By adding this type of global perspective,
the newspaper informs readers that migration often starts with global crises, not just local
problems.

The paper also appears to be cautious in using terms like “vluchteling” (refugee), “migrant”
(migrant), and “nieuwkomer” (newcomer), often adding a bit more context about the origin
of the individuals or the cause of why they left. In its 2024 coverage of Sudanese refugees
in South Sudan, for example, De Volkskrant reported on people fleeing violence and the
breakdown of support structures, illustrating a clear link between war and forced migration
(Bastmeijer, 2024). While the article does not enter into detail about definitions, the
language lacks exaggeration and portrays people in a realistic and respectful way. The
tone they use is calm and serious, emphasizing the seriousness of the issue without
sounding dramatic.
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3.2 Theoretical reflection

When we compare how NOS, De Telegraaf and De Volkskrant report on migration, the
differences in frame and language immediately come into view. All of them have specific
choices about what they highlight, how they write up their articles and whose perspectives
get included. These choices aren’t just about a certain writing style. They can also reflect
certain political views, as explained by framing theory (Entman, 1993). Therefore, these
choices have a direct impact on the way migration is framed,how it is shown to the public
and the way people are most likely to understand it.

NOS mostly defines migration as a systematic or policy issue. Their articles tend to focus
on numbers, process and the pressure migration has on the system. It might seem
neutral, but in reality, it frames migration as something to be managed, not as something
which affects people’s lives. This kind of reporting is in line with what Brouwer, Van der
Woude and Van der Leun (2017) found on how Dutch media simply follow official
discourses when speaking about migration. Framing theory (Entman, 1993) helps us to
understand this frames the topic of migration as a problem, where migration is defined as
more of a technical problem than a human one. Also, Wittgenstein’s language games
(Kopytko, 2007) helps us understand how so-called neutral words can come to have a
specific meaning depending upon how and where used (context). In this case, they are
reinforcing the idea that migration is a problem that should be solved by the system. This
results in migration being seen as less as a social or global phenomenon and more as
something that needs institutional and systemic management.

De Telegraaf takes a different approach, falling back on more confrontational language
and emotional storytelling. Words like “crisis”, “nuisance”, or “flood” are applied over and
over again, and the paper often emphasizes unrest or tension in Dutch society. The Sapir-
Whorf Hypothesis (Kay & Kempton, 1984) can help to explain this. If readers constantly
read sensational or strong language about migration, this can affect how they think about
the topic, which in this case can mean they are more likely to understand migration as a
threat or something dangerous. Migrants themselves are hardly ever quoted and their
perspectives are hardly ever found in pieces written by De Telegraaf. Instead, the articles
mostly center on the annoyance of locals and politicians insisting on more and stricter
regulations. This kind of reporting is closer to a right-wing mentality and gets readers used
to thinking of migration as something to be controlled or feared.

Overall, de Volkskrant’s reporting on migration is more reflective and human-focused.
Instead of reporting only on numbers or political arguments, the paper reports on personal
stories, causes and global connections. The tone is calm and respectful, and doesn’t use
big exaggerations or negative words. This is a more human-focused way of framing,
where migrants are framed as people who have real experiences, and not as numbers or
problems. Articles often show background on why people migrate, putting this into bigger
issues such as war, inequality or failing systems. At the same time, the paper leaves
space for multiple perspectives, such as experts, journalists and readers, which helps to
paint the picture that migration is a complex problem with many faces. Wittgenstein’s
(Kopytko, 2007) idea that words get their meaning from how they are used applies here
too. By calling them “newcomers” instead of “asylum seekers” and giving more broad
context on the story, de Volkskrant gives us a more humanitarian picture. Such reporting
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gets readers to think more deeply about migration and to consider it not just as a local
problem, but as part of larger social and global topics.

When comparing them all, we can see how politicized language shapes migration
reporting in the Netherlands. Whether through neutral-sounding stats, emotional headlines
or personal stories, each offers a different interpretation of reality. These choices are
crucial because they shape public perceptions and attitudes, form political debate and
affect what kind of solutions people support. Framing theory (Entman, 1993) can help to
explain this. The media do not just report facts. They choose what they want to report and
what they do not want to report, which influences people’s thoughts on the matter. In the
end, the language of the media does not just tell us about migration. It contributes to
influencing the manner in which society reacts to it.

Looking back at the examples from Dutch media in this chapter, it becomes easier to see
how the theories from the previous chapter actually play out in practice. For example,
Wittgenstein’s (Kopytko, 2007) idea that the meaning of words depends on how they’re
used really shows in the way different media use terms like “asielzoeker” (asylum seeker),
“overlast” (nuisance) or “crisis” (crisis). In NOS articles, these words might sound neutral,
but when used again and again in the context of system pressure and capacity problems,
they start to influence and shape how readers see migration as something to be
managed. In De Telegraaf, the same kind of words are used more emotionally, often
connected to local fear or social tension, which frames migration as a risk or even a
threat. Meanwhile, De Volkskrant uses softer terms like “nieuwkomer” (newcomer) or just
gives more context and more perspectives, which helps readers see people and not just
problems.

This is also connected to the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis (Kay & Kempton, 1984). The idea
that language shapes how we think helps explain how certain words or headlines can
push people toward specific opinions. When migration is always described with pressure,
numbers or chaos, it's easy for readers to start seeing it mainly as a crisis. On the other
hand, if they show personal stories or global causes, like in De Volkskrant, people might
understand migration as a complex humanitarian issue instead of just a national problem.

Framing Theory really brings all of this together (Entman, 1993). Each outlet highlights
different parts of the story. NOS focuses on systems and numbers, De Telegraaf on
emotion and conflict, and De Volkskrant on people and context. None of these choices are
random. They each frame migration in their own way, which then influences how people
understand the situation and what kind of policies or reactions they find reasonable.

Therefore, politicized language doesn’t just affect how migration is framed through words.
Each media outlet shows a certain deeper view and perspective on the world. These
media frames can often carry a certain political meaning, and can help people form a
certain opinion about migration. Therefore, to answer the question of how politicized
language contributes to the framing of migration in Dutch media: it happens through the
repeated use of specific words, the tone of headlines, and the voices that get included or
left out. Even when the language sounds neutral, it can still have implications and shape
how people think about migration. By connecting theory to these real examples, it
becomes clear that language doesn’t just describe migration. It helps define how society
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sees it. Through connecting the theory to these real examples, it is clear that language
does not simply describe migration. It also helps to build how people understand, talk
about, and respond to migration.

33



4. Expert views on media impact

This chapter attempts to answer the sub-question: “How do experts perceive the impact of
politicized media language on public debates on migration?”. In an attempt to explore this
question, | held two in-depth interviews with experts. For privacy reasons, they will be
referred to as expert 1 and expert 2. Although | had hoped to have more interviewees,
most of the experts | contacted unfortunately did not respond. However, the two interviews
| managed to conduct offered valuable insights. | also included some academic and
opinion-based sources to verify and build on what the experts stated.

4.1 Expert perspectives on politicized language

Expert 1 explained that media language is not only about giving information, but also
about power. “... taal is altijd macht in de zin van dat het een bepaalde visie weergeeft van
een bepaalde stem in de maatschappij” (“... language is always power in the sense that it
reflects a certain vision from a particular voice in society”). This idea relates to Entman’s
(1993) framing theory, where power is exercised through language by highlighting certain
information and excluding other information. This also relates to Wittgenstein’s idea
(Kopytko, 2007) that how, where and in what context we use words determines what
those words mean. In this case, the well-read and powerful media have a big influence on
how the public talks about migration and what is seen as important. Expert 1 gave the
example of the phrase “refugee crisis,” which could sound neutral but actually carries a
strong political message. “Een refugee crisis, dat is een term die blijft hangen” (“A refugee
crisis, that is a term that sticks”). According to this expert, terms like these influence how
the public views migration, especially during times of election. “Waar het vooral om gaat is
dat allerlei politieke partijen een electoraal voordeel inzien om dit thema te benadrukken
en hieromheen campagne voeren” (“What it's mainly about is that various political parties
see an electoral advantage in emphasizing this issue and campaigning around it”). He
added, “En dat hoeft dan niet per se zo te zijn dat migratie ook daadwerkelijk een heel erg
belangrijk probleem is” (“And it doesn’t necessarily have to be the case that migration is
actually a very serious problem”). That way, framing can be used to create a sense of
urgency, even when the urgency itself can be debatable. This links back to findings from
chapter 2, where the idea of a “crisis” was shown to be part of an emotionally loaded story
used to attract attention and votes.

Expert 1 also talked about how the media repeats the way politicians frame certain topics.
“Media speelt zeker een hele belangrijke rol in het reproduceren van bepaalde framings
van beleidsmakers” (“Media certainly plays an important role in reproducing certain
framings from policymakers”). This fits with chapter 3, where headlines often used
repeated metaphors and language tied to political agendas. For example, De Telegraaf
wrote about an “asielcrisis” (asylum crisis) when they quoted PVV minister Marjolein
Faber on the matter, who stated that “alles zit bomvol” (everything is completely full) (De
Telegraaf, 2024). This kind of language has an implied political message that the asylum
system is under great pressure and therefore might need stricter policies to handle this.
NOS often used phrases like “onder grote druk” (under great pressure) and
“capaciteitsproblemen” (capacity problems) in their reporting about the asylum system.
These kinds of phrases show how migration is often presented as a technical problem by
the government. As mentioned before in chapter 3, State Secretary Van der Burg made
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an urgent call for 5,500 more reception rooms in five weeks, threatening that otherwise it
will turn out that some have nowhere to live (NOS, 2024a). This emphasizes the focus on
the system and migration as a technical problem. Another example is that De Telegraaf
wrote about “overlastgevende asielzoekers” (nuisance-causing asylum seekers) and how
the article associated them with shoplifting and aggressive behaviour (Borst, 2023). This
can support political agendas that link migration to crime and as a threat on society. So by
repeating such phrases, the media helps to reproduce and normalise certain frames.

Expert 1 also said that while Dutch media is not as extreme as, for example, American
media, it can still help spread political messages. “Moet je iedere scheet die iemand op
Twitter laat ook serieus nemen?” (“Should you take every fart a politician tweets
seriously?”) Although this quote sounds funny, it makes a serious point about how the
media sometimes pays too much attention to less important political messages. He also
mentioned that “... de media daarbij ook gespannen kan worden voor de karretjes van
allerlei verschillende actoren” (“... the media can also be used to serve the interests of
various different actors”), sometimes without realizing it. This also connects to framing
theory (Entman, 1993), where the media (whether knowingly or not) shows certain
aspects of a certain topic while leaving out others, creating a certain frame for the society
to perceive. For this analysis, this theory is useful because it explains how the subtle word
choices that media use are capable of shaping how people view migration. By choosing
certain words or repeating certain ideas, the media focus more on one side of the story.
This is consistent with Entman’s idea that framing is about selecting certain pieces of
information while ignoring or leaving out other pieces of information, in an attempt to
create a specific perspective on reality (Entman, 1993). So when headlines highlight
things like pressure, threat or numbers, this is not just reporting about facts. It is all part of
a frame which influences how people view migration.

Expert 2 focused more on the specific words used in the media coverage. This expert
explained how terms such as “illegal migration” don’t align with the complex reality many
people face, it oversimplifies it. “Daar is een hele wirwar aan realiteiten die onder één
noemer worden genoemd, en dat is illegale migratie” (“There is a whole range of realities
that are all labeled under one heading, and that is illegal migration”). This simplification of
complex situations directly connects to the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, which says that
language shapes how we see the world (Kay & Kempton, 1984). Grouping all different
kinds of migration under one label reduces understanding and empathy, as also shown in
the examples discussed in chapter 3. Expert 2 explained that using this type of language
can make people see migrants as criminals, even though many of them had good reasons
to leave their home countries. “Als je kijkt naar de afgelopen tien jaar, met name de
Mediterraanse zee, dan is ongeveer 70% van alle mensen die overgestoken zijn
uiteindelijk gelegaliseerd” (“If you look at the past ten years, especially in the
Mediterranean, around 70% of all people who crossed were eventually legalized”).

Expert 2 also talked about how this kind of language creates unfair categories about who
is seen as “deserving” and who is not. “Het probleem is ook dat je daarmee een heel hard
onderscheid maakt tussen de wel verdiende migrant en de niet verdiende migrant” (“The
problem is also that you create a very strict divide between the deserving and undeserving
migrant”). This is the continuation of the remark earlier that “illegal migration” is an
oversimplification of the reality many people face. Not only is it an oversimplification of
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many different circumstances, but it also shapes what and whom people think is legitimate
or not. This connects to the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, which says that language influences
how we think about certain topics (Kay & Kempton, 1984). It also links to Wittgenstein’s
idea (Kopytko, 2007) that the meaning of words depends on how they are used in
everyday life. When the media keeps repeating words like “illegal migrant”, people start to
connect those words to ideas like criminal or undeserving. Even if the reality is far more
complex, this kind of language can still influence how we think about people. Over time,
repeated usage of these words create clear social divisions between who belongs and
who does not.

Expert 2 also talked about how language influences the way people see migrants. In
recent studies, many researchers now prefer to use the term “illegalized migrant” or
“irregular migrant” instead of “illegal migrant” (Matvieieva & Matvieiev, 2023; Perkowska,
2016). This change shifts the focus from the person to the system, showing that it is not
the migrant who is illegal, but that certain policies make them illegal. As expert 2
explained: “... een migrant zal je nooit moeten bestempelen als illegaal, omdat een
persoon nooit illegaal kan zijn in zichzelf” (“... you should never label a migrant as illegal,
because a person cannot be illegal in themselves”). To make this point clear, expert 2
gave the example of someone who drives through a red light. That person may break the
law, but we do not call them an illegal driver. In the same way, a migrant who crosses a
border without papers may break the rules, but that does not make them illegal as a
person. Using the word “illegal” places the blame on the individual, rather than on the
system that creates the legal categories.

Expert 2 also pointed out that the media often focuses on specific locations, such as Ter
Apel, where many asylum seekers are sent. This can create the impression that there is a
constant crisis in that one place, while the bigger picture is more complex. As expert 2
explained: “Het is zo dat niet iedereen wil naar Ter Apel, nee, iedereen wordt naar Ter
Apel gestuurd. En daardoor komt er een soort van snelkookpan van te weinig capaciteit,
te weinig opvang, te weinig doorstroom van asiel. Dus er wordt heel erg een drukpunt
gecreéerd. En dan zie je al die camera's en al die journalisten die gaan naar dat drukpunt,
want dat is nieuwswaardig.” ("It's not that everyone wants to go to Ter Apel. No, everyone
is sent there. And because of that, you get a kind of pressure cooker with too little
capacity, too little shelter, and too little flow through the asylum system. A pressure point
is created. And then you see all the cameras and journalists going to that pressure point,
because that is what counts as news”). This focus on one location is part of framing theory
(Entman, 1993), where the repeated use of the same setting (Ter Apel) helps create and
reinforce a specific narrative/discourse. In the case of Ter Apel, it supports the idea of a
system under constant pressure, even if the overall situation is more nuanced. By creating
much focus on Ter Apel, the media is giving the public a one-sided view of the asylum
system, making it seem like the entire country is overwhelmed in the same way.

Expert 1 also said that the media plays a big role in shaping what people see as
important. Once the public gets used to seeing an issue in a certain way, it becomes very
difficult to view it differently. “... als je eenmaal in je bepaalde groove zit, met een
bepaalde manier van spreken, een bepaalde manier van denken over bepaalde
problematieken, dan is het heel moeilijk om vatbaar te zijn voor alternatieve verhalen” (“...
once you are in a certain groove, with a certain way of speaking, a certain way of thinking
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about certain issues, it becomes very difficult to be open to alternative stories”). This also
supports Wittgenstein’s theory (Kopytko, 2007) that language gets its meaning from
everyday situations and contexts in which they are used. Expert 2 agreed: “Maar ik denk
dat het overgrote deel niet beseft hoe framing, hoe het weglaten van bepaalde informatie
of context, dingen kan beinvioeden” (“But | think the vast majority does not realize how
framing, how leaving out certain information or context, can influence things”). He also
said, “Je kiest een krantenabonnement die je aanspreekt” (“You choose a newspaper that
fits your views”). This suggests that people usually follow media that confirms what they
already believe, which can help to keep dominant frames in place.

4.2 Reflections and supporting literature

There is also research to support what the experts said. There is an article by Bryant
(2023), which was written for the Vera Institute of Justice, which says that it is
dehumanizing and unsafe to describe people with words such as ‘illegal’. Bryant explains
that, according to the Associated Press, you shouldn’t label people as ‘illegal’, because
only actions can be labeled as illegal. This aligns very close with what expert 2 stated: “...
een migrant zal je nooit moeten bestempelen als illegaal, omdat een persoon nooit illegaal
kan zijn in zichzelf” (“... a migrant should never be labelled as illegal, because a person
can never be illegal in themselves”). This article also critiques the use of metaphors like
‘surge’ or ‘flood’ to describe migrants. Those words can have the implication that migrants
are a natural disaster, which can make them seem dangerous or less human. According
to Bryant, that kind of language can lead to fear and can be used to justify harsh treatment
of migrants. This article suggests that the media needs to use more neutral and respectful
language, and listen more to the voices of the migrants themselves.

This same argument is also supported by Esses, Medianu, and Lawson’s (2013) study.
Their study found that when the media uses dehumanizing language to describe migrants,
for example making them seem like threats, people start to feel more fear. These feelings
make them more likely to support strict immigration laws and policies. Therefore, the
language of the media is not just a reflection of what people think, but also shapes
people’s opinions.

Mendelsohn et al. (2021) approached this topic in the context of social media. They found
that posts about migration that use emotional language, like calling it a “crisis” or saying
people are “illegal”, are likely to be shared more often. Because this kind of
emotional/dramatic language gets more attention, it would naturally mean that negative or
extreme ideas about migration spread faster and reach more people than more balanced
or neutral messages. All of these articles illustrate how language plays a critical role in
addressing matters such as migration.

Both experts also talked about the role of researchers and journalists, stating that it's a big
responsibility because their work could have a significant influence. Expert 1 said: “Als
wetenschapper heb je ook allerlei verantwoordelijkheden. Moet je je realiseren dat je
onderzoek niet zomaar landt, maar dat het opgepikt wordt, betekenis gegeven wordt” (“As
a researcher, you also have various responsibilities. You have to realize that your
research does not just land somewhere, but that it gets picked up and given meaning”).
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Expert 2 gave an example where he worked with a schoolbook publisher to change how
they talk about migration. “Ik kan een mooi voorbeeld geven, middelbare scholen en de
boeken die ze daar hebben, die staan ook vol met terminologie die best wel vragen
oproept [...] en de conclusie was, die terminologie die daar gebruikt wordt, is ook wel
super framend” (“I can give a good example. Secondary schools and the books they use
are also full of terminology that really raises questions [...] and the conclusion was that the
terminology used there is also very framing”). This shows how experts try to improve the
use of language in their own works as well as in the education system, which is important
because the way things are worded in schoolbooks can really influence and shape how
students start to think about topics like migration in ways that might stick with them for a
long time. Expert 1 also pointed out that even researchers are not completely free from
the influence of framing. “Ook als wetenschapper ben je net zo kwetsbaar voor dat soort
talige manipulatie als allerlei zogenaamde gewone burgers” (“Even as a scientist, you are
just as vulnerable to language manipulation as so-called ordinary citizens”).

To conclude, both experts made it clear that media language about migration is not just a
small detail. It can change how people see others, how they vote, and what laws they are
willing to support. Words like “refugee crisis” or “illegal migrant” may be simple and easy
to use, but can be full of meaning. Politicized media language creates powerful stories
that have the ability to influence and create opinions and helps to legitimize certain
policies. The researchers’ findings also illustrate that the way that migration is framed by
the media contributes a significant influence to the shaping of public debate. Therefore, in
responding to the sub-question, one realizes that experts view politicized media language
as an important driver of how migration is discussed, understood, and addressed in
society.

After all this being said, however, it's good to remember that the media isn’t the only voice
that counts and has the power to shape discourse on issues such as migration. There are
also other voices, like politicians, researchers or institutions, which are heard and also
play an important role in the way society discusses and thinks about migration. As expert
1 said: “Media is een van de spelers [...], maar realiseer je 00k, is maar een van die
stemmen” (“Media is one of the players [...], but also realize, it’s just one of those voices”).
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5. Discussion

In this chapter, | try to reflect on what has been found by the research and bring it back to
the main research question: “To what extent does the use of politicized language help
frame migration in Dutch media?”. | will also go over the three sub-questions again, look
at how they connect to each other, and explain how the theories helped me interpret the
findings. Lastly, | reflect upon the research process itself and what | think could have been
done better.

Starting with the first sub-question: “How is politicized language defined and used in the
media?”. This helped me figure out what kind of language we’re actually talking about.
With the help of some theory and literature, | found that politicized language does not
necessarily have to sound radical. It can actually read very neutral, e.g. “crisis”, “illegal” or
“surge”, and still carry a political implication. Those words keep being used in the media
and often end up being something that sounds like a fact, even though they frame the
topic from a certain perspective. Wittgenstein’s theory (Kopytko, 2007) helped me realize
that words only ever take on a meaning due to how they are used in context. The Sapir-
Whorf Hypothesis (Kay & Kempton, 1984) also proved that language can shape the
manner in which individuals think. So, if the same sort of language keeps recurring in the
media, it can actually have an impact on the manner in which people understand
migration.

This becomes even clearer when looking at the specific kinds of words that are often
repeated in media coverage. This research showed that politicized language is not simply
the use of emotional or strong words. It can be hidden in subtle and often repeated
phrases that seem harmless but are actually carrying powerful meanings. The use of
words like “asiel crisis” (asylum crisis) or “overlast” (nuisance) may sound merely
descriptive or factual, but they can influence what readers believe or assume. These word
choices are not often random, they reflect underlying ideas of who belongs, who causes
problems, and who needs to be controlled.

The second sub-question addressed how this language actually impacts the framing of
migration in Dutch media. | analysed articles from NOS, De Telegraaf, and De Volkskrant
using critical discourse analysis (Wodak & Meyer, 2001). What was most interesting was
the different way that each outlet used language, even though they were writing about the
same topic. NOS seemed neutral on the surface but still framed migration as a kind of
systemic problem, using words like “pressure” and “capacity”. De Telegraaf used much
more aggressive and emotional language, often framing migration as a threat. De
Volkskrant, on the other hand, gave more context and represented the voice of the
migrant more than the other analyzed media outlets. After all the analyzing, it showed me
that framing isn’t simply a matter of what words you use, but also about tone, what words
are repeatedly used to describe something, and which perspectives are highlighted while
leaving out others.

Lastly, the third sub-question explored how experts see the politicized language as an
influence. Both of the experts | interviewed agreed that language in the media significantly
influences public opinion, especially when words are constantly repeated. They also
indicated that the media sometimes uses politicians’ language, especially during political
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times like election seasons, without really questioning it. One expert even mentioned that
politicized language becomes most powerful when people stop noticing it, when it feels
normal and no longer like a political message. That really made me realize just how subtle
framing can be, and just how easy it is for readers to roll with it without necessarily
realizing it.

Together, these sub-questions helped me answer the main research question: “To what
extent does the use of politicized language help frame migration in Dutch media?”.
Politicized language most certainly does play an important role in shaping the way
migration is framed in Dutch media. Every question contributed something new: one
explained what politicized language is, one explained how it operates in the news, and
one helped explain its real-world effect. | also believe that the theories | used worked well
together. They each added something different, like context (Wittgenstein’s language
games (Kopytko, 2007)), the influence language can have on how people think (Sapir-
Whorf hypothesis (Kay & Kempton, 1984)), and how the media shape and influence what
aspects we pay attention to (Framing theory (Entman, 1993)). These theories combined,
gave me a fuller picture of what’s going on beneath the surface of these articles.

These theoretical insights helped explain not just what | found, but why these patterns
exist. Wittgenstein’s (Kopytko, 2007) idea that meaning is dependent on context, the
Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis (Kay & Kempton, 1984) about language having an impact on
thought, and Framing Theory (Entman, 1993) all show that words are never just words.
They are constructions that help frame how people view and interpret the world around
them, even when the media tries to appear neutral.

Even though I'm not unsatisfied with the outcomes of this research, it bothered me how
rarely migrants are actually quoted or represented in the articles. Even the more
sympathetic articles still relied on the voice of the journalist. This often makes it hard to
really connect with the people who are directly affected by migration policies. And even
though there has been a lot of research that looks into the framing of migration in the
media (Savatic et al., 2024, Olier & Spadavecchia, 2022), there is still a lot of influential
framing going on in the media and migrants are still hardly given a voice in news
coverage. You'd expect that by now, especially after a lot of research, this would have
improved. But still, the articles | reviewed continued to treat migrants more as a topic or a
number, than as human beings capable of speaking for themselves.

Of course, this research also has some limitations. First of all, | was able to interview only
two experts. That is not ideal, and more interviews would have added more insights. |
would have preferred to have more expert interviews, but due to limited responses this
was not achievable. | also only looked at three Dutch media sources, which means the
sample can be considered as a bit small. There are many other places where migration is
talked about, like social media or little news outlets, and they might present the topic
differently. Also, because | used Critical Discourse Analysis, | could only look at how the
articles were written and not how readers actually interpreted and reacted to them. Simply
because a headline uses some framing does not automatically mean that every reader will
read it in the same way. A more extended study may employ this sort of analysis in
addition to readers’ surveys or interviews.
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Looking back on the research process itself, | think there are a few things | would do
differently. Getting interviews with experts was harder than | expected. Many did not
respond, and | did not have time to keep on trying for weeks. That is the reason why | had
to rely on additional literature for the fourth chapter. | also learned during the reading of
the articles that my own expectations influenced the manner in which | read things. For
example, | already suspected De Telegraaf would write using stronger language, so |
probably paid more attention to the parts that confirmed that. | tried to keep that in mind
and double-check my assumptions, but it made me realize the fact that in qualitative
research the researcher’s role is also an important part of the process.

Even though there were some limitations, | do think that the findings of this research are
meaningful. This research illustrated how language shapes people’s perception of
challenging topics like migration. It also reminded me that the media not only report on
what’s happening, but they also tell us what we’re going to believe is happening. That’s a
responsibility, especially when the same words and ideas are repeated in different formats
on different media outlets. If we’re going to have fair and balanced public discourse, it's
important to become more aware of how language in the media help to construct and
uphold certain dominant frames, and how, just as expert 2 stated in the interview “de
waarheid is maakbaar” (“the truth is constructed”). This shows that asking questions like,
“why did they use that word?” or “what’s being left out here?” can already make a big
difference in how we see and interpret the news.
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6. Recommendations

While working on this research, it became more and more clear how much power
language holds in shaping the public understanding of migration. The way the media
describe migration, even when using words that seem neutral, can still influence how
people think, talk, and vote. Based on what this research uncovered, there are several
suggestions worth considering, both for people working in media and policy, and for
people doing future research regarding this topic.

First of all, it might be useful for editors and journalists to pause and consider more often
how their words of choice sound. There are words that are used so often that they
become natural-sounding, but they end up pushing the story in one direction or another. |
would suggest to be more creative, to not write what everyone writes but to make the
story more unique and not just focussing on dominant frames. Using words like, “capacity
issues” or an “asylum crisis” can give the sense that migration is essentially a threat or an
issue. Even though this may not be the case, such frames can influence public opinion.
Being more inclusive of different viewpoints and using more unique language, where one
is cautious with using certain labels, might make the coverage more balanced.

The way language is used also matters for policymakers. When public communications
are just in numbers or focus on the pressure on the system, it is easy to distance yourself
from the topic which can help to reduce a more humanitarian way of viewing migration. It
could help to give more context in official policies and communication, such as why
individuals are leaving their countries or how world events are connected to migration.
This might help soften the public discourse on this topic and make it better balanced and
informed.

As mentioned before, something else that really stood out is how often migrants are
discussed but not actually heard. Their voices are missing in many of the analyzed
articles. | would suggest that the media might try to include more personal stories, or
simply let people speak for themselves more often. It does not always have to be an
extreme or emotional way of storytelling. Just by giving more attention to real experiences
can help readers connect with the subject on a deeper level.

As far as future research goes, | would suggest looking beyond “traditional” newspapers.
Many people, younger people in particular, are primarily educated through social media or
podcasting. Social media platforms like TikTok or Instagram might have a somewhat
different approach to migration. It would be interesting to explore how framing on such
platforms work and who is making them, especially since young people influence how this
topic will be viewed in the future.

Another suggestion is to shift the focus to the people reading the news articles. For this
study, | examined content in the media and expert perspectives on the topic. But it could
be interesting to explore how readers respond to certain labels or language, creating a
certain frame. Do they catch the (hidden) politicized language? Does it affect how they
think about migration? These are things that future researchers could examine more
directly. Although the focus of this research was on migration, the same patterns could
also exist when reporting other topics as well, such as climate, health or crime. Language
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always plays a part in what people are thinking about complex matters (Entman, 1993;
van Dijk, 2006). Being more aware of that can make a difference, whether you’re writing
headlines, creating policy or doing research.

Another suggestion for future research is to explore some of the theories used in this
thesis in more depth. For example, the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis (Kay & Kempton, 1984)
helped prove how repetition of certain words can influence how people think about topics
such as migration. Future researchers could build on this by studying how individuals
actually respond to different words or headlines. This could, for example, be done through
interviewing, focus groups, or an experiment that investigates if some words change how
people feel about and understand migration. Wittgenstein’s theory of language games
(Kopytko, 2007) can also be used to investigate how the meaning of words like “crisis” or
“refugee” changes depending on where and how they are used, for example in
newspapers, political speeches or posts on social media. These theories are not just
helpful to use in the analysis of media texts, but also for understanding the way people
talk and feel about migration in everyday life.

These are all recommendations that align with what | hoped to achieve with this research.
Most importantly, | hope to get people more aware that politicized language is often
hidden in the regular news that many people in the Netherlands read. It often sounds
objective, but can still have hidden messages that will impact how we frame migration. On
a research level, | hope this can give some direction for future research into the effects of
language on public thinking. | took on this research because | was curious about how
much of a difference language really makes, and it has confirmed the importance of
language. Hopefully this research can contribute to more balanced conversations around
topics like migration.
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7. Conclusion

This thesis examined how the way politicized language is used in the Dutch media helps
to frame migration. To understand this better, this research focused on the definition and
use of politicized language in the media, how it supports specific migration frames in the
Dutch media, and the role experts believe it plays in shaping public debate. By bringing
together theory, media analysis, and expert opinion, this research tries to provide insights
into how language works to influence and shape public understandings and discourse of
migration.

This research showed how the examined Dutch media outlets applied these frames
differently. NOS provides migration as more of a technical problem, focussing on the
system by using numbers and statistics. De Telegraaf uses stronger and more emotional
language, and frequently frames migrants as a cause of tension or as a threat. De
Volkskrant, however, pays more attention to the global causes of migration and writes
more about the stories of migrants themselves and what they go through. The word-
choices these media outlets make are important because they decide what readers start
to see as the normal, urgent, or as the problem.

The expert interviews also confirmed that language used in the media has a significant
influence in the public debate on migration. Repeating certain frames over and over can
make them seem normal, like they are a fact. Though they are often based on political
perspectives. When the same kind of framing keeps being used, it can leave little room for
different views or perspectives. This can make it harder to have a more open and
balanced conversation about migration or other complicated topics.

When we look at the bigger picture, this research shows just how important it is to pay
attention to words in any public discourse. Language influences how certain issues are
framed, especially issues that are relevant to politics, which can not just influence opinions
but also influence the discourse on topics such as migration. It influences how certain
topics are defined, who gets heard, and which solutions are taken seriously. This study
focused on migration, but the same patterns appear in discussions about climate, security,
or health. Politicized language, especially in the media, plays a big part in shaping and
influencing how society talks about difficult topics like migration.

To conclude, politicized language plays a big role in how migration is framed in the Dutch
media. It influences how people think and feel about migration, and what kind of
responses seem reasonable and acceptable. Media framing does not just show how
people think about migration, but also plays an active role in forming opinions about
migration. Being aware of this can help people take part in public discussions about such
complex topics like migration in a more thoughtful and informed way. If we want a fairer
debate about migration, we need to start by questioning the language that shapes it.
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