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Abstract

Framing theory has become one of the most productive approaches for explaining how
international journalism constructs meaning around complex global events such as wars,
humanitarian crises, migration, and geopolitical competition. This article synthesizes the
conceptual foundations of framing, clarifies its analytical value via agenda-setting and priming.
The paper argues that frames operate simultaneously at multiple levels—textual, visual, source-
related, and institutional—and that international news environments amplify framing effects
due to cross-cultural asymmetries, strategic communication, and unequal access to information.
Methodologically, the article outlines a replicable framework for qualitative–quantitative
content analysis (codebook-driven framing analysis), including unit selection, frame
identification rules, source mapping, and reliability procedures. The discussion highlights how
framing shapes audience interpretations of responsibility, legitimacy, moral evaluation, and
policy preferences in transnational contexts. The article concludes by presenting implications
for researchers and practitioners, emphasizing transparency, methodological rigor, and
reflexivity in conflict reporting and international news production.
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1. Introduction

International journalism operates in an environment where events are distant,
information is contested, and political stakes are high. Unlike domestic reporting, international
news frequently involves multiple sovereign actors, asymmetric power relations, and competing
historical narratives. In such contexts, audiences often lack direct experience and depend
heavily on media representations to interpret causes, consequences, and moral meanings. This
dependence increases the importance of how news is packaged—what is emphasized, what is
backgrounded, which voices are foregrounded, and which labels are used. Framing theory
addresses precisely this process by explaining how media select certain aspects of reality and
make them more salient, thereby promoting particular interpretations and evaluations.

The significance of framing becomes especially visible in coverage of conflict and crisis. A
single event (e.g., a military strike, border incident, or mass protest) can be described as “self-
defense,” “aggression,” “counter-terrorism,” “occupation,” “humanitarian catastrophe,” or
“restoring order.” Each description is not merely linguistic variation; it cues causal attribution,
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responsibility, and policy preference. International journalism thus does not simply transmit
facts across borders—it organizes meaning under conditions of uncertainty, competition, and
strategic communication.

From a scholarly perspective, framing has two major strengths for international journalism
studies. First, it offers a theory-driven bridge between micro-level textual choices and macro-
level political outcomes (public opinion, legitimacy, foreign policy support). Second, it enables
systematic comparison across outlets, countries, languages, or platforms. Comparative framing
research can identify patterns that are otherwise dismissed as “bias” in a purely normative sense.
Instead of moral labeling, scholars can specify which frames recur, how they are constructed,
and what implications follow for audience interpretation.

This article is designed as a Scopus-oriented conceptual and methodological contribution. Its
goals are threefold: (1) to clarify the conceptual foundations of framing theory in relation to
international journalism; (2) to review core framing mechanisms relevant for global news
(textual framing, source framing, visual framing, and institutional framing); and (3) to propose
a replicable analytical model that can be used in empirical studies, including codebook structure,
unit-of-analysis decisions, and reliability procedures.

2. Theoretical Background and Literature Review

Framing is commonly traced to sociological and communication traditions. In sociological
terms, frames are interpretive schemata that help individuals “locate, perceive, identify, and
label” occurrences. In communication research, framing refers to how media packages
information so that some aspects become more salient than others. A widely used formulation
describes framing as selecting certain aspects of perceived reality and making them more
salient in a communicating text, in a way that promotes a specific problem definition, causal
interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation. A key reason framing
matters in international journalism is that global events are rarely self-explanatory. They are
embedded in historical disputes, legal claims, and identity-based narratives. International
audiences require interpretive shortcuts, and frames function as such shortcuts. Frames reduce
complexity by highlighting causal stories (“why this happened”), assigning responsibility
(“who is to blame”), and suggesting remedies (“what should be done”). In international
coverage, these elements often align with geopolitical interests, alliance structures, or broader
ideological positions.

Framing also overlaps with, yet differs from, agenda-setting and priming. Agenda-setting
concerns issue salience—what audiences think about—whereas framing concerns issue
interpretation—how audiences think about it. Priming refers to how media emphasis influences
the standards people use to evaluate actors or policies. In international journalism, agenda-
setting may determine whether a foreign conflict becomes prominent in public debate, priming
may influence how leaders are judged (e.g., competence, morality, toughness), and framing
determines the interpretive lens (e.g., humanitarian crisis vs. security threat). These three
processes operate together but can be analytically separated, allowing researchers to specify
whether an outlet is shaping attention, evaluation criteria, or interpretive meaning.
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In the framing literature, scholars also distinguish between different levels of frames: (a) micro-
level frames in texts (keywords, metaphors, exemplars, headlines, visuals); (b) meso-level
routines in news production (editorial line, sourcing practices, professional norms); and (c)
macro-level structures (state influence, market pressures, geopolitical alignments, platform
algorithms). International journalism amplifies meso- and macro-level influences because
access and verification are harder, reliance on official sources is often stronger, and news
agencies or elite outlets set the tone for downstream coverage.

Another strand of research emphasizes visual framing, particularly salient in international
crises where images of casualties, displacement, military hardware, or destruction strongly
affect moral perception. Visuals do not merely illustrate; they frame responsibility and empathy.
Similarly, source framing matters: who gets quoted (state officials, military spokespeople,
NGOs, local civilians, international organizations) influences legitimacy and credibility. Source
selection often follows predictable hierarchies—official tends to dominate, especially in
security stories—leading to systematic framing effects.

Methodologically, framing studies vary between inductive and deductive approaches. Inductive
studies allow frames to emerge from close reading and qualitative coding, while deductive
studies use predefined frame categories (e.g., security, humanitarian, economic, legal

3. Methodology: A Replicable Model for Framing Analysis in International Journalism

This section outlines a practical, publishable framework for empirical framing research.
Although the present article is conceptual, it specifies procedures that can be directly
implemented in studies comparing international outlets, languages, or platforms.

3.1 Research Design and Units of Analysis

A standard Scopus-friendly design begins by defining (1) the population (e.g., all news items
about a conflict within a defined period), (2) the sample strategy (constructed week sampling,
event-based sampling, or purposive sampling for critical incidents), and (3) the unit of analysis.
In international journalism, the unit is often the news item (article, TV segment, video package),
but sub-units can include headlines, lead paragraphs, quoted statements, and images.
Researchers should predefine whether the frame is coded at the article level (dominant frame)
or at the paragraph/sentence level (multiple frames).

3.2 Codebook Construction (Core Categories)

A robust codebook typically includes four blocks:

(A) Metadata: outlet, date, section, genre (news/reportage/opinion), author, platform
(web/TV/social), location of dateline.
(B) Frame Categories: either deductive (predefined) or inductive (emergent). For conflict
coverage, common deductive frames include:
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 Security/terrorism frame (threat, counter-terrorism, defense)
 Humanitarian/human rights frame (civilian harm, displacement, aid access)
 Legal/international law frame (legality, war crimes, resolutions)
 Diplomacy/peace process frame (negotiations, mediation, ceasefire)
 Geopolitical competition frame (alliances, regional power balance)

(C) Framing Devices: keywords/labels (e.g., “militants,” “occupation”), metaphors,
historical analogies, moral language, quantification (numbers of casualties), and
certainty markers (“reportedly,” “confirmed”).
(D) Sources and Visuals: source types (government, military, NGOs, local civilians,
international organizations, experts), source balance, and visual categories (military
hardware, victims, destruction, protests, leaders).

3.3 Identifying Frames: Decision Rules

A frequent critique of framing studies is subjectivity. Decision rules reduce this risk. A
transparent approach is to code a frame as “present” if at least two of the following appear
coherently within the item: (1) problem definition, (2) causal interpretation, (3) moral
evaluation, (4) treatment recommendation. If only one element appears (e.g., moral evaluation
without causality), the coder records it as a device rather than a full frame.

Researchers can code:

 Dominant frame (the overall interpretive package)
 Secondary frames (supporting lenses)

This dual coding captures complexity while still enabling statistical comparison.

3.4 Reliability and Validity Procedures

1. Pilot coding of 10–15% of sample.
2. Revision of ambiguous definitions.
3. Intercoder reliability testing (e.g., Krippendorff’s alpha or Cohen’s kappa) for key

variables (dominant frame, source type, key labels).
4. Documentation of coder training and resolution rules for disagreements.

Validity can be strengthened through triangulation: combining content analysis with interviews
(journalists/editors), analysis of editorial guidelines, or comparison with wire-service inputs.

3.5 Ethical and Contextual Considerations

International conflict reporting can involve graphic content and contested claims. Researchers
should define how they handle sensitive visuals, unverified reports, and propaganda materials.
Transparently reporting inclusion rules and fact-checking constraints strengthens credibility and
addresses reviewer concerns about normative bias.

4. Framing Mechanisms in International Journalism
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International journalism builds frames through a layered set of mechanisms that operate beyond
simple word choice. This section maps those mechanisms and explains why they matter.

4.1 Textual Framing: Labels, Narrative Structure, and Salience

Textual framing begins with headlines and leads, where the interpretive direction is often set.
Headline verbs (“hits,” “strikes,” “retaliates,” “massacres”) encode agency and morality. Leads
prioritize certain actors and casualties: whether the first sentence centers a state’s security claim,
civilian suffering, or diplomatic reaction already defines the frame’s initial anchor. International
news also relies on narrative templates: “cycle of violence,” “ancient hatred,” “security
dilemma,” “resistance,” or “state-building.” Each template compresses history into a coherent
story with implied causes and solutions.

Salience is built not only by repetition but by placement and detail. For example, including
names, ages, and personal stories humanizes victims and amplifies humanitarian framing;
emphasizing weapons, rocket counts, or border breaches amplifies security framing.
Quantification is another device: casualty numbers can be used to intensify moral judgment or
to normalize events through routine reporting. Even hedging (“alleged,” “according to”) affects
perceived credibility and responsibility.

4.2 Source Framing: Authority, Legitimacy, and Access

In international journalism, access is a structural constraint. Reporters frequently rely on official
briefings, embedded reporting, or curated NGO reports. When state officials dominate sourcing,
frames tend to align with state interests and security logic. When local civilians, humanitarian
agencies, or human rights monitors dominate, frames shift toward humanitarian and legal
interpretations.

Source framing also involves asymmetry in credibility. Some outlets treat certain institutions as
default truth-bearers and others as partisan. This creates predictable patterns: one side’s
statements are framed as “confirmed,” the other’s as “claims.” For comparative research,
documenting these asymmetries is crucial because it shows how legitimacy is constructed, not
merely which side receives more coverage.

4.3 Visual Framing: Emotion, Moral Judgment, and Identification

Images are especially powerful in international crises because they can bypass detailed
contextual knowledge. Photos of children, hospitals, refugees, or destroyed neighborhoods
evoke moral evaluation and empathy. Images of armed men, masked groups, missiles, or
military formations evoke threat perception and security framing. Visual framing also depends
on distance: close-up portraits personalize; aerial shots depersonalize. Repetition of certain
visual motifs (ruins, grieving families, military hardware) builds a stable interpretive
environment.

Visual framing interacts with captions and accompanying text. The same image can be read
differently depending on whether it is captioned as “civilian casualties,” “collateral damage,”
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“terrorist hideouts,” or “liberated areas.” Thus, visual analysis should be integrated with textual
and caption coding.

4.4 Institutional and Geopolitical Context: Why International Frames Diverge

International journalism is shaped by ownership models, audience expectations, regulatory
constraints, and geopolitical alliances. In some environments, national security discourse is
institutionalized; in others, anti-imperial or human-rights discourse dominates. Transnational
outlets may also position themselves strategically to appeal to global publics. Platform
algorithms further shape frames by rewarding emotionally engaging narratives, polarizing
interpretations, and easily shareable moral messages.

For research, this means frames should not be treated merely as editorial preferences but as
outcomes of institutional constraints and strategic incentives. High-quality studies connect
textual findings to these broader structures.

5. Discussion: Why Framing Theory Matters for Global Public Opinion and Policy

Framing theory is significant in international journalism because it links media narratives to
societal outcomes without assuming direct persuasion in a simplistic manner. Instead, it
explains how interpretive lenses shape what audiences perceive as legitimate, urgent, and
morally relevant.

5.1 Framing and Attribution of Responsibility

In international crises, responsibility attribution is central. Frames guide whether audiences
blame a state, a non-state actor, historical conditions, or external powers. A security frame often
attributes responsibility to hostile groups and treats state violence as reactive or preventative. A
humanitarian or legal frame attributes responsibility to those with greater power and capacity to
prevent civilian harm. These patterns influence public support for sanctions, intervention, aid,
or ceasefire proposals.

5.2 Framing and Legitimacy

International journalism contributes to legitimacy construction: who is portrayed as a legitimate
authority, who is framed as a lawful actor, and who is depicted as a criminal or extremist.
Legitimacy is built through sources (who speaks), labels (how actors are named), and moral
evaluation (which harms are recognized). Over time, repeated frames can normalize certain
policy assumptions—for example, that security must precede rights, or that rights violations
must precede diplomatic pressure.

5.3 Implications for Professional Practice

For journalists, framing theory is not only academic critique; it is a tool for reflective practice.
Recognizing frames can help newsrooms diversify sources, clarify uncertainty, separate verified
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facts from claims, and balance humanitarian and security considerations. This does not require
false equivalence. Rather, it encourages transparency about what is known, what is contested,
and why certain angles are prioritized.

6. Conclusion, Limitations, and Future Research

This article has argued that framing theory is essential for international journalism studies
because it explains how global events are transformed into meaningful narratives under
conditions of distance, uncertainty, and political contestation. By distinguishing framing from
agenda-setting and priming, the paper clarifies that framing is primarily about interpretation:
problem definition, causal attribution, moral evaluation, and treatment recommendation. The
core contribution is twofold. Theoretically, the paper synthesizes framing mechanisms most
relevant for international journalism: textual devices, source hierarchies, visual narratives, and
institutional constraints. Methodologically, it provides an implementable structure for
comparative framing research that can be adapted to conflicts, humanitarian crises, or
geopolitical competition. This combination supports scholars who aim to move from general
claims of “bias” to specific, measurable patterns of meaning construction.

Limitations should be acknowledged. As a conceptual article, it does not present new empirical
data; rather, it proposes a framework and clarifies mechanisms. Future research can implement
the proposed model in cross-outlet studies (e.g., global vs. regional networks), cross-language
comparisons, and platform-based analyses (web articles vs. social video vs. TV segments).
Another promising direction is mixed-methods work linking framing patterns to audience
outcomes through surveys or experiments, or connecting newsroom routines to framing through
interviews and ethnography. Finally, researchers can expand into computational approaches—
dictionary-based frame detection, supervised classification, and multimodal analysis—while
maintaining the interpretive depth required in journalism studies.
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