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Abstract. This paper continues the analyses developed in the article “To Come or 
Not to Come: A Content Analysis of the Refugee Crisis in the Romanian Mass Media,” 
published by Saeculum (Number 50, Issue 2, 2020). Based on a sample consisting of 94 
news stories and press materials published in a range of Romanian online newspapers, 
this study explores the mass media discourse focused on the refugee crisis in the European 
Union. The content analysis performed on this dataset is structured along four dimen-
sions: (1) firstly, it examines how the Romanian media discourse framed the refugee crisis 
in terms of “international solidarity” versus “national interest”; (2) secondly, it looks at 
the root causes that are attributed by the media discourse to explain the refugee crisis; 
(3) thirdly, the analysis evaluates the presence of stereotypes embedded in the media dis-
course by investigating if connections are made between the refugees’ religious identity 
and a presumable terrorist threat; (4) and fourthly, the paper examines the ethnicities on 
which the media discourse is focused in these reports on the refugee crisis.
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Introduction
On the 2nd of September 2015, the Western world was shocked by the picture 

of a three-year-old Syrian boy lying drowned on the shores of the Greek island of 
Kos.1 His older brother (age 5), together with their mother, also died in a failed 
attempt to cross the Mediterranean. The image of Alan Kurdi instantly became a 
tragic symbol of the refugee crisis unfolding since the start of the “Arab spring” 
and the war-thorn societies from the Middle East (Berenson, 2015). This iconic 
image of suffering, hopelessness and dying sensibilized the Western public to-
wards the dramatic situation of the refugees and generated intense public debate 
across the European Union member states regarding the proper handling of the 
ongoing refugee crisis. It also highlighted the immense power of mass media to 
impress the public through its visual representations and to shape the political 
agenda of relevant topics.

The military conflicts, full-fledged wars and political violence that became
1 Project financed by Lucian Blaga University of Sibiu (Knowledge Transfer Center) & Hasso 
Plattner Foundation research grants LBUS-HPI-ERG-2020-05.
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endemic in several countries from the Middle East following the 9/11 terror-
ist attacks and the subsequent military invasion of the United States have pro-
duced a widespread exile of people from Afghanistan, Syrian, and Iraq (among 
other places) towards Western Europe. This large-scale migration process 
gained momentum in 2014, and by 2015 it reached its maximum peak. By 
this time, millions of people from the Middle East were displaced from their 
homes and forced to engage in a dangerous migration towards Western Euro-
pean countries. In 2015, there were over 100,000 of asylum applicants regis-
tered each month across the EU and overall, there were 1,282,700 asylum ap-
plications in the EU member states from non-UE citizens (Eurostat, 2021).

In the social sciences, researchers have addressed in their writings the hot 
topic of the European refugee crisis. In this regard, Sara Marino (2021) presents 
in her recent book on Mediating the Refugee Crisis: Digital Solidarity, Humani-
tarian Technologies and Border Regimes how the European Union transformed 
itself into a “fortress” and closed its borders before the refugees. She shows how 
Europe became an increasingly militarized space protected by border control, in-
cluding fences made from barbed wire to prevent “illegal migrants” from crossing 
it. During the time of the refugee crisis, a specific “border regime” was activated in 
many EU member states, a regime sustained by intense surveillance and military 
defense. Other researchers have highlighted the “rhetoric of othering” consisting 
of developing a discourse of hate targeting the refugees framed as radically other 
people, especially coming from the right-wing political parties and conservative 
movements (Krzyżanowski, Triandafyllidou, and Wodak, 2018). This “politics of 
fear”, amplified by the mass media and in the social media, succeeded to instill a 
sense of panic in the wider society which led to the rejection of a humanitarian 
concern for the fate of the refugees (Wodak, 2015).

In Romania, our own research published in a previous issue of this journal has 
shown that the media discourse on this subject is structured around three themes: 
(1) the political management of the refugee crisis, in which the most relevant top-
ics are the “refugee quotas” allocated to each EU member state; (2) immigration 
seen as a problem, where the media reports are focused mainly on the negative 
aspects associated with the incoming refugees, such as the threat posed by ille-
gal immigrants, the smuggling of immigrants across borders, and the rejection of 
immigrants by the host societies; and, to a lesser extent, (3) immigration framed 
as a possible solution, which portrays the refugees as a valuable labor force and 
depicts cases of successful social integration (Rehejeh, 2020, p. 164). In addition, 
the same article emphasized that the media discourse is split in terms of the type 
of message communicated in the press reports concerning the migrants/refugees: 
while some articles are conveying neutral, informative, and fact-based reports, 
other media outlets disseminate alarmist reports meant to raise panic among its 
fearful audience. There is also a third category of news stories – empathic reports 
– which develop a sympathetic attitude towards the refugees, acknowledge their 
drama and suffering, and present their tragic case to their readership (Rehejeh, 
2020, p. 167-168).
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In this paper, we continue the analyses presented in the previous study men-
tioned above and set out to further explore the media discourse focused on the 
refugee crisis in Romania. In the remainder of this paper, we proceed with detail-
ing the methodological approach underpinning this research, and then move on 
to presenting and interpreting the empirical results obtained by content analyzing 
the sample of press reports. After discussing the implications of these findings, we 
conclude with providing some insights into the mass media construction of the 
European refugee crisis in the Romanian context.

Methodology
This paper is based on a quantitative content analysis of 94 online press ma-

terials published by three different Romanian media outlets on the topic of the 
European refugee/migrant crisis. The sample of press articles was constructed 
based on searching the online archives of Mediafax (a news agency: mediafax.
ro), Gândul (a “quality” daily newspaper: gandul.info), and Libertatea (a tabloid: 
libertatea.ro). Regarding the latter, it should be emphasized that when the press 
articles included in this analysis were published (2011–2017) Libertatea was a tab-
loid newspaper focused on printing scandalous news reports, celebrity gossip, and 
sensational stories. However, after a change in ownership and a subsequent over-
haul of the editorial management, Libertatea switched from practicing this yellow 
journalism to developing a respectable repute based on investigation journalism.

The 94 press articles that constitute the empirical dataset upon which this 
analysis is based were retrieved from the online archives of these three differ-
ent media outlets by searching after several keywords such as “immigrant(s) ”, 
“refugee(s)”, “migrant(s) crisis”, and “refugee(s) crisis”, among other relevant 
terms. The press materials thus identified were subsequently coded using a multi-
dimensional coding scheme (Rehejeh, 2020, p. 162). 

In the previous paper, we presented the results regarding the article type ac-
cording to the nature of the message, that is, informative and neutral (fact-based) 
or alarmist (panic-raising). For the current analysis that deepens and completes the 
previous one, we present our findings in terms of the immigrants/refugees’ profile 
(religious and ethnic identities), the associations made between these ethnic/reli-
gious identities and a terrorist threat, the causes attributed by the media to explain 
the migration flow, and the social and political values prioritized by the media 
reports (solidarity and humanitarianism versus pragmatic national interest). 

Results
The findings reported in this paper are organized along four lines. We start by 

presenting the main values underpinning the media discourse developed by Roma-
nian journalists to cover the European refugee/migrant crisis. As we will show in 
the following section, this discourse oscillated between emphasizing the priority 
of defending the national interest and the moral concern for the situation of refu-
gees expressed by the claim for international solidarity with the victims of forced 
migration. The following section presents the root causes attributed by the media 
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discourses to explain the exile of people from the Middle East to Western Europe, 
while the last two sections explore the religious and ethnic identities of the refugees 
depicted in the media discourse and investigates if these are connected in any way 
with a presumable terrorist threat that is associated with Muslim, Arabic people.

Between international solidarity and national interest
The first analytical dimension explored in this study consists of identifying 

the political and moral values expressed in the Romanian media discourse con-
cerning the refugee crisis. For this purpose, each of the 94 press materials was 
coded in terms of the main value conveyed in the news report. Therefore, these 
media articles were coded either as promoting (1) solidarity and humanitarian-
ism, if the general message insisted that the refugees/migrants need to be helped 
and supported by the international community and national societies, considering 
the war situation that determined their exodus from their country of origin, or (2) 
pragmatic national interest, if the news stories suggested that Romania needs to 
pursue its own national interests regarding the refugee crisis and, therefore, should 
not accept the refugee quotas decided at the level of the European Union. These 
quotas, these messages further claimed, should be accepted only in exchange of 
some clear national benefits negotiated with the European leaders who were in 
charge of managing the crisis.

Table 1. The values promoted by the media discourse according to the news 
outlet

Type of values
Media outlet

Gandul Libertatea Mediafax Total
Pragmatic national 

interest Frequency 19 21 19 59

(Romania should pursue 
its own national interest)

Percentage 
(%) 76.00 70.00 52.78 64.84

Solidarity and humanita-
rianism Frequency 6 9 17 32

(the refugees need to be 
supported through state 

policies)

Percentage 
(%) 24.00 30.00 47.22 35.16

Total
Frequency 25 30 36 91
Percentage 

(%) 100 100 100 100

The results of the analysis presented in Table 1 show that there are  
significant differences between the three media outlets (Gândul, Libertatea, 
and Mediafax) regarding the political and moral values expressed in these 

messages. The data reveal that, surprisingly, Gândul (the “quality” daily 
newspaper) includes the largest percentages of articles promoting an agenda of 
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“pragmatic national interests” (76.00%), more than the tabloid Libertatea (70.00%) 
and the news agency Mediafax (64.84%). This means that the largest proportion 
of media reports that encourages an attitude of humanitarianism and international 
solidarity towards the refugees are to be found in the news agency (that is, Media-
fax).

The root causes of the refugee crisis and international migration
Another dimension that we examined were the causes that were attribut-

ed by the media discourse to explain the migration flow from the Middle East 
affecting the countries from the European Union. To identify these root 

causes, the press materials were coded as highlighting:
(1)  Economic causes, when migration was accounted for in the media  

reports by indicating the lack of workplaces and jobs in the countries of 
origin, as well as the poverty and other economic factors (e.g., inflation) 
existing in these societies from which the refugees flee.

(2)  Political causes, when the widespread migration was explained by the 
journalists in terms of state persecution and Islamic terrorism.

(3)  Humanitarian causes, when migration was described as a result of war 
and genocide inflicted in the society of origin.

(4)  Not mentioned, if the press material did not include any reference to a 
possible cause of migration.

Table 2. The causes attributed by the media to explain the migrants’ exodus

Type of causes
Media outlet

Gandul Libertatea Mediafax Total

Economic causes
(lack of jobs, poverty) 

Frequency 7 9 9 25
Percentage 

(%) 21.88 28.13 16.98 21.37

Political causes 
(state persecution,  

terrorism)

Frequency 2 3 9 14
Percentage 

(%) 6.25 9.38 16.98 11.97

Humanitarian causes 
(war, genocide)

Frequency 7 4 16 27
Percentage 

(%) 21.88 12.50 30.19 23.08

Not mentioned
Frequency 16 16 19 51
Percentage 

(%) 50.00 50.00 35.85 43.59

Total
Frequency 32 32 53 117
Percentage 

(%) 100 100 100 100

Table 2 indicates that there are 51 articles that make no reference to any cause
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that may have driven the migration flow to the European Union countries. In the 
news reports that do mention such causes, their authors advance a broad range 
of explanations. From the total of 66 causes coded in the entire sample of press 
materials, most of these (27) indicate humanitarian causes (war, genocide), 25 
economic causes (lack of jobs, poverty), while 14 of these refer to political causes 
(state persecution, Islamic terrorism).

The news stories and media reports published by Gândul – the daily news-
paper – provide a balance between economic and humanitarian causes (both 
of these categories represent 21.88%). Less balanced is the approach to this is-
sue specific to Libertatea – the tabloid – where the economic causes are more 
pre valent (28.13% of Libertatea’s press materials make reference to poverty 
and the lack of jobs in accounting for the migrants’ decision to come to Eu-
rope). This (former) tabloid newspaper was less sensitive towards the hu-
manitarian causes that may have driven the exodus of people from the Middle 
East, given the fact that war and genocide is much less emphasized in their ac-
count of the migration flow. Of the three media outlets, it is the news agency 
– Mediafax – that insists the most on the humanitarian causes (30.19%), while 
de-emphasizing the economic reasons pursued by the refugees (16.98%).

These differences suggest that the media representation and causal attribution 
vary according to the source of the message. Whereas a news agency such as Me-
diafax is interested in pointing out the humanitarian roots (war, violence, conflicts, 
genocide) underpinning the exodus of people from the war-thorn societies of the 
Middle East (Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan), tabloid newspapers practicing the so-called 
yellow journalism such as Libertatea insist on the economic causes of migration.

Religious identities and the terrorist threat
Next, we were interested to find out if the media reports on the refugees make 

reference to their religious identity (that is, Muslim) and if this is used as a proxy 
for raising concerns regarding a terrorist threat. As such, in this section of the 
paper, we examine the presence of stereotypes that link Muslims with terrorism 
based on the religious identities of the refugees. In the scholarly literature, there are 
numerous papers that have documented the extent to which the stereotype of “the 
Muslim terrorist” is conveyed in the media discourse on immigration. According 
to this crude stereotype, being a Muslim – which is a religious identity upheld by 
almost two billion people worldwide (Wach, 1997; Gavriluță, 2013) – is more or 
less synonymous with presenting a terrorist threat and triggers the suspicion of ter-
rorist plots (Abdullah, 2007; Trevino, Kanso, Nelson, 2010; Shaw, 2012). 

As shown by Randall D. Law (2016) in his book on the history of terrorism, 
terrorism implies the use of political violence inflicted upon the civil population 
in a situation defined by an asymmetry of power. As a means of producing terror 
among a frightened civil populace for achieving political ends, acts of terror have 
been employed by a wide range of political movements, including Christian ones. 
For instance, the racial organization Ku Klux Klan in the United States of Ameri-
ca, whose members defined themselves in terms of Christian values and Christian
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morality, have resorted to terrorism to target African Americans, but also other 
categories such as Muslims, Jews, and homosexuals (Sharpe, 2000).

The results obtained with regards to these aspects in the media reports exam-
ined in this paper are detailed in the following two tables below.

Table 3. The mentioning of Islam as the religion of the refugees according to 
the type of the media outlet

Do press reports mention 
Islam as the religion of 

the refugees?

Media outlet

Gandul Libertatea Mediafax Total

Yes
Frequency 8 0 2 10
Percentage 

(%) 29.63 0.00 5.56 10.75

No
Frequency 19 30 34 83
Percentage 

(%) 70.37 100.00 94.44 89.25

Total
Frequency 27 30 36 93
Percentage 

(%) 100 100 100 100

Table 4. The association of refugees with the terrorist threat according to the 
type of the media outlet

Do press reports mention 
the terrorist threat posed 

by the refugees?

Media outlet

Gandul Libertatea Mediafax Total

Yes
Frequency 7 2 5 14
Percentage 

(%) 25.93 6.67 13.89 15.05

No
Frequency 20 28 31 79
Percentage 

(%) 74.07 93.33 86.11 84.95

Total
Frequency 27 30 36 93
Percentage 

(%) 100 100 100 100

Table 3 reveals that the religious identity of the refugees (the fact that they 
are Muslim) features scarcely in the media discourse developed to cover the issue 
of the European refugee crisis in Romania (only 10 press reports make reference 
to this religious aspect, from the total sample of 93 materials that were examined). 
Against our expectation to find the tabloid newspaper (Libertatea) as the main me-
dia outlet that emphasizes the religious identity of refugees, we found that, in fact,
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it was the “quality” daily newspaper (Gândul) that was most eager to focus its 
discourse on Islam.

Regarding the stereotypical connection between refugees and terrorism, this 
is not made very often in the press materials that were analyzed in this paper. 
Overall, from the total sample of 93 articles, only in 14 of them this link between 
the refugees and terrorism is being made. In these press reports, the terrorist threat 
is made salient, and the refugees are portrayed as potential terrorists. It is again 
surprising to find out that these stereotypical connections that do prejudice to the 
refugees’ cause are least present in the tabloid newspaper (Libertatea). 

Instead, most of these baseless connections and gross generalizations are to be 
found in the reports on the refugee crisis published by the so-called “quality” daily 
newspaper (Gândul). In sum, with some exceptions, we can conclude that neither 
the religious identity nor the stereotype of framing Muslims as terrorists are pro-
moted in the media discourse developed by these three Romanian news outlets to 
cover the European refugee crisis.

Ethnic identities of the refugees
The last aspect that we will address in this analysis consists of identifying the 

subjects featuring in the press materials on the refugee crisis. Who are the refugees 
presented in the news stories developed by the Romanian media outlets in ethnic 
terms? To answer this question, we examined the nationalities and ethnicities of 
the refugees discussed in each of the 94 press reports. Because in some reports we 
found information regarding migrants/refugees from several geographical areas, 
the total number of cases that were identified was 122. The results are presented in 
Table 5 below, which details the nationality and/or ethnic identity of the refugees 
who made the subject of news stories, categorized by the geographical region of 
provenance.

Table 5. Ethnic identities of the subjects of the news materials

Geographical region Nationality/
Ethnic identity

Frequency Percentage
(%)

Middle East Syrians 44 36.1
Iraqi 27 22.1
Jordanians 3 2.5
Turks 4 3.3
Yemeni 1 0.8
Egyptians 1 0.8
Total 80 65.6
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Central-South Asia Afghani 11 9.0
Pakistani 9 7.4
Kurds 3 2.5
Iranians 1 0.8
Indians 1 0.8
Total 25 20.5

Western Asia Vietnamese 2 1.6
Chinese 1 0.8
Filipino 1 0.8
Total 4 3.3

Africa Northern Africans 3 2.5
Sudanese 2 1.6
Eritrean 2 1.6
Senegalese 1 0.8
Nigerians 1 0.8
Total 9 7.4

Eastern Europe Albanese 2 1.6
Kosovars 1 0.8
Ukranians 1 0.8
Total 4 3.3

Total 122 100

As Table 5 clearly indicates, the great majority of the refugees featured in 
the news stories on the European migrant crisis consist of people from the Middle 
East (65.6%). Of these, most of them are refugees/immigrants from Syria (36.1%) 
and Iraq (22.1%). Together, people from Syria and Iraq represent over half of 
the total of the refugees/immigrants mentioned in the news materials examined 
in this paper. This finding makes sense, given that these refugees come from two 
war-thorned societies that continue to disrupt the lives of people living in Iraq and 
Syria (the war in Iraq was fought between 2003-2011, while the civil war turned 
into an international conflict in Syria continues to unfold, although it started ten 
years ago, in 2011).

However, even though the media discourse on immigrants and refugees is 
much about the people coming in Europe from the Middle East, there are also oth-
er nationalities who are present in these news stories. Twenty percent of these eth-
nic and national identities refer to people from the Central and Southern Asia (Af-
ghanistan, Pakistan, Iran, India), while a less percentage (3.3%) refer to migrants 
from Western Asia (Vietnam, China, the Philippines). In addition, 7.4 percent of 
these migrants/refugees are from the African continent (Northern Africa but also 
Sub-Saharan Africa: Sudan, Eritrea, Senegal, Nigeria). The least mentioned, but
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nevertheless present in these media reports, are immigrants arriving in Romania 
from other Eastern European countries (such as Ukraine) and the Balkans (Albania 
and Kosovo), also troubled by war and poverty.

Conclusions
The political conflicts and military events of the last decade have created the 

context for massive movement of people across the world. The European Union 
countries have been prime destinations for millions of people who were forced to 
flee their house due to war, persecution, famine, and poverty in search of a safe 
haven and better life. As a member state of the European Union since 2007, Ro-
mania has seen an influx of these migration flows, but more as a country of transit 
towards wealthier states from Western Europe than a country of destination for 
refugees.

In this paper, we have explored the media discourse developed by several 
Romanian press agencies to cover the European refugee crisis. Together with our 
previous contribution to this journal (Rehejeh, 2020), this study provides an over-
view regarding the media representation of the refugees who entered the territory 
of Romania in their quest for reaching Western European countries. In these two 
contributions, we have shown that the Romanian media discourse on the refugee 
crisis is heterogeneous: that is, there is no single perspective and unified approach 
in covering the issue and portraying the refugees.

Our content analysis of a sample of press materials published by three news 
outlets has shown that while some journalists develop sensationalist stories and 
promote negative images about the refugees that are devised to raise panic among 
the readership, others are more empathetic and portray the refugee exodus as a 
humanitarian crisis that requires international solidarity. However, despite this va-
riety of perspectives, our empirical assessment of the content of press materials 
highlighted that, statistically, the perspective focused on promoting the pragmatic 
national interest is more prevalent that the one suggesting solidarity and humani-
tarianism.
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