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Abstract 

The reputation and legitimacy of public organizations can be threatened by emotional news 

stories depicting a faceless bureaucratic power apparatus that is blind to how their decisions 

affect humans negatively. This qualitative study focuses on the strategies of the Norwegian 

immigration authorities as they handle emotional accounts of family reunion cases. The analysis 

first reconstructs what is called a Man Against the System-frame, and then moves on to 

investigate the competing frame that the authorities construct and the strategies used to promote 

this frame. The article sheds new light on the concept of framing contests by analyzing the 

possibilities and constraints of public organizations when they construct and use a frame. 
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Strategic communication frequently involves construction and promotion of frames (e.g., 

Hallahan, 1999; Lim & Jones, 2010). A frame, which represents a certain interpretation, has been 

defined as “organizing principles that are socially shared and persistent over time, that work 

symbolically to meaningfully structure the social world” (Reese, 2001, p. 11). Strategic actors 

will have a vested interest in how issues are framed and how their frame holds up against 

competing frames that suggest other definitions, interpretations, evaluations and 

recommendations (Entman, 1993). Thus an increasing number of studies have focused on the 

processes of competitive framing, framing contests or frame building (e.g., Chong & Druckman, 

2007; Fowler, Gollust, Dempsey, Lantz, & Ubel, 2012; Hänggli, 2012; Ihlen & Nitz, 2008; Pan 

& Kosicki, 2001). This literature, however, often lacks an explicit link to strategic 

communication as a field, i.e. it does not address “the purposeful use of communication by an 

organization to fulfill its mission” (Hallahan, Holtzhausen, van Ruler, Verčič, & Sriramesh, 2007, 

p. 3). The contribution of this study to strategic communication is thus to spell out organizational 

challenges in framing contests, particularly as they pertain to the constraints (but also 

possibilities) particular actors experience. This is yet another area that is underdeveloped in the 

framing literature which is addressed here through a focus on one type of organizational actor, 

namely public organizations.  

Public organizations have increasingly been occupied with their public reputation (Lee, 

Neeley, & Stewart, 2011; Wæraas, Byrkjeflot, & Angell, 2011). Maintaining a good reputation is 

considered pivotal for organizational legitimacy. The public should be assured that policies are 

implemented in professional ways in accordance with political decisions. Media coverage can 

influence public opinion in this regard (e.g., McCombs, Holbert, Kiousis, & Wanta, 2011), and 

thus the media’s way of framing stories also become important for public organizations. They do 

not want to leave the impression that policies are implemented in unprofessional or arbitrary 
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ways. Disagreement occasionally occurs over actions or decisions by a public organization, and 

when individuals are making complaints they stand a better chance of getting the story covered if 

they can play up the emotional aspects which is a good fit with the dominant tabloid style of the 

media (Sparks & Dahlgren, 1992). This represents a vexing challenge for public institutions: First 

of all, they may resent the emotional criticism and fear their public reputation can suffer. Indeed, 

it has been demonstrated that frames relying on affective cues, in other words, frames that 

activate feelings, are more effective than frames relying on cognitive cues (Marcus, 2000). 

Emotional critical stories can thus be said to represent a type of story particularly important to try 

to counter for public institutions. The difficulty rises from the fact that the policies and very 

culture of public institutions poses constraints in how they can react and respond to criticism. 

Public institutions often find themselves at odds with the media’s discourse and practices. One 

good example is how public institutions use bureaucratic language with complex arguments or 

references to laws and directives, and how this is a poor fit with the formats of the media. 

Furthermore, public servants are bound by confidentiality and loyalty to political decisions, and 

bureaucratic culture and norms pose restrictions on the aggressiveness of their response to public 

accusations (Kettle, 2008). This leads us to pose the following research questions:  

Main RQ: How can a public organization counter emotional stories that are critical of its 

conduct? 

Sub RQ1: What type of competing frames can a public organization construct in such 

cases? 

Sub RQ2: What kind of media strategy can be used in promoting such a competing 

frame?  

To answer these research questions we analyze how the Norwegian Directorate of 

Immigration (the UDI) handles the often-emotional stories of applicants that are denied family 
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reunions. The cases are often portrayed in the media using a particular frame which could be 

called Man Against the System. Individuals are suffering at the hands of the system. The 

immigration authorities are criticized, directly or indirectly, for not doing their job and/or for not 

emphasizing the human aspects of the cases. In this article, we are first and foremost interested in 

the communicative challenges that this creates and the coping strategies the authorities use.  

The next section presents the theoretical approach of the article, located within the 

framing theory tradition and the literature on media relations.1 The methodology is presented in 

the subsequent section. The analysis first suggests how critics of the UDI frame the issue in the 

media. Then we detail the competing frame that is constructed by the bureaucrats and analyze the 

way that they go about promoting this frame. In the conclusion we summarize the analysis and 

discuss the theoretical implications and general lessons that can be had from this case study. 

  Theory  

Framing Theory 

We approach our research question firstly by employing framing theory for the chosen 

case. As mentioned above, frames are considered important because they provide a context and 

promote a certain understanding of a phenomenon. Framing denotes the activity of highlighting 

“some aspects of a perceived reality and [making] them more salient in a communicating text, in 

such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral 

evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the item described” (Entman, 1993, p. 52, 

original emphasis). A frame analysis could thus concentrate on looking for the problem 

definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation and treatment recommendation concerning an 

issue. In short, framing concerns contextualization (Hallahan, 2011).  

Frames often draw their power from how they are embedded in social culture; that is, 

using a cultural approach, it can be said that frames make up a cultural stock of ways of thinking 
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about issues (Van Gorp, 2007). A successful frame also ensures that the audience will not use 

“schemata that are contrary to the frame in interpretation of the message” (Van Gorp, 2007, p. 

66). Successful frames can work on a subconscious level where the frame is felt as a given entity: 

an issue cannot be understood in any other way. Social and political actors attempt to influence 

public opinion through particular frames (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989). Thus frames are 

important for analysis of power and the treatment of political issues (Carragee & Roefs, 2004; 

Vliegenthart & van Zoonen, 2011). Political contests will take place with the help of frames 

concerning the scope of issues, as well as regarding who is responsible, who is affected and 

which enduring values are relevant (Pan & Kosicki, 2001).  

 More and more research has been directed toward the frame-building capacity of 

organizational actors and how they succeed in getting a frame that is favorable to their interests in 

the media (Ihlen & Nitz, 2008; Vliegenthart & van Zoonen, 2011). The ultimate success in media 

relations is when the media adopts an organizational frame that helps to further the organization’s 

interests (Ihlen & Allern, 2008). In particular, it has been noted that this strategic work depends 

on the ability to draw on journalistic culture and news values (Dunwoody & Griffin, 1993; 

Hertog & McLeod, 2001). Proximity is, for instance, a key factor for issue emergence (Fowler et 

al., 2012). Those that are able to identify and exploit media conventions by, for instance, 

providing striking visuals or strong rhetoric, improve their chances of gaining coverage for their 

chosen frame (Ihlen & Allern, 2008). This is especially the case if the organization is able to tie 

its frame to a wider cultural phenomenon and to draw on commonly-accepted beliefs, values or 

norms (Dan & Ihlen, 2011). Research has consistently demonstrated how powerful sources 

enjoyed privileged access to the news, something that is also crucial for frame building (Hänggli, 

2012). However, the ability and the willingness to construct messages that involve 

personification, black-and-white moral evaluations and unfussy conflicts with clear-cut solutions, 
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all central in popular generic media frames (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000), are necessarily 

constrained by considerations/guidelines/ethics particular to the individual organization. 

In our article, we focus on an organization that belongs to the bureaucratic institution of a 

western-style democracy. A typical ideal for bureaucrats in this setting is a strong identity as non-

partisan civil servants; as professionals with a particular expertise. The bureaucrat is a public 

servant, who is supposed to implement changing policies no matter which political party is in 

charge. Bureaucracies are traditionally judged by their ability to make predictable and non-

arbitrary decisions, where analogous cases are handled similarly (Kettle, 2008). The culture of 

bureaucracy dictates impartiality, personal detachment and pathos-free rhetoric (e.g., Du Gay, 

2005; Gelders & Ihlen, 2010; Graver, 2007). This also means that public servants, like those in 

the immigration authorities, are restrained in their rhetorical response to individual cases and 

complaints. In other words, the public institutions and those complaining about their work or 

their decisions have different opportunities to fuse issue-specific frames with generic news 

frames. We want to explore what kinds of strategy the administration comes up with in a situation 

where their “counterparts” can play on a larger emotional register in their frame building. This 

becomes particularly important in a context where the media places high value on emotions and 

conflicts.  

Media Strategies 

The literature on media strategies often offers insights into particular tactics, including 

pseudo events and press releases (e.g., Boorstin, 1962/1992; Morton & Warren, 1992). 

Production and use of so-called information subsidies, ready to use news material, have been 

investigated quite extensively (Gandy, 1982; Zoch & Molleda, 2006). A common conclusion is 

that the more news values a story satisfies, the greater the chance that the story will attract media 

attention (Carragee & Roefs, 2004; Ihlen & Nitz, 2008; Sheafer & Gabay, 2009). Researchers 
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have also increasingly focused on how communication professionals attempt to frame an issue in 

a way that both appeals to the media and furthers the interest of the organization (Hallahan, 

1999). As mentioned in the previous section, media attention can also be attracted by using 

framing expertise and enhancing the potency of frames (Carragee & Roefs, 2004; Sheafer & 

Gabay, 2009).  

Much research has also been directed towards strategic attempts to manage relationships 

with the media (e.g., Motion & Weaver, 2005; Palmer, 2000). This research often points to 

relationship principles such as honesty, openness, accuracy, responsiveness, timeliness, reliability 

and consistency, which are principles that have been shown to be crucial building blocks of good 

relationships. Journalists also appreciate communication professionals’ ability to recognize what 

is newsworthy and what is not. Together these factors might help practitioners with the 

paramount task of building credibility with the media (Desiere & Sha, 2007; Palmer, 2000). 

Zoch and Molleda (2006) proposed a model for media relations that includes five 

different steps: proactive information management; identification of need to create information 

subsidies; news-gathering; provision of subsidized information; and evaluation. Other types of 

news management typologies have also been suggested. One study pointed out how sources 

relied on factual, journalistic or publicity strategies (Falkheimer, 2005). The former used 

presentation of logical arguments and included publication of reports and polls, and made experts 

available for the media. The journalistic strategy was built on the use of pseudo-journalistic 

channels like newsletters and Internet portals. And, finally, the publicity strategy targeted 

journalists with classical tools such as press releases (Falkheimer, 2005). In many respects, 

however, the literature on media relations is limited by its focus on information subsidies and use 

of particular channels or platforms, thus inviting accusations of relying on a communication-as-

transmission-perspective (Cobley, 2008). Here, then, the notion of framing strategies and framing 
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expertise could prove useful to understand the strategic communication of organizations. 

Methodology 

This article builds on a qualitative case study based on qualitative interviews, observation 

and a qualitative analysis of a sample of news stories. As such, the study can be located within 

the qualitative (rhetorical) approach to framing analysis that is more oriented towards criticism 

than social scientific investigation (Kuypers, 2009). We set out to provide an interpretation of a 

particular strategy used in a particular case, and thus provide rich knowledge of strategies in a 

framing contest. The goal is not to generalize, but to provide deeper insight which in turn can be 

used for further research, qualitative or not.  

Eleven qualitative interviews were carried out with key personal: the communication 

director of the UDI, the four press contacts (referred to respectively as press contacts 1–5), and 

six bureaucrats in the Department of Managed Migration, which handles family immigration 

issues and expulsion (referred to respectively as bureaucrats 1–6). The bureaucrat list included 

two area managers and four unit managers. All interviews lasted approximately one hour; they 

were taped and transcribed before they were submitted for approval by the interviewee. No major 

changes were requested. The authors have translated and anonymized all interview excerpts. 

During two weeks in June 2011, the lead author also sat in on the morning meetings of the 

press contacts and the communication director, where they discussed media coverage and 

upcoming issues. These meetings lasted for approximately 45-60 minutes. Four days in these two 

weeks were also spent in the open-plan office of the press contacts, observing their daily work 

and listening in on telephone conversations with journalists. Research notes were made during 

and after the observation period. Given that the observation period was relatively calm, the press 

contacts also had time to explain their work and answer questions of both a general and more 

specific kind. A contract of confidentiality was signed for this observation period. 
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A third research step was to search the Retriever database (subscription required) in order 

to find relevant news stories to discuss with the UDI employees. The period January–May 2011 

was chosen along with the keyword “UDI” and the Norwegian words for “expel,” “thrown out” 

and “escorted.” This yielded a total of 126 hits where the UDI could be considered a main 

protagonist. Of these, six stories that concerned family reunion cases where picked and we 

conducted a close textual analysis in accordance with the qualitative (rhetorical) approach to 

framing analysis, looking for themes and frame elements (e.g., Kuypers, 2009). This analysis 

was, however, primarily conducted to generate questions for the interviews, both concerning UDI 

staff members’ perspectives on the news coverage and on news management in general and 

concerning these cases in particular.  

Attention should be drawn to at least two particular methodological challenges. First, the 

researcher who collects data through observation runs the risk of being more sympathetic toward 

the agenda and, indeed, the frames of the observed—the phenomenon of “going native” has long 

been acknowledged in the methods literature (Malinowski, 1922). Observation does, however, 

provide the opportunity to gather richer data than that obtained through interviews alone. In 

particular, it offers a way to see practices as they actually occur in the daily life of an 

organization: practices too self-evident for the practitioners to mention in an interview or too far 

from officially-stated goals to be explicitly described (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1996). 

The second challenge arises from conducting elite interviews. Some of the interviewees 

were very experienced with the interview situation. Questions of control and power then become 

central, as elites in general are often adept at manipulating the situation (Odendahl & Shaw, 

2001). A related problem is the need to move beyond the institutional language and statements 

that have been prepared in advance (DeVault & McCoy, 2001). As with many challenges that 

arise in qualitative methodology, the “solutions” for these challenges probably lie in, first, being 
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aware of the problems; second, using several different sources and approaches; and, finally, 

researchers need to show caution when drawing conclusions.  

Analysis and Results 

On the basis of the empirical material, this part of the article reconstructs two frames that 

give different interpretations of what is at stake in family reunion cases (see Table 1). After 

presenting these frames, we discuss how the competing frame of the UDI is promoted. First, 

however, we turn to the frame that can be observed in much of the media coverage and, UDI staff 

members argue, is commonly in use. 

 Man Against the System 

During the period January–May 2011, the press contacts logged a total of 745 telephone 

calls from journalists (personal communication with the communication director, 2011/06/17). 

Four people (out of a total of 16 in the communications department) worked with media relations. 

All the press contacts pointed out that the coverage involving the UDI was centered on a few 

“master stories”: “Most of the time it is an individual case, individuals against the bureaucracy. It 

is the consequences of refusals” (press contact 1, interviewed 2011/04/15).  

Using the “template” offered by Entman (1993), we read through the media coverage and 

the interviews noting how problems were defined, what causality was implied, what moral 

evaluation was at work, explicitly or implicitly, and what treatment recommendation was 

implied. For each interview and news item, we looked for keywords, phrases, concepts, and 

labels that could shed light on the framing of family reunion cases (see Kuypers, 2009 for a more 

detailed explanation of a rhetorical approach to framing analysis). By going back and forth 

between the research literature, interviews, research notes, and news items, we generated the 

observations presented in this section. We argue that the media used a Man Against the System 

frame (see also Table 1). This fits well with the media’s self-understanding of being society’s 
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watchdog (Gans, 1980).  

INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 

Problem Definition 

The stories we focus on often highlight the misery and suffering of people who have been 

denied family reunions by the UDI. Examples include a handicapped man from Kosovo who 

cannot be reunited with his wife (Gjelstad & Bunjaku, 2011); the 51-year-old Norwegian woman 

who cannot get her 26-year-old husband from Nigeria to Norway (Svellingen-Flatekvål, 2011); 

and the Iranian woman who was forced to go back to Iran to apply for family reunion despite the 

risk of being stoned because her newborn child was conceived outside marriage (Landrø, 

Årrestad, & Bjørkøy, 2011). One of the UDI press contacts argues that the stories are built around 

the same dramaturgical plot: 

It is a lot like David vs. Goliath, no doubt about that. Particularly regarding 

individual cases where people experience being ridden roughshod over by the 

bureaucracy … So … the dramaturgy is often the little family that has to leave and 

where [a child] is not allowed to be together with its mum or dad and where the 

local community supports them. And then we enter the picture (press contact 2, 

interviewed 2011/04/18). 

In short, it seems that the coverage utilizes a well-known cultural frame, whereby the 

public can easily recognize who is the bad guy and who is the good guy. This is a potentially 

powerful effect of frames: they have the reader fill in the missing parts in the news story (Pan & 

Kosicki, 2001; Van Gorp, 2007). 

Causal Interpretation 

The implied cause of the problem is poor handling by the authorities. Either they do not 

understand the case or they show a lack of humanity by interpreting the Immigration Act in a 
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rigid way. A representative from Save the Children Norway is quoted as saying: “Increasingly the 

good intentions of the Immigration Act are ignored. Instead a strict asylum policy line is carried 

out” (Sørensen & Toftaker, 2011). In some of the coverage, rather strong accusations are made 

against the UDI and the UDI staff members. A journalist in Romerikes Blad wrote a commentary 

that contained the following sentence. 

Talking with immigration authorities in cases like this is often a strange 

experience. You have the feeling that the person on the other end is completely 

covered in Teflon. Inside there might be a human being made of flesh and blood. 

But it does not always appear to be the case (Skyrud, 2011, p. 16). 

 In another story, a case that the UDI has labeled a pro forma marriage, the involved 

individuals alleged that the UDI showed ill will: “They want to ruin a marriage, and it is 

incomprehensible. We are just two people who love each other, but we are not allowed to be 

together” (Johansen, 2011). 

Moral Evaluation 

The UDI is also accused of not paying attention to the well-being of the children 

involved. Covering the story about the Iranian woman who was told that she must go back to Iran 

to apply for family reunion, the journalist inserts the following comment: “The UDI wants to 

send [person X] back to Iran, while her five-month-old baby must stay behind in Norway with its 

father” (Landrø et al., 2011). Their lawyer points out that the United Nation’s (UN) Convention 

on the Rights of the Child allows for “a fast and human treatment” in cases where children are 

involved. 

In another case, a Burmese woman had a residence permit but her husband had to leave 

the country, as the UDI said he lied about his age when he arrived in Norway. Together they have 

a small child. An non-governmental organization (NGO) representative stresses that children 
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have the right to care from both parents and, therefore, families should not be split up the way the 

UDI intends (Sørensen & Toftaker, 2011). In sum, the stories involve an appeal for higher values 

than the law. 

Treatment Recommendation 

As indicated, the media coverage often contains an appeal for decency and higher human 

values, for bureaucrats to look beyond the rigidity of the rules and to become more aware of the 

difficult circumstances in which people find themselves. In other words, the treatment 

recommendation is either that the Immigration Act should be altered or that the UDI should show 

some flexibility in its implementation of the immigration policy. For instance, the lawyer of the 

above-mentioned handicapped Kosovar argues that the UDI can make an exemption to the rule 

that you have to have a certain income before being allowed family reunion. The lawyer argues 

that the UDI should place emphasis on the man’s health issues and that he would improve 

physically and mentally if he were allowed to be reunited with his wife (Gjelstad & Bunjaku, 

2011). 

All in all, it seems that the media coverage is frequently marked by personification, black-

and-white moral evaluations, and unfussy conflicts with clear-cut solutions, which is traditionally 

how the media cover stories (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). As mentioned in the section on 

methodology, it is not the goal here to quantify or conduct a rounded frame analysis of the media 

coverage of all family reunion cases. For our purpose it is more important that the UDI took great 

notice of stories framed in this way and talked about how they experienced the coverage in a 

manner fitting this frame, thus providing the set-up for the competing frame that we now turn to. 

Competing Frame: Full Picture 

Often, UDI staff members perceive the media coverage to be slanted. This in turn 

becomes a problem for the UDI when decisions made by the directorate are attacked or distrusted 
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by the media. The reputation of the UDI is under scrutiny. And reputation is something the 

directorate values, much as the literature has argued with respect to public institutions in general 

(Lee et al., 2011; Wæraas et al., 2011): 

It is very important for us that people trust us. And that they trust that we do what we are 

supposed to, as those implementing the rules, and that we don’t just express personal 

opinions …“Oh, couldn’t you just have shown a little better judgment.” … It is not our 

personal judgments that [should] have the final say (bureaucrat 2, interviewed 

2011/06/09).  

Thus the UDI wants to offer a competing frame we have labeled the Full Picture, based 

on the need to disseminate comprehensive and correct information, revealing the rationale of the 

immigration system to the public as seen from the perspective of the UDI. We argue that the Full 

Picture frame has the following elements (see also Table 1): 

Problem Definition 

The competing frame firstly locates the problem in media coverage that ignores vital 

facts. One of the interviewees described the situation where she was watching a news story, 

“wondering what on earth they had been thinking at the UDI” to reach such a negative decision. 

Then she realized that it was one of “her” cases, and she was angered by the coverage since she 

felt important information had been left out (bureaucrat 1, interviewed 2011/06/08). News stories, 

which tend to be dominated by feelings, often suppress central facts known to the applicant and 

the UDI. These facts might be decisive for the proceedings in the UDI but when they are left out 

of the news story the bureaucratic decision appears incomprehensible to the public. Instead of 

creating an understanding of the principles behind the legislation, the coverage is focused on 

dramatic, individual destinies. 

When we see the cases out there afterwards, when I do know the cases, I [often 
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think] the case is portrayed in a distorted manner … In some cases … they have 

left out information that would have made the case appear in a totally different 

light (bureaucrat 2, interviewed 2011/06/09). 

Second, the problem with the media coverage as seen from the perspective of the 

UDI is that it reveals a lack of understanding of how the governance of immigration 

works and the role of the UDI in this system; that politicians decide the policy and that 

bureaucratic rules apply when the UDI implements the policy. To criticize the directorate 

in the media is really to “shoot the messenger.” When a person is denied family reunion it 

is basically because he or she has violated the Immigration Act or do not qualify for 

family reunion for other reasons: “We say, yes, we do recognize that [a particular 

decision] has unfortunate consequences, but that is the way that the legislation is and we 

have to take this into account” (bureaucrat 1, interviewed 2011/06/08).  

When those who receive a negative decision from the UDI appeal their case, they often 

fail to see the larger context of the migration policy:  

UDI [does not decide the rules] … And that is the most difficult part to convey 

about our field … to hoist a perspective of the whole field. That, yes, we can have 

another policy. But then it will have these and these consequences, and you, by 

casting your vote, decide whether [the policy] should be changed or not (press 

contact 3, interviewed 2011/05/13). 

The latter point also means that the authorities do sometimes admit mistakes and/or 

welcome critical coverage of the policy consequences. The policy principles are, after all, the 

responsibility of the politicians and, ultimately, those who have voted for those same politicians.  

Causal Interpretation 
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When the coverage is slanted, ignoring vital information related to the particular case in 

question and/or the immigration system in general, two main reasons are detected by the UDI 

staff members. First, the interviewees argue that the journalists are hunting for good stories with 

human interest and are not always interested in contextualizing their stories: “It might be the case 

that they do not include everything, just because they want their story to be more marketable or 

juicy in the newspaper” (bureaucrat 4, interviewed 2011/06/09). In other words, staff members of 

the UDI recognize what they are up against in terms of news culture (Gans, 1980; Semetko & 

Valkenburg, 2000; Sparks & Dahlgren, 1992). 

In addition, as pointed out, UDI staff members talk about “slanted media coverage” 

caused by a lack of understanding of the mandate and competences of the institutions governing 

the migration field, as well as a lack of familiarity with the acts and regulations that govern the 

decisions of the UDI, not least the principle of predictability. The feeling expressed by many of 

the interviewees was that if the journalists were less ignorant of the immigration policies and 

regulations, and/or if they had all the facts of a case, the coverage would be different. 

Moral Evaluation 

An implicit moral evaluation in the competing frame of the UDI is that citizens and 

applicants alike must abide by the law. For the UDI itself, some core values direct its work: 

dignity, professionalism and “the total picture.” The employees have to show respect for users 

and their situation, and be efficient, impartial, and loyal to the regulations, directives, and main 

objectives of immigration policy. Furthermore, the employees are expected to take joint 

responsibility for achieving good results, and to communicate openly and clearly (UDI – 

Norwegian Directorate of Immigration, 2004). In other words, the professional values and 

methods of the UDI staff see to it that those applying for family reunion get fair treatment: “Here 

we should be able to work no matter where we belong politically, from the far right to the far left; 
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we are supposed to reach the same result in the cases” (bureaucrat 2, interviewed 2011/06/09). 

UDI staff members appeal to the professional ethics of journalism and the democratic role of the 

press when they ask for a more-balanced and fairer coverage of the field of immigration. Still, 

UDI staff members also understand the resource constraints that pose a problem for journalists 

and argue that it is not necessarily journalistic ill will that is the cause of “the problem.” Some do, 

nevertheless, point out that the media “has a job to do” in a democracy and that the media 

coverage is often too superficial and not helpful for citizens who want to get an informed view. 

Most people get their information through the media, not by consulting the UDI website (press 

contact 4, interviewed 2011/04/18).  

Treatment Recommendation 

The public is urged, as the UDI core principle goes, to “see the total picture.” The 

Immigration Act is there for a reason, and the UDI asks for recognition that it is doing a good job 

in implementing it. For the UDI, it becomes necessary to educate the public regarding these 

matters, with an emphasis on the professional aspect: 

I am preoccupied by the idea that we should promote [an understanding] of how 

the rules are and how we have implemented them, and to try to draw a line 

between politics and what the rules are … I feel this is our mission to convey, to 

show that these are the rules and that we have acted upon them … It is [important] 

to get across that … we have a legal method (bureaucrat 2, interviewed 

2011/06/09). 

In short, the UDI must explain the system. Still, having a certain understanding of an 

issue is not enough; the directorate also has to communicate this understanding. Thus we next 

turn to the media relations strategy the UDI often employs when the directorate is contacted 

about particular cases. 
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Media Strategy of “The Gentle Giant” 

The UDI typically uses such strategies as the following when they are contacted by a 

journalist inquiring about a particular case regarding denial of family reunion: 

Consent form: as a first step, the press contacts will ask journalists to get a consent form 

from the applicant that grants right of access to the immigration case documents. This will allow 

the press contacts to discuss the cases with the journalist. The press contacts will take care to 

emphasize how easy it is to obtain this agreement and direct the journalist to the online form. The 

press contacts have also devised a rhetorical strategy for use when journalists are hesitant or the 

applicant will not grant access to the files: 

We have tried different ways to tackle this, like: “Would you run a story with [the 

right wing political party leader] where she, as the only source, says something 

about others, or would you try to get a comment from this other person?” You 

have to find ways so that the journalist can see that this is really not OK (press 

contact 1, interviewed 2011/04/15). 

If the applicant gives consent, the UDI can, in theory, challenge the story of “David” by 

providing information that adds nuance to the picture. This can, in the more extreme cases, 

involve releasing information about criminal records, child neglect or, simply, willful ignorance 

of Norwegian immigration rules. These are not necessarily aspects of the case that UDI staff 

members want to discuss publicly, but the “files can do the talking” (press contact 3, interviewed 

2011/05/13). 

Explanation: the decisions are explained in the case documents, and some of the 

interviewees argue that it is not their job to defend the decisions but, rather, to help explain and 

clarify them. In other words, the Full Picture frame is used and “absolves” the UDI: “I believe it 

is important to draw attention to the legislation, how it is and how it is implemented … in order 
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[for the journalists and others] to understand the background to … the decisions” (bureaucrat 3, 

interviewed 2011/06/09). Several employees think it is important to explain that professional 

bureaucratic rules are applied and the cases are not seen in isolation (bureaucrat 2, interviewed 

2011/06/09). The rhetorical strategy is to widen the focus of the case, from the individual to the 

general principles behind the Immigration Act and the bureaucracy in this area. On the other 

hand, other employees express reluctance about explaining “too much” and, instead, “provide the 

facts” and hope that the journalist uses this (bureaucrat 4, interviewed 2011/06/09). Here, we can 

recognize some employees being proponents of the factual news management strategy 

(Falkheimer, 2005). 

Subdued tone: generally, staff members argue that it is important to demonstrate respect 

and express sympathy (bureaucrat 5, interviewed 2011/06/08). Several of them state that they try 

to avoid being too aggressive in their responses to the individual cases. They indicate that they 

are well aware of the power discrepancy between themselves and the applicants and that they are 

public servants, not counterparts to the applicants as such (bureaucrat 4, interviewed 2011/06/09). 

This is also in line with how the culture of bureaucracy has been described (e.g., Du Gay, 2005; 

Gelders & Ihlen, 2010; Graver, 2007). On the other hand, some of the staff members also wish 

that they were slightly more aggressive in some of the cases, “rejecting” the usual constraints of 

bureaucrats: 

If you have contacted the media—it is not us who have created this situation—and 

portrayed yourself as a victim and we think this is not the case at all, then I think 

we sometimes could have been a bit more aggressive than we are. But it is a 

balancing act [between] the big, bad state and the individual—and we have lots of 

power and resources (press contact 1, interviewed 2011/04/15). 

Relationship building: both the press contacts and the bureaucrats are eager to provide a 
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good service for the journalists. Media relations are prioritized in a way that follows much of the 

advice given in the literature on media strategies (Desiere & Sha, 2007; Palmer, 2000). There is 

an emphasis on responding quickly and making the bureaucrats available for comments. Press 

contacts argue that this pays off by satisfying the journalists (press contact 5, interviewed 

2011/05/04). It is also demonstrated how messages are simplified and points are repeated to adapt 

to the journalistic tone and format: 

You often end up repeating what you want to say in different ways. But, your 

answer has to be … what you perceive as the message and it is important when 

you are talking to the media that you … try to say something about what the 

journalist is after and try to say it in a … You have to have a message and have 

something you repeat (bureaucrat 3, interviewed 2011/06/09). 

Thus the media relations of the UDI have been increasingly honed to help promote the 

frame that the directorate wants to get across. But, as pointed out, members of the directorate also 

experience constraints with regard to their media relations. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

The main research question for this article concerned how a public organization can 

counter emotional stories that are critical of its conduct. To answer this, we have focused on the 

construction of a competing frame (sub RQ1) and the strategies to promote this competing frame 

(sub RQ2). 

As for sub RQ1, we relied on the work of Entman (1993), to analyze different problem 

definitions, causal interpretations, moral evaluations, and treatment recommendations employed 

in frames about family reunion cases. What we have called a Man Against the System frame in 

the media was first identified. This frame can probably be considered a generic news frame as it 

nurtures the media’s watchdog image and satisfies the conflict criteria (Gans, 1980; Semetko & 
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Valkenburg, 2000; Sparks & Dahlgren, 1992). It is also a recognizable cultural frame, widely 

used in film and literature (think Franz Kafka), thus proving additionally potent (Dan & Ihlen, 

2011; Van Gorp, 2007). This frame is regarded as problematic for authorities, as even a burden 

for employees, and it may hurt the institution’s reputation and legitimacy. Thus the researched 

institution, the UDI, wants to counter these emotional and critical stories. We argue that this is 

done first through the construction of a competing frame that we call the Full Picture frame. The 

Man Against the System and the Full Picture frame are rooted in different value appeals pointing 

to, on the one hand, placing humans above rules and, on the other hand, the need for a system that 

works in a systematic and non-arbitrary way (Kettle, 2008). 

As for sub RQ2, we note how the authorities seek to provide journalists with background 

information and access to the case files. They seek to explain the cases and contextualize them, 

all the while using a respectful and subdued tone. In addition, the UDI staff members relies on 

ordinary relationship building techniques, for instance, by offering good service and demonstrate 

understanding of journalists’ needs. We found that there is huge attention being paid to the 

importance of the media: resources are spent on servicing the press, and spokespersons are made 

readily available. The media relations strategies reflect the advice in the literature regarding the 

importance of prioritizing media work and providing services to journalists in order to secure the 

reputation of the organization (Desiere & Sha, 2007; Palmer, 2000). However, we also see 

reluctance in applying the tools, formats and frames of the media in the sense that the 

bureaucrats, for instance, wanted to present more arguments and background information to add 

nuances and a richer picture. The civil servants tended to be limited by professional ethical codes 

and a traditional bureaucratic language (Du Gay, 2005; Gelders & Ihlen, 2010; Graver, 2007). As 

pointed out, the UDI cannot choose its strategies at will. The self-understanding of the 

bureaucrats, who are on the side of the powerful system and, at the end of the day, actually 
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represent “Goliath,” does restrict them from getting involved in this type of potentially-effective 

competing frame (e.g., Dunwoody & Griffin, 1993; Hertog & McLeod, 2001; Ihlen & Allern, 

2008). To portray apparent victims as villains strongly suggests abuse of power. The traditional 

bureaucratic professional codes stress a precise, laborious and detailed language—a detached 

way of presenting a case far removed from the emotional human-interest stories of the media. To 

break with this form and to engage as adversaries rather than detached and impersonal/hidden 

bureaucrats is not an easy way out. The analysis reveals that bureaucrats are restricted in their 

choice of strategies that might resolve the “problem” frame in the media. They cannot profit 

directly from the use of journalistic strategies mimicking the generic storylines in the news; 

instead they must rely on a more traditional factual strategy, aiming to counter a recurrent media 

frame by information subsidies, provided indirectly (access to files/let the files talk) or through 

abstract/systemic explanations (Falkheimer, 2005; Zoch & Molleda, 2006). Herein also lies the 

study’s contribution to the practice of strategic communication. There are constraints, but also 

possibilities as explained in the section on media strategy.  

By analyzing the strategies used to push a particular competing frame, we have tried to 

remedy the lack of analysis of power in the traditional analysis of media relations and media 

strategies. We have shown how power asymmetries might enable and restrict actors on the media 

scene in somewhat counter-intuitive ways. The analysis has been informed by a perspective on 

the role of the media in today’s society. As the media has increased its importance as an 

institution, it has also begun to influence how other institutions operate. The article thus 

highlights one consequence or one aspect of how a particular organization is shaped by and 

organizes its communication efforts to further a particular frame (Pallas & Fredriksson, 2011). 

The media has wide-ranging significance for this particular institution. The attention that is being 

paid to the reputation of the directorate is one prime example. Further research should focus on 
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other aspects and consequences of this, such as the priority given to media work and the 

increased tempo and willingness/resistance to adopt to media language and news values. What 

does this really mean for public institutions? And do they succeed in their attempts to cater for 

the news media?  

As seen in the present case study, organizations do not necessarily rely on the factual 

news management strategy (Falkheimer, 2005) but, instead, use typical strategies of relationship 

management known from other studies (e.g., Desiere & Sha, 2007; Motion & Weaver, 2005; 

Palmer, 2000). Still, media relations research needs to move beyond the limited focus on 

information subsidies, channels, and platforms in order to incorporate a perspective on power 

(Carragee & Roefs, 2004; Vliegenthart & van Zoonen, 2011). Communication professionals seek 

to build frames that simultaneously cater for the news media and further the interest of the 

organization. It could be interesting to conduct experiments to assess the different potencies of 

the frames that we have argued exist in the material, and also to conduct research from a 

longitudinal perspective (de Vreese, 2012). The way practitioners and their organizations take 

part in framing contests, and what strategies are successful, requires more research. One fruitful 

approach to investigate this aspect could be to investigate the media coverage more fully in a few 

cases to assess the different success rates of the conducted framing work. We see the need to 

delve more into the dynamics of the framing contests, researching how the two mentioned frames 

are actually played out and how they succeed and how they fail. This, however, is another article.  

The qualitative approach of the study poses a clear limitation in terms of validity, 

reliability, and generalization. The best way to respond to these challenges is probably to check 

for alternative explanations, to allow for additional explanatory factors, and to be careful not to 

overstate the findings. Could the results differ in a different national or organizational context? 

Nonetheless, we maintain that we have shed new light on the particular situation of a public 
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organization that attempts to behave as a “gentle giant” when it engages in a framing contest.  
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Footnote 

1 There is a rather substantial literature on defense strategies used by organizations when 

they have been accused of wrongdoing (e.g., Hearit, 2006). In this article, however, we prefer to 

use framing theory because of its integration with media theory and the ability to highlight the 

dynamic contest aspect. 
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