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Abstract 

Internationally, the issue of irregular immigration is highly contested and actors promote 

different frames. In this article, we analyze the strategizing that goes on behind the scenes 

among non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and public immigration authorities. Many 

studies have documented how strategic actors take advantage of mainstream news media 

conventions, but there is a dearth of research on how these frame sponsors critically reflect 

on their strategies. Based on extensive ethnographic fieldwork and 35 qualitative interviews, 

we analyze the dilemmas and challenges the actors face in adapting their communication 

strategies to the news media, each other and their resources. The immigration authorities are 

systematic and professional in their media work, with easy access to leading media. Faced 

with the news media’s emphasis on dramatic individual stories, however, they struggle to 

find a media strategy that balances efficient communication with bureaucratic regulations and 

values. The NGOs, on the other hand, have the opportunity to exploit media conventions and 

pitch striking and emotional individual stories. Still, the challenge is to expand the media 

interest beyond such stories to foster a systemic debate on immigration policy. Paradoxically, 

the more media attention one individual story gets, the less able the backplayers are to 

discuss the immigration system.  
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Restrictive immigration policy has led to a wave of protests and political mobilization of 

irregular migrants and pro-migrant activists throughout Europe, North America and Australia 

(Nyers, 2010). The activists advocating immigration reform regularly clash with authorities 

that argue for increased control over immigration flows. The ensuing debates have resulted in 

media coverage with a strong emphasis on conflict and human-interest stories, focusing on 

immigrants rather than immigration (Benson, 2013, Figenschou & Thorbjørnsrud, this 

volume; Every & Augoustinos, 2008).  

In this article we focus on the situation in one small Western democracy (Norway) 

and how the immigration authorities (the ministry and directorate responsible for 

immigration) and the non-governmental organizations (NGOs) behind the No One is Illegal 

campaign1 confront each other in framing contests over the issue of irregular immigration. 

The two frame sponsors promote different versions of how the issue should be understood 

(problem definitions), what causes the problems, and what solutions would work (Entman, 

1993): The NGOs argue that the main problem is caused by a too strict immigration policy 

that undermines the institution of asylum. They argue that irregular immigrants constitute a 

humanitarian and social problem, which should be solved by conditional amnesty and 

immigration reform. Immigration authorities, on the other hand, typically emphasize how it is 

a problem that people choose to stay illegally after having had their application for asylum 

rejected, and consequently represent a misuse of the asylum practice. For the authorities, the 

general solution is to maintain a firm immigration policy, as this will result in fewer 

“groundless” asylum seekers and more voluntary returns (Jørgensen & Meret, 2012). 

The present article offers an innovative approach to analyze such framing contests in 
                                                

1 The No One is Illegal movement is a loosely connected international activist, pro-
immigration network originating in Germany in the late 1990s. The Norwegian No One is 
Illegal campaign was a coalition of NGOs protesting the treatment of irregular immigrants. 
Web-site: www.papirlose.no 
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its ethnographic study of the challenges and dilemmas the two competing frame sponsors 

experience when they seek to exploit typical news media conventions. The extant literature 

has emphasized media content, and to some extent media reception, over the processes 

leading up to news on migration (Horsti, 2008). We move beyond textual analysis via an in-

depth analysis of the strategizing that goes on behind the scenes. Studying the framing 

strategies of two very different political players meets scholarly calls for analysis of 

information production in non-journalistic, non-newsroom settings (Powers, 2014; Schudson, 

2011; Waisbord, 2011). Finally, by situating the strategies and actors in the broader 

economic, political and social context, the article also heeds the call for more ethnography in 

both political science and public relations (e.g., Everett & Johnston, 2012), and for more 

attention to power in framing research (Carragee & Roefs, 2004). 

The article starts with a review of the literature on strategic framing and power in 

migration debates and leads up to our research question. A section discussing method follows 

this. The main part consists of an analysis of the strategic decisions taken by the actors and 

their reflections on their core messages, strategies, challenges and opportunities. In the final 

part we discuss the potential and limitations of these framing strategies. We point to strengths 

and weaknesses of the present analysis and suggest possible follow-up studies.  

Strategic Framing: Framing Contests, Resources and Constraints 

A growing number of studies have focused on how frames are contested, how they are 

constructed to compete with other frames, and how they gain media coverage and political 

clout (e.g., Hallahan, 1999; Ihlen & Nitz, 2008; Vliegenthart & van Zoonen, 2011). The 

notion of “framing expertise” has been used to describe how certain actors are able to infuse 

their frames with journalistic news values and play up deep-seated cultural values (Dan & 

Ihlen, 2011; Entman, 2004; Gamson & Modigliani, 1989). Frames that build on 

personification, black-and-white moral evaluations and conflicts with clear-cut solutions, are 
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highly useful for this purpose, as these are part of commonly employed generic news frames 

(Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). A common conclusion is that the more news conventions a 

story satisfies, the greater the chance that the story will attract media attention (Carragee & 

Roefs, 2004; Ihlen & Nitz, 2008; Pan & Kosicki, 2001). Actors also stand a better chance of 

gaining coverage, if they identify and exploit news conventions by various forms of 

“information subsidies” (press releases, press packages, contacts for sources, etc.) and by 

providing striking visuals and strong rhetoric (Dan & Ihlen, 2011; Gandy, 1982).   

 Frame sponsors have varying degrees of resources at hand and operate within a 

context that can value these resources differently. It is possible to discern different types of 

capital in this sense, related to not only the financial situation of the frame sponsor, but also 

other types of resources like knowhow/expertise, social capital, and general reputation or 

symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Ihlen, 2007). Being able to institutionalize public relations 

work can also influence the outcome of framing contests as the frame sponsors are able to 

hire people to work systematically and for a longer period of time with particular issues, as 

well as spend more on public relations material and so forth (Ihlen, 2004). Thus, the public 

relations literature too has increasingly been interested in how power is wielded for good or 

bad purposes with the help of public relations strategies and techniques (Berger, 2005; Heath, 

Motion, & Leitch, 2010). 

Numerous elite–media studies have documented how political authorities have an 

important advantage when negotiating access to the news media (see Manning, 2001, for an 

overview). As official office holders and part of government, public administrators are 

powerful and therefore important sources that the mainstream media will turn to, listen to, 

criticize and confront. Within the public sector in modern Western democracies, media 

management has become a core activity (Schillemans, 2012; Thorbjørnsrud, Figenschou, & 

Ihlen, 2014), and communication departments have expanded and moved upwards within the 
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organizations (Agency for Public Management and eGovernment, 2011; Sriramesh & Verčič, 

2009). Communication departments are working closely with administrative leaders and 

political executives, and with other departments across traditional hierarchical organizational 

structures (Zerfass, Verčič, Verhoeven, Angeles, & Tench, 2012). Modern public 

bureaucracies have become largely mediatized adapting to what Thorbjørnsrud et al. (2014) 

defines as “a news media logic“ – how bureaucracies adapt to the rhythm (fast), language 

(simple) and formats (short) of the mainstream news media.2 Civil servants value being in the 

media as something that helps to legitimatize their existence. At the same time, public 

authorities have multiple constraints that put limits on their potential use of news 

conventions. Studies of the media work within public administration (e.g., Kunelius & 

Reunanen, 2011; Schillemans, 2012; Thorbjørnsrud et al., 2014) document how civil servants 

struggle to balance media strategies with internal standards and key bureaucratic values such 

as integrity, correctness, impartiality, neutrality, accountability and transparency (Kettle, 

2008; Meier & Hill, 2005).  

In recent years a growing number of studies have analyzed NGOs as strategic 

communicators and news sources (e.g., Conrad, 2014; Cottle & Nolan, 2007; Powers, 2014). 

In contrast to government elites, NGOs traditionally have a minor role in the daily 

newsgathering process due to newsroom organization and routines (Waisbord, 2011). At the 

same time, NGOs today have become more oriented towards the mainstream news media. 

They have increased use of professional press and publicity methods targeting the 
                                                

2 Although the news can change according to national and regional context, news values and 
news conventions are also highly similar across countries and media systems (e.g., Hallin & 
Mancini, 2004; Shoemaker & Cohen, 2006). To avoid using a totalizing framework, it might 
be more useful to talk about news media logics. For the sake of simplicity, however, we will 
use the term in singular in the analysis and talk about mainstream news media. When 
analyzing mainstream news media, like we do in this article, it is arguably more precise to 
talk about a news media logic: The mainstream news media shares more of the same traits in 
comparison with niche news media, and how the frame sponsors deal with this set of 
mainstream news conventions is the main focus in this article. 
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mainstream news media (Fenton, 2010; Waisbord, 2011). Overall, NGO media strategies 

largely conform with and seek to exploit pre-established criteria of what news is (Fenton, 

2010; Powers, 2014; Waisbord, 2011). Particularly commercial news media conventions, 

such as personification and celebrity endorsements, have been employed strategically by 

NGOs to attract media attention and to raise funds (Cottle & Nolan, 2007; Fenton, 2010; 

Lester, 2006). While such attempts to exploit news media conventions evidently shape the 

media work of NGOs, organizational characteristics such as economic and staff resources 

(e.g. time, money and technical skills), political aim (activism vs. neutral expertize), cultural 

capital (professional status and expertize), and desired audiences are also important factors 

enabling and limiting NGOs’ media strategies (Fenton, 2010; Powers, 2014). Compared to 

government agencies NGOs are particularly constrained by their relative lack of economic 

resources.  

While extant framing literature has documented how strategic actors take advantage 

of mainstream news media conventions, there is a dearth of research on how strategic actors 

reflect on their strategies, the dynamics of the news media, and the framing efforts of their 

counter-parts (van Hulst & Yanow, 2014; Vliegenthart & van Zoonen, 2011). Furthermore, 

few studies have focused on the importance of resources in this respect. From the literature 

we know that authorities have institutionalized, systematic and extensive resources for 

strategic media work; and regular and frequent contact with journalists, but are limited by 

numerous bureaucratic regulations and values. NGOs, on the other hand, are positioned 

outside the media-elite circles; they often lack the resources for systematic media relations, 

but increasingly employ mainstream news conventions in their media work. Aiming to 

examine how this plays out in the framing contest over irregular immigration, the present 

article asks:  

What dilemmas and challenges do immigration NGOs and immigration authorities 
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experience in their efforts to promote their frames in the mainstream media, and how do their 

(uneven) resources enable and restrict their efforts/strategies? 

We argue that knowledge about such strategic framing processes is hard to come by 

through content analysis. This article will thus be based on data culled from ethnographic 

fieldwork and qualitative interviews outlined and discussed in the next section. 

Method 

The present article is based on fieldwork among immigration authorities and their 

counterparts in the mediated immigration debate, NGOs campaigning for immigration 

reform. In Norway, as in other Western democracies, the immigration debate is highly 

polarized and emotional (see Thorbjørnsrud, this volume, for an overview). The political 

debate have been particularly influenced by some intensely covered individual cases in 2010–

2011 (Jørgensen & Meret, 2012), and our data was collected during and shortly after these 

debates peaked in the media. While this might weaken the ability to generalize from our 

findings, we argue that this drawback is offset by the data’s richness, allowing us to go in 

depth on the ”behind-the-scenes dynamics”. The media emphasis on human-interest stories 

and conflict arguably illustrate and highlight generic challenges for actors that seek to 

influence the immigration debate.  

The approach in this article is inspired by grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), 

as our findings have been generated by an inductive approach, analyzing observation notes, 

data from qualitative interviews and text from policy documents and websites. For extended 

periods between April 2011 and April 2012 one of the authors conducted participatory 

observation in the communication department and immigration department in the Ministry of 

Justice. All internal meetings and meetings with representatives from subordinate agencies 

were attended, and the interaction between the public relations staff and the rest of the 

bureaucracy and the media (interviews, press conferences, phone calls, etc.) was observed. In 
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addition to many informal on-the-scene conversations sixteen qualitative semi-structured 

research interviews were conducted with the political heads of the department, the 

communication staff and officials from the expert departments. 

During two weeks in June 2011, one researcher sat in on the morning meetings of the 

press contacts and the communication director of the Directorate of Immigration (UDI), 

where they discussed media coverage and upcoming issues. He also spent time in the open-

plan office of the press contacts, observing their work and listening in on telephone 

conversations with journalists. 11 qualitative interviews were also carried out with the public 

relations staff and bureaucrats.  

Contracts of confidentiality were signed in both organizations, with the promise that 

no individuals or individual cases would be identified. Still, some basic methodological 

problems are associated with the approach laid out above: When conducting observation for 

an extended period the researcher risks “going native,” being more sympathetic toward the 

agenda of the observed actors or internalizing their perspective and terminology 

(Malinowski, 1922). We do maintain, however, that the rewards of the method far surpasses 

this problem, as we get a chance to observe daily practices that might be too self-evident, or 

deviate too far from officially-stated goals, for the practitioners to mention in an interview 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 1996).  

 In addition, we also conducted eight semi-structured qualitative interviews with NGO 

representatives (secretary generals and heads of communication) in the field of migration, 

with an emphasis on the key players in the No One is Illegal campaign (launched in late 

2010). These organizations can be placed on a broad continuum. On one side are 

organizations that focus on the immigration issue alone, and tend to be smaller, less 

institutionalized, and more activist oriented. These include Norwegian Organization for 

Asylum Seekers (NOAS), Self Help for Immigrants and Refugees (SEIF) [authors’ 
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translation] and The Norwegian Centre Against Racism. On the other side of the continuum 

are the larger, more institutionalized NGOs that work with broader humanitarian issues, such 

as Amnesty International Norway and The Norwegian People’s Aid. 

All interviews were transcribed by research assistants and then submitted for approval 

by the interviewees. No major changes were requested. The authors have translated the 

interview quotes used in this article. Conducting elite interviews such as these raise a 

challenge as elites in general are often adept at manipulating the interview situation and use 

prepared statements (DeVault & McCoy, 2001; Odendahl & Shaw, 2001). In short, these 

skilled communicators may also employ their framing expertize in the interviews. These 

problems need first of all to be recognized and prepared for in the interview guides, and, 

secondly, they call for the use of more sources and for caution when interpreting the data and 

drawing conclusions.  

Analysis 

The immigration authorities and the NGO campaign face different dilemmas and are 

afforded different opportunities when promoting their frames on irregular immigration. They 

also influence each other’s work. This analysis section first briefly outlines the media 

routines and resources of the two actors. Against this background, we analyze the challenges 

and dilemmas they experience in their effort to adapt to and exploit mainstream news media 

conventions on irregular immigration.  

Resources and routines 

Immigration Authorities – A Mediatized System 

In the Ministry of Justice, there are ten officials working full-time with 

communication and media relations (two of these primarily focus on immigration). The 

underlying directorate UDI has a public relations department with four people dedicated to 

media relations. Both the ministry’s and the directorate’s media relations staff have their 
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respective morning meetings to discuss the latest news clippings concerning the ministry, the 

directorate and other related material. The groups discuss if specific news stories need to be 

responded to, and whether there are possibilities for proactive attempts to get coverage. In the 

ministry all media requests are logged, archived and systematized, and there is a press 

telephone line operated weekdays from 8 to 21 (the directorate) and seven days a week (the 

ministry). The administration considers it strategically important to provide journalist’s good 

service, and the staff never leaves the office before all important media requests are 

answered. In line with the increased resources spent on media monitoring and management, 

the communication departments are placed directly under the central command.  

The ministry serves as the coordinator for media relations, and the directorate and 

other subordinate agencies must notify the ministry if a negative story is coming up. The 

ministry also wants to be briefed on the directorate’s answer in difficult cases. The rationale 

for these efforts is to avoid situations where different agencies and departments are played off 

against each other, revealing diverging interests and conflicts between them about the 

allocation of resources and responsibility (Thorbjørnsrud et al., 2014). The constant media 

pressure experienced by immigration authorities, epitomized by the difficulty of countering 

dramatic, individual stories have led the immigration authorities to increasingly pitch news to 

carefully selected individual journalists. Moreover, to cope with continuous news deadlines, 

public bureaucracies try to anticipate the media agenda by preparing standardized texts in 

advance (a wiki). In short the media relations is highly systematized and the authorities 

conduct what has been called proactive information management (Zoch & Molleda, 2006).  

NGOs – Intuitive Mediatization 

The NGOs studied here differ in terms of their size, degree of institutionalization and 

resources, but none of them can match the apparatus and systematic approach of the 

authorities’ media relations. The NGOs’ work is more instinctual and ad-hoc, based on 
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previous personal experiences, successes and failures. None of the NGOs subscribe to media 

clipping services, or systematically map media requests. All interviewees, however, take 

down and archive name and contact information of journalists they have worked with, and 

sometimes also key characteristics such as interests, expertise and evaluations of previous 

interactions. These types of personal archives are then used strategically to pitch stories. Who 

they contact is based on previous experiences with journalists, knowledge about the profile of 

different news outlets, as well as the perceived news potential of the story. The NGOs all use 

strategic knowledge of how the news media work, and evaluate different information 

subsidies based on in-depth knowledge of the media’s needs.  

Moreover, the NGOs try to give themselves a familiar face in the media by using the 

same spokespersons – predominantly the secretary general, the head of communication, and 

sometimes organization experts. Although informal and ad-hoc, the two largest NGOs have 

occasional media training, whereas the smaller ones do not receive any such training, and say 

they learn by doing. The lack of routinized, systematic media monitoring and training implies 

that the NGO’s media competency is first and foremost embodied in the knowledge, 

dedication and creative initiatives of key individuals within the organization, rather than in 

institutional routines and information systems. Interviewees underline that this complicates 

long-term planning of proactive media campaigns, may make their key message less coherent 

and very vulnerable to short and longer-term changes in key personnel.  

The smaller NGOs are predominantly reactive in their media management. The larger 

are more proactive and try to anticipate the media’s needs and demands, clarify statements 

internally before talking to journalists, and prepare talking points for their spokespersons. It 

seems, however, that the reactive line of the smaller NGOs is primarily a question of staff 

and money, rather than less competent communication staff, as they have run successful 

proactive campaigns in the past funded by external actors. Although the NGOs perceive press 



Behind     13 

releases as a relatively inefficient and unimportant communication channel, all of them 

routinely send out press releases to announce concrete actions. Still, the most important 

function of press releases seems to be as a reminder to journalists that there are divergent 

views in the asylum debate, and that their organization is present in the debate.  

Challenges and Dilemmas  

Immigration Authorities: Bureaucratic Ethos and Media Relations3 

The rhetorical task for the authorities, and for the immigration directorate in 

particular, is to maintain a professional detachment from political agendas and use a 

traditional bureaucratic language. This is particularly challenging in public debates 

concerning particular individual immigrants or families. The Ministry of Justice never 

comments on such individual cases and instead refers to the directorate, which has an 

unstated policy of attempting to be fair, firm and gentle in their statements. The latter results 

specifically in attempts to be restrained in the rhetorical response to individual cases. It also 

ensures that the directorate does not fuse it’s framing of a particular issue with generic news 

frames to the same degree as the NGOs, as this would run against a bureaucratic ethos of 

being neutral and detached (Du Gay, 2005; Graver, 2007; Kettle, 2008). The immigration 

authorities cannot choose their media strategies at will; they have to balance their 

bureaucratic ethos and their media relations expertize. In other words, they worry about not 

appearing bureaucratic enough.  

The bureaucratic ethos is composed of written as well as unwritten rules. Public 

bureaucracies have a lawful mandate to distribute and withdraw rights and duties, resources, 

and burdens to and from the citizens they serve. The news format is a way of engaging with 

what goes on in society that is far from a classic bureaucratic approach (Tilly, 2006). The 

traditional bureaucratic ideal is a neutral and detached language, contrasting with the personal 
                                                

3 The strategies outlined in this section are based on Ihlen and Thorbjørnsrud (2014b).  
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and emotional morality of news (Graver, 2007). Government communication is also, 

typically, more constrained by rules and regulations than private actors (Graber, 2002; 

Sanders, 2011). Consequently, in these framing contests between individual immigrants (and 

their networks) and the immigration authorities, the power asymmetries might restrict the 

framing power and media strategies of the authorities.  

When the politics of immigration moves from legislation to the stage of 

implementation and the consequences for individuals start to show, the news interest 

increases. Deportations separate families, deprive households of financial security, confine 

migrants to detention centers and forcefully return them to a home country they may have 

lost their ties to or in which they claim to be endangered (Ellermann, 2006). Because of the 

magnitude of these costs deportation stories are particularly emotional, marked by high levels 

of conflict. During these periods of intense media attention, the immigration authorities are 

criticized, directly or indirectly, for not doing their job and/or for not emphasizing the human 

aspects of the cases. Informants experience that the media is more interested in dramatic, 

individual destinies than in creating an understanding of the principles behind the legislation. 

From their position, immigration bureaucrats primarily experience news on immigration as 

characterized by dramatic, emotional, black-and-white stories of individuals denied family 

reunion or rejected political asylum. The media relations staff in the directorate identify a 

master narrative, a ‘David against Goliath frame’ or ‘innocent child/women against the 

system frame’, as explained by one interviewee:  

When you have been here a while you see that it is mostly the same stories that are 

repeated over and over and over again in different forms. Most of the time it is an 

individual case, individuals against the bureaucracy. (personal interview, media 

relations officer, April 15 2011). 

Here then, the dilemma is that the authorities worry about seeming too bureaucratic. 
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During these periods of massive coverage, immigration authorities publically acknowledge 

that the law sometimes has unfortunate consequences and they recognize that decisions may 

be difficult for the involved parties. 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 that have voted for the same 

politicians). But, they stress, that is the way the legislation is and both citizens and applicants 

must abide by the law. More importantly, they argue, if individual exceptions are made from 

the law, it will undermine the asylum system. The press contacts find it fruitful to explain and 

clarify how the law is implemented and emphasize the larger consequences of the 

bureaucratic rules involved. Throughout their communication with the media the information 

staff strive to demonstrate respect and express sympathy. Seeing themselves as public 

servants, and being aware of the power discrepancy between themselves and the immigrants, 

they do not wish to come across as counterparts to the applicants as such. 

Often the viable route for the authorities seems to be a more traditional factual 

strategy, aiming to counter a recurrent media frame by information subsidies, provided 

indirectly (access to files) or through abstract/systemic explanations. The interviewees argue 

that immigration cases are often misrepresented in the media – that factual information, 

which they perceive to be crucial for the case decision, is left out. The main strategy in these 

situations has been to convince journalists to obtain access to all case documents and to urge 

them to go through the documentation carefully. Still, even if all case documentation is made 

public for the interested journalists, the interviewed bureaucrats will be careful not to be 

presented as direct counterparts to the individual immigrants. One press officer in the 

Directorate for Immigration says he often had mixed feelings regarding this:  

In some cases I believe we are too considerate. If you take your case to the media – 

we never initiate these situations – and you are portrayed as a victim and this is very 
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far from our perception of your case, then I believe we could argue our view stronger 

than we do today. But considering our power and resources it is a balancing act: The 

big, bad state against a single individual, and obviously we have to evaluate these 

[imbalances]. Still, I believe we are too careful sometimes. (personal interview, media 

relations officer, May 2, 2011) 

In other words, the bureaucratic ethos constrains the rhetorical response and how the 

authorities can frame an issue.  

NGOs – Presenting Striking Individual Stories 

The NGOs point to how the mediated and political discourse on irregular immigrants 

emphasize the “illegal” status of irregulars, which arguably makes it particularly challenging 

to promote rights for this group. One strategy to counter this has been to re-categorize the 

issue by using the phrase “paperless”, and by stressing that human beings cannot be ‘illegal’ 

(No One is Illegal). Another strategy is to highlight the mundane challenges in the often-

extreme situation irregulars live in to relate their legal status to the daily routines in peoples’ 

own lives. To do this they underline and demonstrate with concrete examples what it means 

to live without an ID, an abstract term for most people: Without an ID you do not qualify for 

health care and education, you cannot get a proper job, pay taxes or drive a car. The aim here 

is both to foreground similarities between irregular immigrants and the general population 

(Every & Augoustinos, 2008), and to illuminate the challenges facing irregular immigrants 

who want to live normal lives (Tyler & Marciniak, 2013). As explained by the head of 

communication in one of the larger NGOs: 

The strategic approach has been to contrast the lives of irregulars, with the rights 

taken for granted by white ethnic Norwegians today. It could be to exemplify how 

living without a VISA card or a bank account challenges daily routines […]. We use 

this to create some kind of identification between the reader or viewer and the 
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[irregular] individual. (personal interview, NGO Communication Head, May 19, 

2011)  

Related to this, the NGOs promote particular individuals to demonstrate the dramatic, 

real-life consequences of politics on individual human lives, in an attempt to humanize 

irregular migrants as “subjects who matter”, like ‘us’ (Tyler & Marciniak, 2013, p. 152). All 

the NGO interviewees believe that it is critical to foreground individuals that serve to 

illustrate the issues at hand to attract media attention, and by adapting to this they aim to get 

their frames across. Furthermore, to mobilize the public, raise political awareness about 

issues, and influence policy, the NGOs perceive it as necessary to create feelings of empathy, 

and foregrounding particular individuals is a common strategy to bring forth such feelings. 

The implicit premise for stressing individual cases is a belief that the public will be more 

interested in individual stories and more empathic to individual immigrants – particularly 

children and women (Höijer, 2004; Moeller, 1999, 2002). This human-interest framing 

privileges the victim portrayal of irregulars because it is more difficult to present a fraud or 

threat in a way that personally resonates with the audience (see Figenschou & Thorbjørnsrud, 

this issue). Hence, the preference to portray the individual refugee as a deserving victim 

seems well designed to capture audience attention and engage them emotionally (Horsti, 

2013). The secretary general of one large NGO puts it this way:  

It is an extremely difficult issue to raise sympathy for […] In my experience, the 

moment people see human beings and not only principles their feelings change. At the 

same time they may agree that “these individuals have suffered so they should be 

allowed to stay,” but the [larger group of] paperless immigrants must be handled in 

line with government policy. It is easy to argue against these [paperless] people, and 

say that these people have broken the law, they must leave. (personal interview, 

Secretary General, May 19, 2011) 
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When they foreground particular individuals the relatively small and poor NGO campaign are 

able to exploit established news conventions and secure media attention. It is often resource 

intensive work for journalists to locate and identify irregular immigrants when they aim to 

cover the issue, and reporters routinely ask NGOs to find irregular sources/cases for them. At 

the same time the interviewees point to challenges stemming from their strategy of 

foregrounding particular individuals, and these critical reflexive accounts are a key finding of 

this article. The more coverage one individual story gets in the news, the more difficult it 

becomes to explain the broader issue of irregular immigration. When NGOs and other 

activists successfully mobilize the media and the public for one particular individual, the 

unique qualities of that one person are often emphasized, and the individual is often no longer 

associated with, or seen as representative of the larger group. Indirectly, by foregrounding 

only selected individual stories to exploit news conventions, the NGOs also exceptionalize 

the deservedness of specific categories of migrants, most often refugees or children. In other 

words, when they are successful in setting the media agenda with striking individual stories, 

their core message of immigration reform and change in practice largely drowns in the media 

cacophony (Fenton, 2010).  

A related dilemma concerns which individuals are selected by the NGOs to front the 

wider issue of immigration reform. Idealized victims can potentially make a frame strong 

(Horsti, 2013; Moeller, 2002). Those irregular immigrants that have become major stories in 

the Norwegian media during the last couple of years have been more or less idealized; de-

ethnicized and turned into non-threatening, well-integrated ideal citizens. Furthermore, these 

irregular individuals have had resourceful support networks beyond the campaign, with 

knowledge of news conventions and journalists, who got personally and professionally 

engaged. In exceptional cases, bureaucratic decisions could actually be overturned as a result 

of massive media coverage (Ihlen & Thorbjørnsrud, 2014a). The more idealized the irregular 
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immigrant becomes, the less representative they are for the larger group of irregulars that the 

NGOs are campaigning for. Although the NGO sources consider themselves successful in 

pushing individual stories to the media, they question whether the strategy has met their 

overarching goal of policy change because the story and destiny of a few irregular individuals 

have overshadowed the broader cause. In some instances, the perfect case has been ‘too 

perfect’, in the sense that the media focuses on one individual over others.  

 Moreover, in those selected individual stories that cause massive media stir and 

mobilize broad support the NGOs largely lose control of the framing of the stories. When 

celebrities, politicians and media people outside of the campaign mobilize, they often tend to 

contrast the individual qualities of the selected immigrant to the broader immigrant group and 

argue that the individual is an exception who deserves to stay because she/he is different. In 

these few individual cases that attract massive media attention, the audience becomes 

increasingly critical of the media coverage, and argue that too much attention is given to the 

particular case and that the coverage is slanted (Beyer & Figenschou, 2014).  

Another and related challenge for the NGOs who campaign for irregular immigrants 

is the instances where they are asked to endorse individual cases, but find that deportation is 

in line with national immigration law or international human rights conventions, and thus 

formally correct. In these cases their strategy is to remain silent, but if contacted by the media 

they strive to inform the affected individuals or other NGOs of their position before 

commenting on it in the media. In general, the organizations see it as crucial to evaluate 

every individual case internally before taking a stand, in order to remain credible and 

trustworthy for the media, the authorities and the general public. Overall, the larger NGOs try 

to take the role as neutral experts evaluating these cases, whereas the smaller NGOs within 

the campaign take a more traditional pro-immigration activist role. When the various NGOs 

evaluate an individual case, protest or media stunt differently due to their diverging political 
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aims, it causes internal conflict within the campaign and may weaken the support for the 

case. Although the No One is Illegal campaign have given the NGOs a more authoritative 

position in debates on irregular immigration than their individual efforts, their interactions 

with the mainstream media and a set of other actors have illustrated the challenges involved 

in coordinating and administrating such loosely-organized campaigns. 

Conclusion 

While the NGOs can take advantage of the media’s interest for individual stories, the 

immigration authorities are not able to draw on mainstream news conventions to the same 

degree. Both actors demonstrate detailed knowledge of media conventions, expressed 

through their framing strategies, but even more so in their reflections on the potential and 

challenges they face. In the following we discuss the relative strengths and limitations of the 

two parties’ framing strategies in a broader political and social context.  

One finding concerns how systematic, hierarchic and well-coordinated the media 

management routines within the public administration is, compared to the ad-hoc, 

spontaneous and often uncoordinated character of the media relations operations in the NGO 

sector. This seems to corroborate, but also to extend earlier findings (Fenton, 2010; Powers, 

2014; Thorbjørnsrud et al., 2014; Waisbord, 2011). The fact that the immigration authorities 

are bigger, more hierarchic organizations with larger budgets, give them a competitive 

advantage in the systematic media relations work over time (Fenton, 2010; Ihlen, 2007; 

Powers, 2014). Although key individuals in the NGO sector are also competent framing 

experts, they often lack organizational routines and systems to preserve this knowledge 

within the institution, and the resources to plan and carry out proactive campaigns beyond 

individual case stories.  

 Second, both parties underline the need to adjust their framing strategies to the 

political climate, to adapt their argumentation within the framework of the existing 
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immigration regime (Every & Augustinous 2008). Both the political debate and public 

opinion on irregular immigration have been considerably more restrictive and somewhat 

critical of the human interest-stories favored by NGOs (Beyer & Figenschou, 2014). The 

NGO interviewees consider the political climate a major obstacle for their strategies and 

underline the need to communicate a realistic approach, as they do not endorse irregulars per 

se, but take a stand based on each individual case. Moreover they do not necessarily argue for 

changing the law, but for more liberal practices within the current immigration system. Here 

the interviewees from the Norwegian campaign differ from international members of the No 

One is Illegal movement, which have employed more radical tactics in line with radical anti-

globalization protesters (Nyers, 2010) and fundamentally questioned citizenship as a system 

(Tyler & Marciniak, 2013). The Norwegian opposition in general, and the NGO sector in 

particular, has traditionally strived to be part of an expanded “normality”, rather than an 

alternative on the outside (Eriksen, Hompland, & Tjønneland, 2003). This also speaks to the 

power of framing as something that controls a certain description of reality, where particular 

perspectives and issues are portrayed as “normal” and others as deviating. This puts limits on 

the debates and which alternatives and arguments that will be accepted for discussion 

(Carragee & Roefs, 2004; Van Gorp, 2007; Vliegenthart & van Zoonen, 2011). 

 Thirdly, by foregrounding how a stricter immigration policy will improve the 

humanitarian situation for the irregular population, the immigration authorities aim to 

preempt the critique from activists, irregular migrants and NGOs. Among our interviewees in 

the immigrant administration, there is a shared understanding that the media gives them a 

clear role: the stereotypes of cold and heartless people in a system that does not care for the 

plight of individuals. The authorities could potentially have chosen to emphasize an 

economic argument (pointing to the cost of hosting ‘illegal’ immigrants), or a security 

argument (stressing the threat and crimes conducted by irregular immigrants). By 
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strategically employing a humanitarian framework the authorities thus partly counter their 

critics. At the same time they open up a framing contest in which the humanitarian situation 

of the irregular population (a key issue in the NGO frame) becomes the issue at stake. The 

humanitarian turn thus arguably also strengthens the NGOs critique of the human 

consequences of this firm but fair policy. Moreover, in this setting immigration authorities 

are extremely cautious about how they meet and debate with individual rejected asylum 

seekers (Ihlen & Thorbjørnsrud, 2014b). Even if they believe the irregular individual and 

his/her network publishes false claims, it is difficult to counter them directly, as any 

confrontation between two such uneven parties will be largely interpreted as the inhuman 

system suppressing a (more or less idealized) media victim. The authorities are constrained 

by the bureaucratic ethos when they conform to it but also if they attempt to deviate from it.  

Related to this, the NGO campaign on irregular migrants has been able to take 

advantage of the media’s generic news frames underlining conflict and human interest 

framing, particularly in the last couple of years in which a few high-profiled cases have 

attracted unprecedented media attention. Having said that, both the authorities and NGOs, 

although holding largely opposite views on immigration, express a deep frustration with the 

media emphasis on individual cases and conflict. This emphasis, they argue, makes it almost 

impossible to discuss policy as such. Moreover, the interviewees find that the media’s need 

for faces and conflicts has amplified in recent times as news organizations have reduced their 

budgets, but increased the platforms they publish on. Each journalist is left with fewer 

resources to produce news for more formats. The authorities recognize that journalists are 

more pressed for time than ever, and point to this as one reason for what they perceive to be 

“lazy journalism.” In this situation, the NGOs have more difficulties reaching out with their 

views on systemic issues, than what seems to be the case for the authorities that represent the 

system.  
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Further research is needed to assess whether the findings described in this article 

transcends this particular case. Do NGOs and immigration authorities in other countries share 

the same experiences concerning these dilemmas and opportunities? And since news 

conventions can be somewhat different in other countries, what consequences do this have 

for the strategic actors? This latter question brings up an issue that we have sidestepped in 

this article. An additional fruitful line of research would be to investigate these matters with a 

longitudinal perspective. After all, the findings in this article are situated in a particular 

national context in a particular time period. Still, we maintain that the study provides useful 

insight into the strategizing that goes on behind the scenes, and how both modern public 

bureaucracies and NGOs reflect on framing contests and media work.  
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