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“Hardly a day goes by without migration hitting the 
headlines somewhere in the world. However, too often 
the media tends to focus on the negative aspects of 
migration. One recent study of 58,000 migration news 
stories, conducted by re-searchers at the University 
of Oxford, found that the most common word used to 
describe immigrants was “illegal”, even though by far the 
majority of migrants enter and reside legally. It was also 
found that the most common modifi er of asylum seekers 
was the word “failed”. It was also typical for journalists to 
use words such as “terrorist” when reporting on migration 
stories, stoking fears that migration could be linked to 
terrorism .
Many studies show that the media tends to focus on 
illegality, crisis, controversy and government failure. 
When you read a newspaper or watch TV today you 
are likely to get the impression that there are too many 
migrants who steal the jobs of locals, depress wages, 
and place an unfair burden on the welfare system. 
Media coverage has an important impact on public 
perceptions of migration and the way in which policy 
debates are framed. The media can select which topics 
to present and what issues to highlight. Poor public 
perceptions of migrants restrict the ability of politicians to 
develop realistic and evidence-based policies to manage 
migration and integration. 
How can we correct this negative portrayal of migration? 
What can be done to change the way in which we 
communicate about migration?” Laura Thompson
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Foreword: 
Ramu Damodaran, Chief, Academic Impact Sec., 
Outreach Division, UN Department of Public Information 

 

 

A family was forced into a flight every fifteen minutes last year, 
one in every 122 human beings today is either a refugee, inter-
nally displaced or seeking asylum. These figures from the 2015 
message by United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon on 
World Refugee Day highlight how far we have fallen short in the 
United Nations seventieth anniversary year, of universal assur-
ance of the principle of the dignity and worth of the human 
person, ennobled in the Organization's Charter. Equally, they 
suggest how far removed from “integration” so many of our fel-
low human beings are, forced into a situation where they are 
strangers where they seek refuge as much as strangers where 
they were once at home. 

For the United Nations Academic Impact (UNAI), the idea of in-
tegration is vital to the ideal of global citizenship, a sense of 
universal sharing, participation and identity that does not 
abridge, but indeed enhances the sense of belonging to one's 
nation. Member States of the United Nations have implicitly en-
dorsed this ideal in their articulation of the global sustainable 
development goals this year, goals they have described as “in-
tegrated and indivisible (which) balance the three dimensions 
of sustainable development; the economic, social and environ-
mental.” Each of these dimensions can be, and must be, pur-
sued within national borders, but each is susceptible to what 
happens, or does not happen, beyond those borders. If we ac-
cept that premise, the logic of integration becomes instinctive, 
not as an arid reduction into anonymity but as the aggregation 
of collective individual strengths summoned to common cause. 
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Over the last several months, the “Unlearning Intolerance” 
seminar series launched at the United Nations in 2004 has sharp-
ened its focus in a format of conversation and dialogue most 
recently in a “Master Class” led by Roland Schatz, the CEO of 
Media Tenor. We had distinguished representatives from the ac-
ademic community, the entertainment industry, media entities 
and non-governmental organizations, all as ready to challenge 
and educate as to be challenged and learn. Witnessing that af-
ternoon's wisdom, compassion and energy offered yet another 
sense of what "integration" can mean---a community of diverse 
paths and journeys that share a common destiny and an aware-
ness of the destination where it rests.  

To the International Organization of Migration and to Media 
Tenor our gratitude for their support to the United Nations Ac-
ademic Impact which this publication yet again represents. 
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Introduction: Changing perceptions of migration 
by Laura Thompson 

 

 

Boeing, Steinway, Levi-Strauss and Heinz are all household 
names in the United States and beyond. Less well known is the 
fact that German-American migrants founded these successful 
companies. Today 46 million Americans claim German ancestry, 
making German-Americans, the largest single ethnic group in 
the USA. This figure reminds us that not so long ago, millions of 
migrants left Europe in search of a better life. Today, it is Eu-
rope’s turn to welcome migrants. Germany, the strongest econ-
omy in Europe, now attracts the highest number of migrants in 
the region.  

However, far from celebrating the fact that people want to 
come to Europe, and other developed countries, we are wit-
nessing a troubling rise in anti-migrant sentiment. Migration is 
too often viewed as a problem. There is a risk that immigration 
policies in many countries will be shaped by fears and miscon-
ceptions rather than facts. The media have a key role to play in 
influencing attitudes to migration, given that migration issues 
receive extensive and increasing media coverage across the 
world.  

Hardly a day goes by without migration hitting the headlines 
somewhere in the world. However, too often the media tends 
to focus on the negative aspects of migration. One recent study 
of 58,000 migration news stories, conducted by researchers at 
the University of Oxford, found that the most common word 
used to describe immigrants was “illegal”, even though by far 
the majority of migrants enter and reside legally. It was also 
found that the most common modifier of asylum seekers was 
the word “failed”. It was also typical for journalists to use 
words such as “terrorist” when reporting on migration stories, 
stoking fears that migration could be linked to terrorism1. 

1 “Migration in the News: Portrayals of Immigrants, Migrants, Asylum 
Seekers and Refugees in National British Newspapers, 2010-2012”. Mi-
gration Observatory, University of Oxford. 
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Figure 1: International immigrants as percentage 
  of total population, 2013 

 
Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Pop-
ulation Division (2013). Trends in International Migrant Stock: The 2013 
Revision (United Nations database, POP/DB/MIG/Stock/Rev.2013). 
Note: The boundaries on this map do not imply official endorsement or 
acceptance by the United Nations. 

In a previous World Migration Report2, IOM reviewed the evi-
dence regarding the media’s portrayal of migrants. Several 
studies show that the media tends to focus on illegality, crisis, 
controversy and government failure, and on stories that are 
more sensational. When you read a newspaper or watch TV to-
day you are likely to get the impression that there are too many 
migrants who steal the jobs of locals, depress wages, and place 
an unfair burden on the welfare system.  

Media coverage has an important impact on public perceptions 
of migration and the way in which policy debates are framed. 
The media can select which topics to present and what issues 
to highlight. Poor public perceptions of migrants restrict the 
ability of politicians to develop realistic and evidence-based 
policies to manage migration and integration.  

2 World Migration Report (2011) “Communicating Effectively about Mi-
gration”, IOM, Geneva 
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How can we correct this negative portrayal of migration? What 
can be done to change the way in which we communicate about 
migration?  

First, we need to understand better how the world views mi-
gration. For the first time ever, IOM has commissioned Gallup 
to conduct a global survey of public attitudes towards migra-
tion. The full results of our analysis will be released in April, 
but I would like to present to you some of the initial findings 
from this new IOM report. 

How the world views migration – new evidence 

Most polls about what people think about migration have been 
conducted in Europe and North America, and the results often 
suggest that the public, especially in Europe, has a negative 
opinion of migration. 

However, when we consider public attitudes to migration across 
the globe, public opinion is more varied than one might think. 
IOM’s forthcoming report – How the World Views Migration – 
provides a rare insight into public attitudes toward migration 
around the world. Drawing on data from the Gallup World Poll, 
the report provides figures from surveys conducted in more 
than 140 countries between 2012 and 2014. The report presents 
for the first time a global overview of what people worldwide 
think about migration based on interviews with 183,772 adults. 

The study finds that more of the world is in favour of migration 
than against it. Worldwide, people are generally more likely to 
want immigration levels in their countries to either stay at their 
present levels (21.8 per cent) or to be increased (21.3 per 
cent), rather than to see immigration levels decrease (34.5 per 
cent). 

People in Europe are the most negative toward immigration, 
although even there barely the majority (52.1%), say immigra-
tion levels should be decreased. In North America – another 
large receiving region – only 39% express this view.  
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Figure 2: Attitudes towards migration, 2012-2014 

Should immigration in this country be kept at its present level, 
increased or decreased? 

 

 
Opinions in Europe vary, however. The majority of adults in 
nearly all Northern European countries (such as Sweden, Den-
mark, and Finland) would like to see levels of immigration rre-
main the same or increase. The United Kingdom is the sole ex-
ception in this sub-region, with a high proportion of people 
wishing to see a decrease in immigration. By contrast, residents 
in much of the Mediterranean region, which is an entry point to 
Europe for many irregular migrants, would like to see immigra-
tion levels decrease. In fact, adults in Greece are the most 
likely in the world to want immigration levels decreased, with 
84% saying this. This sentiment is shared by 56% in Spain, 67% 
in Italy, and 76% in Malta. 

Residents in Latin America and the Caribbean generally want 
immigration levels to stay the same or increase, with some ex-
ceptions such as Costa Rica and Ecuador. Opinions vary widely 
in Asia. Some countries favour decreasing immigration, such as 
Malaysia (82%), Israel (76%), and Pakistan (76%). Alternatively, 
the majority in countries like the Philippines, Japan, and South 
Korea favour increasing or maintaining immigration levels. Peo-
ple in North African countries tend to be more likely to want 
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immigration levels to decrease (Egypt 72%, Libya 54%). South 
Africa also shows over 50% wanting decreased levels. Whereas 
in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, with the high-
est percentage of temporary migrant workers in their popula-
tions, a relatively small percentages of people want to see im-
migration levels decrease, and a high percentage want to see 
levels increase or stay the same. 

Figure 3: How the world views migration, 2012-2014 

Should immigration in this country be kept at its present level, 
increased or decreased? 

 
People’s economic perceptions may be the strongest predictor 
of their attitudes about immigration. Adults who believe eco-
nomic conditions in their country are “fair” or “poor” are al-
most twice as likely to say immigration levels should decrease 
as those who say conditions are “excellent” or “good.” Simi-
larly, those who say conditions are getting worse, are nearly 
twice as likely to favour decreased immigration as those who 
say economic conditions are getting better (48.0% vs. 25.3%). In 
nearly all global regions, people who see economic conditions 
as “excellent or good” are more likely to have a positive outlook 
on migration than those who see it as “fair or poor.” 

The importance of economic factors may explain why attitudes 
to migration in the North of Europe, with the exception of the 
UK, seem to be much more favourable than in the South of Eu-
rope. The significant rise in the number of people trying to en-
ter Europe in irregular ways over the last two years through the 
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southern Mediterranean countries may also explain why atti-
tudes in the South are more negative.  

Second, we need to better understand the impact that migrants 
and migration have in the economic, social and labour condi-
tions of the countries of destination and countries of origin in 
order to communicate better and inform the discussions about 
migration with real facts and data. Several studies suggest that 
there are many misperceptions about the impact of migration 
which fuel fears about migration. 

Myths of migration 

I am not going to pretend that migration does not have its down-
sides and that States do not need to develop policies and legis-
lations that address them and limit the negative effects of mi-
gration. What I would like to do today is to outline some of the 
key benefits of migration. Too often, the media and public de-
bate about migration focuses only on the negative aspects of 
migration.  

The reality is that migration brings huge benefits, fuelling 
growth, innovation and entrepreneurship in both the countries 
people come from, and in those, they move to. When governed 
humanely to promote safety, order and dignity, migration has 
endless advantages. It provides opportunities, raises incomes 
and living standards. These benefits are important to keep in 
mind because in Europe more, not less, migration will probably 
be needed in the future. Europe’s population is ageing and the 
EU is predicting a massive shortage of workers of 45 million in 
the next 50 years as the working age population will fall. With 
no further migration to the EU, the population of the EU27 will 
be 58 million less than it was in 2010 according to Eurostat data. 
Contrary to public perceptions that European countries do not 
need migrants, the reality is that migrants mitigate the effects 
of an ageing and shrinking population. 

A common misperception is that there are too many immi-
grants. Misconceptions so distort reality that in some European 
countries ordinary citizens estimate the number of immigrants 
at three times more than there really are. The 2014 Transatlan-
tic Trends survey conducted by the German Marshall Fund 
showed that misinformation about basic migration facts is a key 
factor responsible for anti-immigrant sentiment. In countries 
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like the U.S., the UK, Greece, Italy and others, the proportion 
of people who agreed that there are, too many immigrants in 
their countries fell sharply when people were told how many 
foreigners actually reside there. 

Another misperception is that the majority of migrants are des-
perate people who come from the poorest parts of the world. 
People are generally unaware of the fact that South-South mi-
gration, i.e. migration between developing countries, is just as 
great as migration between the global South and the global 
North. About a fifth of all migrants move from one developed 
country to another. The majority of migrants arriving in Ger-
many in recent years, for example, have been coming from 
other EU countries. 

We need to change our mind-set and the way we think about 
migration. Migration is now a global phenomenon affecting 
nearly all countries of the world. A growing number of people 
are moving from the North to the South in search of work. You 
are all familiar with examples of Portuguese moving to Angola 
or Spanish moving to Argentina and other South American coun-
tries, for instance.  

Too often migration is perceived as solely an immigration issue. 
How many Europeans are aware that the British diaspora, some 
5 million people, is the eighth largest in the world? Nobody 
seems to question the desire of British people to move abroad 
and become emigrants. However, the arrival of immigrants in 
the UK is another matter. The migration policy debate in Europe 
is almost entirely focused on immigration policy questions ra-
ther than the implications of emigration. 

Another common misperception is that developed countries do 
not need low-skilled migrants3. In fact, migrants in low-skilled 
jobs contribute to the functioning of the European economy by 
taking up jobs undesirable to natives, which in turns allows na-
tives to take up higher-skilled and more remunerative employ-
ment. OECD4 forecasts show that for some countries like Italy, 
sectors requiring a low-skilled workforce like home care as well 

3 Migration Policy Centre (2014), “Is What We Hear About Migration Re-
ally True?” Questioning Eight Stereotypes”, European University Insti-
tute, Florence. 

4 International Migration Outlook 2008. 
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8 Integration Index 2016 

as food preparation and services will continue to grow. In other 
words, low-skilled workers will be needed just as much as highly 
skilled workers. There is little evidence to suggest that migrants 
depress the wages of low-skilled workers – if anything, wages of 
earlier immigrants might be negatively affected. One study 
found that between 1990 and 2000, all European countries “ex-
perienced a decrease in their average wages and a worsening 
of their wage inequality because of emigration,” while immi-
gration led to a positive effect on the “average wages” of native 
workers and a corresponding reduction in wage-inequality in 
the countries of destination5. 

Another common stereotype is that migrants take jobs away 
from local people. The evidence suggests that countries with 
high unemployment rates usually have lower, not higher immi-
gration rates: this could be partly because migrants move where 
they are more likely to find jobs. Migrants usually take the “3 
D jobs”, dirty, dangerous and difficult work, that natives are 
unwilling or unable to do. Migrants fill the gaps in the job mar-
ket. They complement the local labour force rather than com-
peting with it by providing skills at all levels that are needed in 
most developed countries. An analysis of 30 countries by Hays 
revealed that many countries, including the US, Mexico, Can-
ada, Chile, Brazil, China, Spain, the UK, France, and Sweden, 
are facing a “talent mismatch”, which means that the available 
labour force does not have the skills employers are looking for6. 
Research from the Boston Consulting Group suggests that Ger-
many could experience a labour shortage of up to 2.4 million by 
2020, and Australia of 2.3 million7. This is not only true for de-
veloped countries. A recent report by the McKinsey Global In-
stitute estimated that by 2020, there will be a 38-40 million 
potential shortage of workers with higher education globally, 
and a 45 million shortage of workers with secondary education 
in developing countries8.  

Too often, there is a perception that migrants are a drain on 
the welfare system of the receiving country. Research shows 

5 Docquier, et.al. (2010). 
6 Hays Global Skills Index 2014. 
7 “The Global Workforce Crisis: $10 Trillion at Risk” (2014). 
8 “The World at Work: Jobs, Pay, and Skills for 3.5 Billion People” 

(2012). 
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that migrants are net positive contributors to the welfare sys-
tems of almost every European country. Migrants contribute to 
public finances more than they take out in public benefits and 
services9. Migrant households contribute an average €5,000 per 
year to host countries’ public purses. A study by the Bertels-
mann Foundation shows that each migrant in Germany contrib-
uted €3,300 in 2012 on average10. In other words, if anything, 
immigrants make receiving countries slightly richer, rather than 
poorer. Migrants often contribute more, on average, to coun-
tries of destination than natives do, because the country of des-
tination has not had to bear the costs of training and educating 
migrants who arrive to work. This is particularly true for highly 
skilled migrants11. 

Another key benefit of migration is that it enhances innovation. 
Patent applications in Europe are higher in countries with poli-
cies to attract highly skilled migrants. The presence of high-
skilled migrants and foreign students in higher education con-
tributes to the creation of knowledge as well, and evidence 
shows that immigrants increase patenting activity of natives 
too. Networks of diaspora members contribute to the diffusion 
of knowledge and the presence of a more diverse workforce 
makes innovation more likely. Migrants file the majority of pa-
tents by leading science firms – 65% at Merck, 64% at General 
Electric and 60% at Cisco, just to give a few examples. First-
generation immigrants or their children had founder roles in 
more than 40% of the Fortune 500. Immigrants are more than 
twice as likely as native born to found a company: they started 
28% of all new U.S. businesses in 2011, despite accounting for 
just 12.9% of the population” 12.  

Companies such as Google, Intel, PayPal, eBay and Yahoo! have 
all been co-founded by migrants. Migrants have started 25% of 
US venture-capital-backed public companies and 40% of ven-

9 OECD (2013), International Migration Outlook 2013. 
10 Centre for European Economic Research (ZEW (2014), see 

http://www.zew.de/en/news/2817/the-fiscal-effects-of-foreigners-
and-immigration-in-germany. 

11 IOM (2011) World Migration Report. 
12 Wadha, v. et al (2009) “America’s Loss is the World’s Gain: America’s 

New Immigration Entrepreneurs”, Part IV, 2 March 2009. 

Integration_2016_final_Dienstag.pdf   15Integration_2016_final_Dienstag.pdf   15 12.01.2016   12:20:3612.01.2016   12:20:36
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ture-capital-backed technology firms. In 2 out of 4 of all engi-
neering and technology companies established in the US be-
tween 1995 and 2005, there was at least one immigrant key 
founder. These companies were responsible for generating 
more than 52 billion dollars’ worth of sales and creating almost 
half a million jobs as of 2005. Such contributions have only in-
creased in the past decade13.  

Highly skilled migrants and diversity in the workplace positively 
affect work productivity in recipient countries. Diversity, not 
only of the highly skilled, but also of the low skilled, makes 
countries more productive and richer in the long run. Gains in 
productivity stemming from ethnic diversity in firms are demon-
strated by various studies14. 

Migrants, and especially skilled migrants contribute to in-
creased trade and investment flows between countries of origin 
and destination, in a way that is beneficial to both; research 
finds that discrimination might be a constraint to these effects 
entering into full action, and the fight against discrimination 
starts, again, with knowledge and understanding of how mi-
grants contribute to societies in destination countries. 

Last but not least: emigrants abroad vastly contribute to the 
development of countries of origin. The money sent by migrants 
from developing countries back home – 404 billion dollars in 
2013 – dwarfs development aid figures, and (excluding China) is 
greater than financial flows from foreign direct investment and 
other financial transfers. Households back home benefit greatly 
from these money flows in terms of greater expenditure on 
health, housing and education, easier access to formal financial 
services and information technologies, insurance in the event 
of environmental or economic shocks”. Furthermore, remit-
tances are incredibly resilient during economic hardship in 
origin countries and during times of crisis. For instance, during 
the intense flooding in Pakistan in 2010, remittances increased 
by about 20%. Following Typhoon Haiyan, the Philippines saw 

13 Wadhwa et al (2007) “America’s Loss is the World’s Gain: America’s 
New Immigration Entrepreneurs», Part I. 

14 Parrotta (2014), Trax et al (2012). 
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an 8.5% increase in remittances, helped by money transfer com-
panies agreeing to zero fees for making remittances.  

I have presented to you just a selection of some of the evidence 
that dispels some of the myths about migration and I hope to 
have convinced you that it is worth looking further at the posi-
tive contributions of migrants and migration and incorporate 
this approach into your future communications. Since the chal-
lenge of course is to ensure that, this evidence and these mes-
sages reach the public via the media. 

Time for a new global strategy 

At the 2013 High-Level Dialogue on Migration and Development, 
held in New York, senior officials from governments all over the 
world gathered to discuss how to enhance the benefits of mi-
gration for development. One of the key conclusions from this 
meeting was a recommendation to improve the way in which 
we communicate about migration to address negative stereo-
types and misperceptions. Although there was widespread 
agreement among governments of the need to do more in this 
area, no action plan was developed to guide policy makers 
around the world. Below, I suggest some of the concrete steps 
that could be taken to develop a global action plan to ensure 
that we communicate more effectively about migration. 

Monitoring public opinion 

In order to develop a campaign to address public attitudes to 
migration we need to continually monitor public opinion. Alt-
hough polls are conducted in different countries of the world, 
there is no regular global poll of public attitudes towards mi-
gration. IOM would like to see the Gallup survey of public opin-
ion and migration become an annual global survey. This would 
make it possible, for the first time, to monitor globally what 
people think about migration each year. It would also be possi-
ble to add new questions to the current Gallup World Poll on 
migration to explore in more detail how the world really views 
migration. Such information could be used to help better ad-
dress the public’s fears and concerns about migration. 
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Gather and use the evidence 

Given the widespread fears and misperceptions, surrounding 
migration it is essential that we invest in gathering the data 
onmigration. However, it is not enough simply to gather the ev-
idence. We need to react quickly when migration issues arise to 
ensure that the best available evidence reaches policymakers 
and the public. Better awareness of the facts surrounding mi-
gration and the positive contributions migrants bring is likely to 
make migrant integration easier to implement, and reduce the 
likelihood of extremism and xenophobia. 

Information campaigns – target the destination countries 

Public information behaviour-change campaigns have been used 
successfully all over the world to encourage people to drink less 
alcohol, stop smoking or wear seat belts. Such campaigns are 
usually a very cost-effective way of reaching large numbers of 
people. There is a long history of using information campaigns 
in the migration field. However, in most cases such campaigns 
operate in countries of origin and target would-be migrants 
warning them about the risks of irregular migration. What is 
needed today is a new type of information campaign, which 
targets the public in destination countries. Such campaigns 
should also use new sources of communication such as social 
media to reach target audiences. IOM is working with Facebook, 
the world’s largest social media platform to engage in two-way 
communication with potential irregular migrants in the “up-
stream” countries of origin and to provide guidance on safe mi-
gration practices. Data collected from potential migrants on 
their skills and intentions will help match needs in countries 
industrial policies. 

Build a partnership with the media 

The media lacks resources for good public service journalism. 
We need to work with the media in partnership to encourage 
more thoughtful and more balanced media coverage of migra-
tion by supporting the information needs of journalists. We 
want to be sure that we have a clear understanding of the type 
of information media needs and the format in which it is re-
quired to facilitate their work. IOM is developing a one-stop-
shop for journalists called the Migration Newsdesk with the aim 
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of providing a steady flow of unbiased information for the me-
dia to use.  

Ensure that the migrant’s voice is heard – via Oral History 

IOM is engaging in an ambitious oral history project called The 
Migrant’s Path, which aims to capture the authentic voices of 
global migration for posterity. In partnership with TEDx and Sto-
rycorps, IOM will record, preserve and share the stories of mi-
grants with the world in a unique, timeless cultural archive. The 
recordings will be deposited in the archives of both the United 
Nations and IOM. An associated illustrated book (with cd) will 
be published to highlight the most compelling examples of mi-
grant stories.  

These are steps that we have identified in IOM to improve the 
way in which we communicate about migration, but I am sure 
that you can also bring many new ideas based on your experi-
ence. 

International organizations need the media 

We live in an era of unprecedented mobility. More people are 
on the move today in absolute terms than ever before in human 
history. Roughly, one out of every seven people on the planet 
today is a migrant, including some 232 million international mi-
grants and 740 million internal migrants, and billions, more are 
impacted by the fact that those migrants are on the move. We 
also know that this trend is expected to continue with an esti-
mated 400 million international migrants by 2040. 

That is one billion people whose basic human rights must be 
respected; one billion people who deserve access to basic pub-
lic goods like health and education; one billion people who con-
tribute to the economic and social development of their home 
and host societies. Can we all continue to ignore the contribu-
tions of this one billion people when we talk about migration? 
Can we continue to communicate about migration without in-
cluding them, their aspirations, their needs and their stories? 

An important part of our role today is to dispel the many and 
all too common myths and misconceptions about migration if 
we are to maximise its benefits for all actors involved. It is only 
then, that politicians will be able to develop fact-based policies 
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and legislative frameworks that respond to the real needs while 
promoting the protection and integration of migrants in host 
societies.  

International Organizations and non-governmental organiza-
tions cannot make this perception change alone. The media has 
a fundamental role in this endeavour. We need all journalists 
to be part of this effort. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This text is based on Laura Thompson’s keynote speech on the 
15th International Agenda-Setting Conference in Vienna on Feb-
ruary 16, 2015. 
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1. Who is in charge changing the perception 
of migrants? 
by Roland Schatz 

 

 

2015 has clearly been a landmark in regards to refugees and 
migrants and the (un)willingness to provide them with the 
standards and rights the world community promised to act upon 
years ago. As IOM already has alerted the world community, not 
since the end of World War II have there been more people 
forced to give up their homes and most of their loved ones while 
looking for a future somewhere else. While this phenomenon 
isn’t new it reached the so-called first world with an unantici-
pated intensity. This caused tremendous effects. The number 
of burning refugee and migrant homes tripled within 12 months. 
Complimenting this, the willingness of people to help those in 
need on a private level is probably also at an unseen record 
level – even stronger than after the Iron Curtain fell 25 years 
ago.  

Most shocking to those who were close to finally getting the 
Berlin wall down was the Machiavellian approach by most of the 
politicians based in this part of the Europe who took advantage 
of the free spirit driven west since 1989. Within and outside of 
the E.U. one had to learn that not only the Eastern European 
heads of states acted as if they had no problem taking billions 
from Brussels but now won’t share one cent with those who are 
today in a similar need as we had few decades ago.”  

Nobody would have expected that Europe would act in the way 
the world community witnessed again in 2015 after they had 
already seen this particular nasty face of the worst egotism 
since the first refugee crisis hit Malta in 2006. Their Prime Min-
ister then, Lawrence Gonzi, described his dreadful experience 
a few weeks ahead of the E.U.-African summit on migrants in 
plain words. The intensity in with which he had to work the 
phones in order to convince his colleagues among the presidents 
and prime ministers of Europe was already alarming back then. 
Elected heads of states turned his call for help down by stating 
an interest in only helping whites or Christians in a time when 
he was begging them to take at least 50 or 100 or even up to 
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500 in the case of the U.S. Most of his calls remained unan-
swered. 10 years later one can say thank God as this was the 
start of the surprising economic success story Malta has experi-
enced since then. Under the leadership of Gonzi, these thou-
sands of mostly Syrian refugees were integrated and are now in 
2015 the reason for another year with a steady economic growth 
of 3% - a success other European states envy Malta now. But this 
envy is without being willing to understand and accept the un-
derlining message that Malta didn’t compromise the country’s 
culture nor its core. Deeply catholic principles remain rooted 
tradition. Who went back and read the papers back then when 
Gonzi and his team took the courageous decision to act 100% in 
contrast with what 10 years later seems to be the new European 
interpretation of its own DNA. The media narrative and the po-
litical agenda was “threat, threat, threat”: 

• Language problems 

• Questioning of same ethical principles 

• Focusing on negative examples by ignoring progress 

 

Back in 2012, in the heat of the euro crisis, Mario Draghi called 
for a European media platform. As president of the ECB, he was 
sick of being confronted with 28 nationalistic approaches and 
so few voices willing to see the continent as what it has always 
been - rich in values, rich in culture, and most importantly the 
richest of all continents in regard to finding solutions to prob-
lems and turning them into economic success.  
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The following illustration underlines this fact only by looking at 
the entrepreneurial strength of Europe: 

Hidden Champions – Europe outperforms all other regions 

 
Source: Simon-Kucher & Partners: World market leaders 

Europe is outperforming all other continents by a factor of 
twenty when it comes to the amount of companies rooted in 
Italy, France, Germany, Spain, and Austria (and other regional 
nations) which are within their industry the world market lead-
ers. This characteristic energy exemplifies why, in contrast to 
most of headlines, Europe is still robust enough to finance its 
way through the crisis, why the world is willing to pay more for 
the euro than for the U.S. dollar, and why the unemployment 
figures are in contrast to the media narrative. 

The Malta experience is only a surprise to those to whom the 
resilient economic success of Germany seems to be a given, 
similar to Gary Lineker’s joke about the soccer world champi-
onship in which he described soccer as “when 22 guys hit the 
ball and at the end Germany wins the cup.”  

The example of Made in Germany illustrates how a change in 
reputation is possible - and how important it is to maintain it 
sustainably instead of resting on one’s laurels after obtaining 
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the first fruits of success. The Made in Germany label is known 
to people on all continents and helps companies from the Fed-
eral Republic to not only sell their products, but also to obtain 
a higher price for them. The reason for this is that the quality 
is right and that the products manufactured be-tween 
Garmisch-Partenkirchen and Flensburg last longer than those 
produced by the competition. The promise of quality radiates 
beyond the products to the service. Customers can rely on the 
advice being correct and on time.  

For a long time now not just companies have benefited from 
this reputation, but also scientists and sportspeople - even pol-
iticians. But who knows the history behind Made in Germany? 
The label was invented by the British in 1887. They wanted to 
prohibit the sale of German products in the world they still con-
trolled then, but achieved the opposite. Customers were rarely 
scared off. Even more importantly, German entrepreneurs 
(there were no managers yet at that time) felt they were honor-
bound to really do their best. The rest is history. 

Although this does not explain the full story of why Germany 
was able to reset its energy and quality soon after its devastat-
ing experience with both the Nazi terror regime as well as with 
the devastating defeat experienced in World War II. Looking 
back into the history books, most people only refer to the sup-
port Germany was offered by the Marshall Fund, similar to the 
other European countries. This comparison is important to un-
derstanding the debate of 2016, as back then not all countries 
agreed to take financial support from the U.S. Only the Bene-
lux, Austria, and Germany said yes to this unusual offering. But 
why didn’t Benelux and Austria boom in a similar way as Ger-
many did? Because Germany - and here we talk about only West 
Germany - was already once the preferred country for those 
who had lost all perspective. But after 1945, the total amount 
of refugees trying to find a home and work between Flensburg 
and Lake Bodensee were 15 million, not just one million as in 
in 2015. The combination of both financial support plus the en-
ergizing add on, helped restart the engine, later known as the 
German Wirtschaftswunder. 

Compared to those years after the end of World War II, just 
looking at the numbers leaves one puzzled. Why are people so 
scared to take not even 10% of what they managed to absorb 70 
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years ago? The most recent statistics published in FAS give a 
solid overview. It can’t be the numbers causing the problem. In 
2015 only 16 refugees came for each 1000 German citizens. In 
Sweden that number was 13 per 1000 Swedes. In other words, 
far away from 0.5%: 

Number of refugees per 1,000 residents 

 
Sources: Ministry for Foreigners and Integration Denmark, Migration 
Agency Sweden, Federal Ministry of the Interior Germany 

Both countries are almost the sole ones welcoming the refugees 
and trying to turn this into a similar success story as what we 
have seen out of Malta recently and what the world already 
witnessed 70 years ago in Germany. No one can seriously argue 
that less than 1% can cause real problems. This is not true of 
the the human body, which easily deals with less than 1% of 
bacteria. Nor is it a problem when a teacher who hears less than 
1% of their pupils complain complain about not understanding 
the subject. Nor is it an issue when a businessman loses less 
than 1% of his profits or even revenues.  

The problem is obviously that this number is the classical bird 
perspective. Reality looks different at the same time to differ-
ent people including those who have to manage the process and 
make sure in the end it is a fair 16:1000 ratio and not, as it 
remains today a 0:1000 ratio for 80 percent of the population 
and a guessed at 300:1000 ratio in those cities which are the 
preferred target address. But solving this problem takes lead-
ership and basic management skills, it is not a fundamental 
question. 
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To put it into a different perspective, in 2015 with around 1.2 
million newcomers entering Europe with Germany by far the 
most country taking the most, we should look how it is struc-
tured. The public is aware of 16 states defining the federalist 
country. But basically these 16 states are organized in 15,000 
communities. Welcoming 1.2 million newcomers in these 15,000 
communities means nothing else than that each community has 
had to find a home, education, health support, and work for at 
most an additional 80 individuals in a time when this country – 
and almost all others in Europe - is aware of its alarming future 
of losing almost 10 million within the coming 15 years due to 
demographics. But this is not only losing almost the entire work-
force of Bavaria, but at the same time running into the dilemma 
the baby boomers created. 50 years ago so many children were 
born in Germany that they caused remarkable extra costs as 
additional kindergartens and schools had to be built and the 
infrastructure needed several adjustments. It was the same pe-
riod where the country no longer had money in the bank, but 
started to operate on deficits and take credit on. 50 years later 
these baby boomers are the reason for the fiscal success of Ger-
many, which is not related to Helmut Kohl, Gerhard Schröder, 
or Angela Merkel, but solely triggered by the fact that this gen-
eration is now 50 and contributes a special amount to Wolfgang 
Schäuble’s tax income. But as nice as these actual years are for 
any Minister of Finance in Berlin, as scary as it will turn in about 
2024 as all the baby boomers will no longer pay into the state 
pocket as honest tax citizens, but will expect the money to flow 
the other direction, into their private accounts as senior citi-
zens who have worked hard and deserve their pension. 

This is the overall scenario in which we become witness to a 
society torn in two directions and where only a clear perception 
change will support the unchanged flow of newcomers and not 
lead to a new disaster.  

Before 2015, a great variety of people contributed to the suc-
cess of Made in Germany, not just those with a German pass-
port. This plurality of creating more visibility guarantees not 
only more exclusive stories but offers the media an opportunity 
to address many readers who must surely feel excluded due to 
the stereotypical choice of news from their home countries. In 
order for this opportunity to become a reality for our new fel-
low citizens from Turkey, Russia or elsewhere, the overall 
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frame with which their countries are represented in the German 
media must change as the overall trend line is rather scary. Be-
tween the January 1 and December 31 of 2015, negative exam-
ples continued to dominate German TV news shown by ARD and 
ZDF. 

Volume and tone of coverage of migrants and foreigners, 
German TV news 2015 

 
Basis: 135,606 reports about protagonists in German ARD and ZDF main 
evening news, 4,844 about migrants and foreigners 

Evaluation of Russia and Turkey in German TV news, 
2000 – 2015 

 
Basis: 523,209 news stories in German ARD and ZDF news, 7,001 about 
Russia, 4,048 about Turkey 

This one-sided news selection is not supportive in convincing 
skeptics regarding Germany’s skills to integrate those who they 
had asked decades ago to come and help. The emotional bridge 
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building is extremely difficult. In order to overcome a further 
feeling of exclusion in one’s own country, an additional area of 
reporting should be considered. The following chapter by Chris-
tian Kolmer provides further data and some first suggestions 
how to tackle these challenges. 

Before thinking about what ingredients are needed to imple-
ment a perception change, it is worthwhile to take a look into 
those books which help to understand the role and the impact 
of the media. When Walter Lippmann thought about the task 
and role of journalism a good 100 years ago, he described the 
following scene in the middle of nowhere: Shortly after World 
War I started, several British, French and Germans lived harmo-
niously together on a small island in the Pacific. Every six weeks 
they received shipments of groceries - including newspapers. 

There were no telegraphs, let alone radios, on the island. The 
ship took a break in the summer and the inhabitants of the is-
land only received their next shipments at the end of Septem-
ber, including newspapers for August and September. The 
friends then read that not only had their countries over the 
ocean become embroiled in war but that enmity should deter-
mine their everyday lives instead of friendship. 

The award-winning American journalist, and later Harvard Pro-
fessor, Lippmann uses this example deliberately as an introduc-
tion to his volume “Public Opinion”, that would appear eight 
years after the start of the first World War. He was less inter-
ested in the unique challenge facing the island inhabitants who 
now had to structure their everyday life according to the news-
paper, in the truest sense of the word. In contrast to their coun-
trymen back home, they were unable to retreat behind their 
countries’ borders. They were also not able shoot at one an-
other with imaginary tanks or do anything else that they might 
think of when, from one second to another, they had been in-
formed (via a piece of paper) that their next-door neighbor, 
who had up until then assisted their daughter with her reading 
and writing whilst he himself shared his plentiful potato harvest 
with his neighbor, now could not be what he had always been – 
a friend. Lippmann in the first instance, of course, was inter-
ested in the people in England, France and Germany who, as a 
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rule, had absolutely no contact with the “others” who had be-
come the official enemy with the declaration of war on the Au-
gust 3 and 4, 1914. 

In decades gone by, this enmity had mainly been a matter for 
the few who held leadership positions in their country and 
thought that they could command their subjects as to what 
their commercial, religious, or other purpose was. With the rise 
of democracy in England and the first attempts at it on the con-
tinent it was precisely this that changed: Without a form of 
consent, it was no longer as easy to motivate people to risk 
their lives without receiving something real in return. How 
could this consent or rejection be arranged? 

As a journalist, Lippmann was fascinated by the various forces 

that played a role in the minds of people during the opinion-
forming process. Together with two friends he founded the 
magazine “The New Republic” in the year that World War I 
started and a few years later became adviser to U.S. President 
Wilson and assisted in the drafting of the 14-point peace plan. 
With content analyses on the New York Times, he tried to find 
out the extent to which its readership had a chance of verifying 
both sides of a contentious matter solely by reading the news-
paper. His thoughts on the role of journalists as “gatekeepers” 
made him famous and he was awarded the Pulitzer Prize. 

His main observation from his book “Public Opinion” could be 
of interest to the Integration Index in general and the role of 
the media in the representation and perception of foreigners, 
migrants, and countries outside of the Federal Republic of Ger-
many in particular. “The world that we have to deal with polit-
ically is out of reach, out of sight, out of mind. It has to be 
explored, reported, and imagined. Man is no Aristotelian god 
contemplating all existence at one glance. He is a creature of 
an evolution that can just about span a sufficient portion of 
reality to manage his survival, and snatch what on the scale of 
time are but a few moments of insight and happiness. Yet this 
same creature has invented ways of seeing what no naked eye 
could see, of hearing what no ear could hear, of weighing im-
mense masses and infinitesimal ones, of counting and separat-
ing more items than he can individually remember. He is learn-
ing to see with his mind vast portions of the world that he could 
never see, touch, smell, hear, or remember. Gradually he 
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makes for himself a trustworthy picture inside his head of the 
world beyond his reach.” 

What key scene would Lippmann have chosen today to explain 
to scientists, politicians, journalists and businessmen why Eu-
rope again struggled so extensively with the migrants coming in 
2015? He would have informed his peers about the NSU court 
case and the long lasting blind eye of German authorities in 
recognizing the growth of right-wing extremists who were left 
without perspective and now turned this frustration into crime 
and a polluted public appearance fueled by the Pegida move-
ment and the newly formed AFD party – a clear reaction to al-
most 30 years of dishonest leadership from all stakeholders to-
wards those who had been asked to come to Germany in order 
to keep the economic miracle running after the 15 million ref-
ugees had been absorbed.  

He might have asked the Slovaks and Czechs why, so soon after 
the fall of the Berlin wall, they only had one thing in mind - 
dissolving Czechoslovakia again and finding a way to Europe 
separately. We would have made a stop in Switzerland that did 
not appear to have been involved in the First or Second World 
War. When looking at the election posters of the Swiss People’s 
Party (Schweizerische Volkspartei) in recent years, the parallels 
to the motives of the NSDAP would have been painstakingly 
clear. In the reading of the recent decision by the national par-
liament, where the right granted in 2011 to the Supreme Court 
of Lausanne to amend unconstitutional laws was again with-
drawn, he would have become aware that an emotional abyss 
was becoming visible behind the national that could not be 
solved with well-meaning integration laws alone. But why, of 
all places, is it Switzerland, whose citizens have for 170 years 
exemplified that conflicts cannot be solved with war? Why in 
Switzerland, whose people have created enough wealth to al-
low the country to retain its lifestyle habits for four years if the 
worst possible event were to occur: everything to suddenly 
come to an end without any prospect of further income? If even 
in this country more than one third of the population not only 
feels that they are being directly addressed with cheap xeno-
phobic slogans, but time and again openly give their party rep-
resentatives recognition by voting for them, then the chal-
lenges of successful integration, or interculture, are greater 
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than presumed to date. Lippmann would have cautiously re-
membered the mood 100 years ago reading the latest court rul-
ing from Lausanne in 2014 giving a neo-Nazi the backing of the 
Swiss Supreme Court that he would not be charged because of 
using the Hitler greeting – as long as this would not be done for 
promotion reasons. This ruling by the highest judges came 3 
months into place after the voters supported the Anti-Foreigner 
referendum by the SVP. In 2015 almost all Swiss Media used the 
SVP jargon in speaking about “foreign judges” when they have 
to mention the European courts, who still have the final word 
for what is happening in a country in the midst of Europe and 
which economic, cultural and scientific existence would be 
close to zero without its neighbours in Italy, France, Germany, 
Austria and Liechtenstein. 

Headlines from South Africa would alert the Harvard scholar 
about the most recent short comings in spring 2015. Xenophobia 
is not only a phenomenon to be observed in the so-called “rich” 
countries of the Northern hemisphere. As a large part of the 
migrants stay in the region of their origin, many poor countries 
are challenged by the inflow of migrants. And the reaction is 
very often as hostile as in developed countries. It started ini-
tially in January in a series of attacks against foreign owned 
shops in Soweto. Police were deployed rapidly to the area and 
contained the situation. However, tensions towards foreigners 
re emerged again in April when the violence exploded in parts 
of Durban and then spread again to parts of Soweto in Johan-
nesburg. The violence became so severe that the army was de-
ployed. 

Similar to the situation in Europe and Asia, a large part of the 
population has only limited contact to migrants at large – and 
refugees in particular, but this violence against people that 
have lost everything on their journey shows that many people 
in host countries feel threatened by the newcomers. This is not 
the only possible reaction, so the question is: Why are in some 
regions of the world the reactions hostile, while in others citi-
zens are more aware of the value coming with every newcomer 
as a worker and as a member of the society with additional ex-
perience and knowledge?  

Just take a look at the forthcoming IOM report “How the World 
Views Migration.” Gallup has run the polls on a global level, as 
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well in African countries again in 2014, after having asked the 
people already 2012. The results speak a clear language: 

How African countries viewm migration, 2012-2014 

 
Source: IOM 

Does it mean that those countries in deep blue are Xenophobic? 
Surely not. Just take the example in the south. South Africa has 
become the rainbow nation for several reasons, but one was its 
fundamental understanding of the vast majority of how pre-
cious every member of its society was and is, no matter which 
color, religion, or passport they have. So if the public opinion 
results show severe concerns it is less a question of the same 
people who used to have an open heart when based on the DNA 
now turning the opposite, but how they have been supported 
with facts during the latest developments in their own country 
and abroad? 

Learning from Singapore and Israel 

At the same time, Lippmann would have shared the great expe-
rience provided by Singapore’s government, which almost dou-
bled the number of inhabitants in few years based on the clear 
understanding that this state, which just celebrated its 50th 
anniversary needed to reinvent itself in order to not lose mo-
mentum. It was clear to the establishment that this would not 
come only by empowering people’s own communities. Leaders 
in Singapore didn’t just open the boarders, but invested heavily 
in a fitting infrastructure, new attractive homes, education, 
and workspaces to implement a truly welcoming culture. There 
is still room for improvement, but to all those in Europe it is a 
worthwhile trip. 
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Perhaps a stopover in Israel is also recommended, as this other 
young state is currently integrating thousands and thousands 
from all parts of world with all different cultures and traditions. 
It is too simple to look down on what is achieved in Tel Aviv, 
Jerusalem, or Eilat by saying they are all Jews and therefore 
she a root in the same faith. First of all, within Judaism there 
are as many different directions as there are amongst 
Protestants, Muslims or Hindus, etc. But furthermore, it makes 
a massive difference if somebody was raised in Morrocco, Su-
dan, Russia, Norway or the U.S. All arriving at the Ben Gurion 
airport carry these traditions and habits with them while they 
unpack their suitcases, assuming they even have one. What at-
tracted the world’s attention in September 2015, seeing Ger-
mans standing and singing with welcome signs at the train sta-
tions in Bavaria has been a daily routine in Israel for years. Local 
authorities are trained to make sure this sentiment becomes 
reality once the songs come to an end. 

Officials all over Europe would likely respond that in total those 
arriving in Israel are less than what Italy, Greece, Hungary, Aus-
tria, Germany, and others have been experiencing since Sum-
mer 2015. “We were caught by surprise and therefore couldn’t 
prepare,” is the most read sentence since last August. How does 
such a sentence sound in the ears of someone in Israel?  

This brings us to the key theme of this chapter: What needs to 
be done to implement a perception change? 

First of all, journalists need to grow up to their own standards. 
Why were these European officials not confronted directly with 
the question of how they could be surprised when it was mostly 
European countries that had not paid the agreed amount to UN-
HCR at the donor conference in Kuwait back in 2014? Journalists 
could and should have gone regularly to the websites of UNHCR 
and the World Food Program and all the other entities involved 
in trying to help in the refugee and migrant challenge in order 
to find out which countries had paid and which had not. As UN-
HCR has stated, this unseen amount of people in need was 
caused not just by the war in Syria. The leve of need was at 
least $5 Billion and (only) by request would UNHCR confirm the 
percentage of received funds. In October it was an appalling 
42% of this $5 billion. Not October 2014, but October 2015. In 
other words: it was obvious to everyone, most importantly to 
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the journalists, that UNHCR would no longer be able to serve 
those in need with the same standards, such as 3 times food a 
day once winter came to an end in early 2015. Families being 
cut to one dish per day cannot be expected to stay in those 
tents in Jordan, Turkey, or Lebanon. So as a logical and clearly 
not surprising consequence, some decided to go back and risk 
their lives within the exploding bombs in Syria. Others decid-ed 
to risk their lives by putting themselves in the hands of the traf-
ficking mafia. And I stand by ingredient Number 1 in order to 
make a perception change possible. The media was alerted that 
this problem was again caused by European states. Back in 2001 
they signed a declaration moving the responsibility from the 
state to airlines by making them in charge of checking, if some-
body has a valid visa or not. Countless editorial teams havebeen 
alerted about this problem. Easy to understand videos exist pro-
duced by Hans Rosling, but only few published these facts and 
confronted the leading politicians with this nonsense. The 
prime reason for uproar is that growing extremism is always the 
same. Uncertainty caused by a lack of information which leads 
to a fundamental trust meltdown in all involved: Journalists, 
politicians, academia, and NGOs. Media usually argue that they 
have no space, that there is too much going on, and that they 
couldn’t cover the topic. But in regards to reporting on migrants 
and refugees there was no other issue receiving more airtime 
than this. Yet there were no front page stories confronting the 
heads of state regarding why they had not paid UNHCR the 
amount they had promised a few months prior. 

Which leads to the second ingredient necessary to making per-
ception change possible. The ongoing unprofessionalism within 
politics on both the country and international level has to come 
to an end. While most local authorities have to grow into better 
standards as their pointing fingers at others is rarely accepted 
by voters, on a national and international level leaders still 
think that this irresponsible behavior is still acceptable. The 
fact that almost all governments in Europe have been voted out 
of office recently should serve as the writing on the wall. Peo-
ple are simply no longer willing to accept the same answers for 
longer than six months. 
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The third ingredient speaks to the UNHCR and IOM themselves. 
In today’s world it is no longer enough to hold a press confer-
ence and distribute press releases. Any media relations depart-
ment is accountable for solely one thing: Making sure the mes-
sage makes it into the evening news, is printed on all channels, 
tabloids, regional, as well as national newspapers, radio, and, 
social media. To many, the serving entities still have a positive 
image but only because the cause of their work is “good,” and 
it is believed that the rest will fall into place without accepting 
standard principles. If someone dislikes working the phones to 
call journalists, if they aren’t interested in reading their texts 
in order to find out which journalists fits our data and expertise 
the best, if they hate reducing complexity in both words, pho-
tos, and graphs – nothing is wrong with that. This type of work 
needs to be loved. But those who feel uncomfortable with an 
accountable and transparent way of “selling stories” should 
work anywhere but a media relations department. This is true 
not only for the NGO world. 

Laura Thompson has made it clear in her preface that we are 
not only a planet of migrants, but that this planet has achieved 
so much most thanks to the fact that people are on the move 
and have been for centuries. Because this is part of human DNA, 
the world is improving, people now look clearly better than 20, 
50 or 100 years ago. Understanding these facts and embracing 
the value of change doesn’t mean one has to turn a blind eye 
to all shortcomings. Rather the contrary. Ongoing reporting on 
mistakes (as well as success) can trigger the debate which leads 
to improvement. 
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2. Anxiety and compassion: The role of the media 
by Christian Kolmer 

 

 

Long-term trends: Getting familiar with the new citizens 

According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refu-
gees in October 2015, more refugees came to Europe then in all 
of 2014.1 A great majority of them wants to apply for political 
asylum in Germany. This challenge has been compared to the 
integration of the Germans that had been displaced from Ger-
many’s Eastern provinces after World War II because of its epic 
dimensions.  

The number of refugees from the Maghreb and from war-torn 
Syria has been on the rise for some time and media coverage 
has alerted the public to this looming humanitarian catastrophe 
already in 2013. The long-term analysis in figure 1 shows that 
migration issues had disappeared from German news in the late 
1990s when the number of war refugees and asylum seekers 
subsided after the end of the Balkan wars.  

Germany had experienced notable problems with the admission 
and integration of war refugees in the early 1990s with a wave 
of rioting near homes for asylum seekers and arson attacks on 
immigrant families. However, with the decrease of the number 
of asylum seekers in the first decade of the new millennium 
media interest decreased significantly. 

In fact, the demographic challenge in Germany, which is 
marked by a rapidly aging society, has led many experts to the 
conclusion that a well-managed immigration policy might be 
the key to ensure Germany’s prosperity in the future.2 The 
event-driven criteria of news selection have impeded in-depth 

1 UNHCR spokesperson Adrian Edwards on Twitter, November 2, 2015, 
https://twitter.com/AdrianEdwrds/status/661139625554128896. 

2 Cf. The ifo research project on “Optimal Immigration Policies in Eu-
rope: From Conflicting Interests to Mutual Gains”, https://www.ce-
sifo-group.de/ifoHome/research/Projects/Archive/ Pro-
jects_IIV/2015/proj-iiv-optimale-immigrationspolitik.html 
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reporting about the challenges and opportunities for most of 
the years between 1997 and 2013. As the overall share of cov-
erage of migration issues stayed below the threshold of aware-
ness, which is located at a share of 1.5% of coverage on the 
level of the news story, public awareness of this issue complex 
remained limited. 

Figure 1: Coverage of migration, refugee and asylum issues in 
German TV and print media, 1994-2015 

 
Basis: 10,185 news stories about migration issues and refugees out of a 
total of 950,956 news stories in Bild, Focus, Spiegel, ARD Tagesschau und 
Tagesthemen, ZDF heute and heute journal, 6.8.1994-15.8.2015 (Tagess-
chau/heute from 5/1996, Bild from 1/1999) 

The attacks on the United States in November 2001 shifted the 
public debate to the overall relationship with Islam and – on the 
domestic level – to the integration of Muslims in Western coun-
tries. In fact, the attacks of 9/11 did not register strongly with 
German media and the German public at all. In December 2001 
about 8% of Germans mentioned immigration among the most 
important problems facing the country.3 

One key event changed not only the media perspective but pub-
lic awareness as well. The boat catastrophe of Lampedusa, 
when about 400 refugees drowned on October 2013. Since then 

3 http://www.forschungsgruppe.de/Umfragen/Politbarometer/ 
Langzeitentwicklung_-_Themen_im_Ueberblick/Politik_II/#Probl2 
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the migration has stayed above the awareness threshold in Ger-
many. The share of Germans mentioning migration as a top is-
sue has stayed above 10% from that time on, reaching a peak in 
88% in October 2015. As media coverage was more sustained, 
reporting about the plight of the refugees helped to raise com-
passion and helpfulness over the years. 

Public awareness is only a precondition for a favorable percep-
tion of migration and migrants. While the media have empha-
sized the problems of migration, the evaluation of migrants has 
become friendlier. A look at the explicit tone on migrants – with 
words like “hard-working” or “well-educated” as against “crim-
inal” or “parasite” – shows a marked shift in German media in 
figure 2. 

Figure 2: Explicit media tone on migrants and public opinion 
towards migrants in Germany, 2002 vs. 2014 

 
Basis: 6.268 stories about migrants as main protagonists in Bild, Focus, 
Spiegel, ARD Tagesschau and Tagesthemen, ZDF heute and heute journal; 
ESS Round 7: European Social Survey Round 7 Data (2014). Data file edition 
1.0. Norwegian Social Science Data Services, Norway – Data Archive and 
distributor of ESS data for ESS ERIC; ESS Round 1: European Social Survey 
Round 1 Data (2002). Data file edition 6.4. Norwegian Social Science Data 
Services, Norway – Data Archive and distributor of ESS data for ESS ERIC. 

While in 2002, negative characterizations amounted to almost 
15%, the share of explicitly critical stories dropped by 2/3 until 
2014. A comparison with the European Social Survey shows that 
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people in Germany have started to see the benefits of migra-
tion. In 2014, more than 40% thought that Germany becomes a 
better place by the people coming to live here from other coun-
tries. 25% feared that Germany becomes a worse place – down 
from 33% in 2002. In the same, time the share of Germans think-
ing that there are already to many foreigners in Germany more 
than halved from 38% in 2003 to 18% in 2014.4 

A comparison of Germany with its Austria and France underlines 
the impact of critical reporting. In both countries, TV coverage 
is more negative – and the public sees more risks than opportu-
nities. 

Figure 3: Explicit media tone on migrants and public opinion 
towards migrants, Germany, Austria, France, 2014 

 
Basis: 3,044 reports about migrants as main protagonists in ARD Tagess-
chau and Tagesthemen, ZDF heute and heute journal, ORF ZIB 1 and TF1 
Le Journal; ESS Round 7: European Social Survey Round 7 Data (2014). Data 
file edition 1.0. Norwegian Social Science Data Services, Norway – Data 
Archive and distributor of ESS data for ESS ERIC. 

When the numbers of people fleeing to Syria started to rise in 
2014, the German public was therefore already aware of the 
humanitarian dimension of the development. However, a focus 
on the immediate challenges to German society, authorities and 

4 Tagesspiegel 06.09.2015 
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political leaders and the suffering of the migrants has contrib-
uted to a one-sided perception of migration as an unmitigated 
calamity. 

Deficits of reporting: Migrants as a problem 

German media have studiously avoided painting migrants as 
negative in themselves, but a topic focus on asylum policy, the 
international background and security issues has framed the 
newcomers as objects of political and social treatment – not as 
protagonists. 

Figure 4: Coverage of migrants in German media, 2014: 
Topic structure 

 
Basis: 4,849 reports about migrants in 19 opinion-leading German TV, ra-
dio and print media 

Migrants and refugees barely turn up as active contributors to 
German economic and social development. Actually, economy, 
business and social policy – including health and old-age provi-
sion – accounted for less than 7% of all reports about migrants 
in 2014. 

German media have consistently highlighted the problems when 
reporting about migrants. While the heartrending reports about 
the situation in the refugee camps and the perilous flight over 
the see have contributed to the compassionate welcome of mi-
grants in Germany in the summer of 2015, the overall percep-
tion of migration has been mostly unfavorable. 
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Figure 5: Tone overage of migrants in German media, 
2014: Topic structure 

 
Basis: 4,849 reports about migrants in 19 opinion-leading German TV, ra-
dio and print media 

For most aspects of reporting, the downside shapes the percep-
tion by the media. There are only two interesting exceptions to 
this observation: When it comes to sports, German media have 
highlighted successful examples of integration and the contri-
bution of migrants to German success on the field. Especially 
soccer stars with a Polish or Turkish migration background have 
been prominent in this background. Another exception is the 
field of party politics, as the media have reported in a widely 
balanced of neutral way about the few leading German politi-
cians that have migrated to Germany themselves or stem from 
migrant families. 

In the context of social policy, economy and business, negative 
aspects tend to dominate reporting, from the problems of inte-
grating the newcomers into the labor market to the still existing 
differences in cultural and social life. The millions of immi-
grants that have adapted very well to the German style of living 
and their contribution to prosperity have been mentioned only 
infrequently in 2014. Without political, religious and business 
leaders emphasizing what has already been accomplished, the 
upside of migration remains to be neglected in public debate. 
In the long-term view, overall coverage of migrants was positive 
only in October 2011, when Germany officially remembered the 
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start of Turkish guest workers coming to the country 30 years 
ago. 

Coping with a growing numbers of refugees 

Migration to Europe at large and to Germany in particular ac-
celerated dramatically in 2015. German media followed the 
events only intermittently until July 2015. Reporting had been 
distracted by the Paris attacks on the Charlie Hebdo magazine 
and a Jewish hypermarket in January, the crash of Ger-
manwings flight 4U9525 in March 2015 – an event that received 
relatively more reporting than any other incident in the 22 years 
of Media Tenor’s ongoing analysis of opinion-leading media in 
Germany. 

Figure 6: Media coverage of refugees and the polls, 
January 1, 2014-August 19, 2015 

 
Basis: 71,457 news stories in 19 opinion-leading German TV, radio and 
print media; FG Wahlen Politbarometer among 1,700 adults in Germany, 
http://www.forschungsgruppe.de/Umfragen/Politbarometer/Lang-
zeitentwicklung_-_Themen_im_Ueberblick/ 

While media the focus on migration decreased again after May 
2015, when the news focused on the negotiations about the 
third rescue package for Greece, public awareness of migration 
continued to stay on the already comparatively high level of 
30%. Migration issues have been consistently prominent in the 
Politbarometer poll of Forschungsgruppe Wahlen since 2013. In-
termittent reporting about the ongoing exodus of refugees from 
Syria and their interim camps in Turkey kept the public aware 
of the persisting nature of the migration pressure on Europe’s 
borders. Debates about political consequences, like, e.g., the 
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patrolling of Mediterranean waters by European navies or the 
extraordinary visit of Pope Francis to the refugee camp on the 
Italian island of Lampedusa have supported the perception of 
urgency. Activities to welcome and support war refugees in Ger-
many have therefore already increased even on the local level 
in many places in Germany – while at the same time the scope 
of philanthropic measures was still rather limited in comparison 
with events in the summer of 2015. 

Another indicator of the impact of media coverage on public 
perception was the evolvement of the xenophobic PEGIDA 
movement in Dresden in the second half of 2014.5 It is notewor-
thy that support for the anti-immigrant rallies was significant 
in Eastern Germany, where the share of migrants from the over-
all population is rather limited, while on the other hand PEGIDA 
did not gain sufficient support in West German cities like Co-
logne or Düsseldorf. 

The migration debate escalated in late summer of 2015, prob-
ably triggered by the approaching closure of the Hungarian bor-
der to Serbia with a massive fence by the right-wing Orban gov-
ernment. When German politicians returned from their summer 
holiday in late July, the landscape had changed. 

First reactions to the images of large numbers of desperate ref-
ugees trying to reach safety in the EU were very compassionate. 
The spectacular of Germans welcoming the war refugees to 
their countries, led to a lower negative media coverage of the 
refugees, not only in Germany, but as well in neighboring coun-
tries, and even beyond the Atlantic Ocean in Canada. 

However, the media climate changed markedly in September as 
the flow of migrants continued to increase on the high level of 
the summer months and the media continued to track the en-
suing problems on a day-by-day basis. 

 

5 The acronym PEGIDA stands for „Patriotic Europeans against the Islam-
ization of the Occident“. 
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Figure 7: Tone of coverage of migrants in international 
TV news, 1-10/2015 

 
Basis: BBC - 23.259 / CBC - 11.279 / ARD - 26.133 / ORF - 30.814 reports 
about protagonists 

The persistent negative tone on migrants in German ARD TV 
stands out against a more differentiated view in TV programs 
from other countries. At the same time, it is significant that 
negativity reached top levels in BBC One and ARD news in Oc-
tober 2015 – emphasizing the increasing strain on Germany. 

The cross-country comparison of main evening TV news illus-
trates the wide-ranging co-orientation between international 
TV programs as they depend largely on the same sources of vis-
ual material. Reporting about the refugee crisis has been 
shaped widely by gripping visuals, like that of three-year-old 
Aylan Kurdi drowned on the coast of the Turkish beach resort 
of Bodrum on September 2, 2015. 

Differences between German TV programs have likewise been 
limited as the comparison of ARD and ZDF news magazines 
shows in figure 9. Bild-Zeitung, Germany’s leading tabloid has 
followed a very different course in its coverage of the migrants. 
The paper did not focus entirely on the downside already in the 
first half of the year, and in June and July, it highlighted the 
efforts to accommodate the refugees. 

Integration_2016_final_Dienstag.pdf   47Integration_2016_final_Dienstag.pdf   47 12.01.2016   12:20:3712.01.2016   12:20:37



42 Integration Index 2015 

Figure 8: Tone of coverage of migrants in German 
media, 1-10/2015 

 
Basis: Tagesthemen - 30.384 / heute journal - 30.040 / Bild - 12.745 / 
Spiegel - 27.909 reports about protagonists 

While Bild-Zeitung has shown how Germans might possibly come 
to grips with the growing number of refugees, the ongoing flow 
of problem-focused news on TV has had a chilling effect on the 
public mood in Germany. In September 57% of Germans were 
optimistic that Germans “can bear the many refugees”6 – quite 
in line with the dictum by Chancellor Merkel “Yes, we can” from 
the beginning of September. 

In October, the majority of Germans has turned skeptical, with 
51% of the respondents doubting that Germany can deal with 
this challenge. In this context, the long-standing media cover-
age of the problems of integrating is resurfacing in the minds of 
the public. Reporting in Spiegel, Germany’s leading weekly po-
litical magazine, has followed this skeptical line for the whole 
time of the year of 2015, leading to a marked increase of the 
share of negative news on migrants in late summer and early 
autumn. 

6 Forschungsgruppe Wahlen: Politbarometer Oktober II 2015, KW 43/2015 
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The renewed negativity in German media in September and Oc-
tober was accompanied by some thematic shifts as well. 

Figure 9: Tone overage of migrants in German media, 
9/2015: Topic structure 

 
Basis: Tagesthemen - 3.206 / heute journal - 3.048 / Bild - 2.344 / Spiegel 
- 2.952 reports about protagonists 

Throughout the migrant crisis, media coverage has focused on 
the asylum policies in Germany and other EU countries. The 
manifest negativity of reporting shown in figure 10 does not 
only refer to the migrants but to the other protagonists involved 
in these events, from top German politicians to German society 
and the neighboring countries. In September, especially Bild-
Zeitung has shown to some extent the many contributions by 
ordinary Germans, NGOs and business to welcome the newcom-
ers. The overall still positive public mood in that month is re-
flected in the restricted number of reports on xenophobia and 
racist crimes. 

What remained manifestly absent from the top issues addressed 
in migration coverage are the economic and social implications 
for Germany, especially in view of the long-term relevance of 
immigration for Germany’s society. This underlines not only the 
persisting reticence by Germany’s politicians to address this 
deep-going challenge at all, but as well the inability of media 
to put current events into a long-term perspective. 
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October’s reporting shows a marked intensification of reporting 
on xenophobia on TV. This poses an obvious problem for jour-
nalists, who feel bound to report correctly about the growing 
number of xenophobic attacks in Germany, at the same time 
showing xenophobic protesters and potential right-wing crimi-
nals that they represent a growing share of the population. 
More media coverage regularly encourages extremist move-
ments that depend on public awareness to mobilize support. 
This has been clearly the case for the PEGIDA movement, which 
surfaced again in the autumn of 2015 – leading to a place among 
the top ten protagonists in the reports about migration issues 
for the whole of 2015. The tone of their xenophobic and anti-
government rhetoric has become much more acerbic in the 
course of the migration crisis. 

Figure 10: Tone overage of migrants in German media, 
10/2015: Topic structure 

 
Basis: Tagesthemen - 2.187 / heute journal - 2.156 / Bild - 1.686 / Spiegel 
- 1.671 reports about protagonists 

German domestic coverage is to a wide extent shaped by a fo-
cus on the political parties and their leaders. Chancellor Mer-
kel, Interior Minister de Maizière and the Bavarian Prime Minis-
ter Horst Seehofer, who is at the same time the leader of the 
third party in Germany’s coalition government, turn up among 
the top ten protagonists in migration reporting in several opin-
ion-leading media. 
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Figure 11: Protagonists in migration reports 
in German media, 1-10/2015: Volume/tone 

 
Basis: Tagesthemen - 30.384 / heute journal - 30.040 / Bild - 12.745 / 
Spiegel - 27.909 reports about protagonists 

The political implications of migration policy have led to a 
deep-going re-framing of the issue in the media in late October. 
The focus has shifted from the policy measures in coping with 
the migration crisis to the impact of those events on the per-
ception of political leaders and the public support for political 
parties. 

In fact, the growing concerns about the ability of German soci-
ety of coping with migration crisis have led to a notable dip in 
the public support for Chancellor Angela Merkel. The Chancellor 
has been the most favorably perceived politician in Germany 
for a long time, but since July, her favorability ratings have de-
creased. Now Merkel ranks behind Finance Minister Schäuble, 
Foreign Minister Steinmeier and Wolfgang Bosbach, an experi-
enced talk show host and member of Merkel’s Christian Demo-
cratic Union Party, who has opposed the party line already in 
July when the German Parliament decided about the third res-
cue package for Greece. 
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Figure 12: Migration in German media and public support 
for Angela Merkel, 1-10/2015 

 
Basis: 187,938 reports about protagonists in 19 opinion-leading German 
TV, radio and print media, 8,368 about migrants and migration issues 
http://www.forschungsgruppe.de/Umfragen/Politbarometer/Lang-
zeitentwicklung_-_Themen_im_Ueberblick/Politik_II/#Politiker 

The political framing of migration coverage contributes to the 
growing doubts about the way Germany can deal with the inflow 
of migrants. As the fate of migrants and the implications of Ger-
man society are addressed from the perspective of the usual 
political infighting between the coalition partners, the role of 
the German population is faded out of the news more and more. 

Charities, churches or NGOs have been rather inconspicuous in 
the news on migration – both on TV and in print. Media coverage 
thus has increasingly reinforced the impression that the State 
is responsible for the management of the crisis while at the 
same time undermining the perception that it is able to do so. 

The media coverage of migrants and migration thus shows both 
the positive potential and the limits of the media in the crea-
tion of a public climate of opinion that is supportive of immi-
gration. 

More intensive and more diverse coverage of migration issues 
can help in reducing anxiety about immigration, create com-
passion and support the “welcoming culture” in target coun-
tries. At the same time, a pre-occupation with the flow of 
events and the political implications prevent an in-depth de-
bate about the long-term challenges and benefits of immigra-
tion to aging European societies. Thus, the confident mood of 
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Germans in coping with the migration crisis may prove to be 
short-lived. 
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