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Abstract

Framing research has emerged across a range of disciplines as an analytical framework 
to unpack socially constructed schemas that give meaning to issues or events. Despite 
its academic prominence, framing is an ambiguous concept due the paradigmatic 
divisions of framing research. Robert Entman’s approach to advocates for a necessity 
to create a singular framing paradigm that synthesizes related theories and concepts. 
This paper examines issues of contemporary framing research by discussing Entman’s 
approach in relation to alternative paradigms. It calls for conceptual flexibility when 
framing analysis is used for systematic understanding of national image development 
and contestation.
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Introduction

In international relations, the image of political actors plays an important role in power 

contests for geopolitical influence. The international community traditionally favors 

nation-states that consistently build and project a positive national image through news 

management strategies. Public perceptions of countries and their leaders derive from 

notable large events and public reactions to them, cultural and public diplomacy efforts, 

as well as multiple images of these nations created by the news media (Kunczik, 1997; 

Samaras et al., 2016). Mass media have the power to set a consistent agenda and encourage 

audiences to perceive reality in a particular way by selecting and highlighting certain 

storylines or frames (Entman, 1993). 

Research on media framing and framing effects has emerged across a range of 

disciplines as an analytical framework for unpacking socially constructed schemas that 

give meaning to issues or events by presenting “a central organizing idea” (Gamson 

& Modogliani, 1989). Other scholars define frames as interpretive storylines that set a 

specific train of thought in motion, communicating why an issue might be a problem, 

who or what might be responsible for it, and what should be done about it (Nisbet, 2009). 

Framing is often employed in politics to provide context to topics, personalize important 

issues, or assign responsibility for political matters.

Despite its academic prominence, framing is an ambiguous concept due to the 

paradigmatic divisions of framing research (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). The 

communication literature provides different conceptualizations of frames and framing. 

Robert Entman’s approach to media frames was found to the most influential by 

Matthes (2009) in his content analysis of media framing studies in the world’s leading 

communication journals, 1990 - 2005. Entman (1993) advocates for the creation of a 

singular framing paradigm that synthesizes related theories and concepts. However, this 

unification may lead to the oversimplification and unwarranted academic reductionism of 

framing inquiry when applied to highly contested issues or competitive framing conditions. 

This paper examines issues of contemporary framing research by discussing Entman’s 

approach in relation to alternative paradigms. It calls for conceptual flexibility when framing 

analysis is used to systematically understand national image development and contestation.
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National Image in Competitive Framing Contexts

The notion of national image comprises two elements: the image as an attribute of the 

message, and the image as a cognitive structure (i.e. the image formulated in the minds of 

the audience) (Samaras, 2014). An important component of building a national image is 

the strategic positioning of national ethos, which reflects national resilience in crises and 

a nation’s ability to recover from collective hardships. Strategic positioning within the 

broader political market and personal brand are central to determining a nation’s success 

or failure. It also includes the values, traditions, identity and vision of the future of a given 

nation (Etzioni, 2006). National ethos is represented in cultural discourses that are often 

combined with institutional and media narratives. 

In international persuasive campaigns, images of national identity and ethos are 

often built through rejection and cultural opposition to other nations (Korostelina, 

2010). For example, European identity is often constructed less on the basis of the 

‘internal’ belonging of people to the community and more on identification through the 

rejection and exclusion of the ‘other’ (Hellberg, 2011). Images of the ‘other’ were used 

to create EU identity when Europe’s ‘others’ were Turkey and Russia, whose social and 

cultural values were perceived as antonymous to those of Europe (Neumann, 1998). 

In many ways, the EU has monopolized the power to define what it means to be fully 

‘European,’ which naturally implies the possession of EU membership. Beginning in 

the late 1990s, ‘The Western Balkans’ became the correct designation in the EU for 

non-members located in the southeastern part of Europe as a way to help Europeans 

better understand the difference between ‘us’ and ‘them.’ In his 2001 article in Foreign 

Affairs, senior EU diplomat and former Swedish Prime Minister Carl Bildt claimed 

that even if Bosnia and Herzegovina,  Croatia and Serbia had gotten things wrong in 

the past, they now had a new opportunity: ‘the region’s fundamental choice is between 

becoming even more Balkan, in the worst sense of the word, and becoming more 

European, in the best sense of the word’ (Bildt, 2001, p. 158). In European political 

discourse, the word ‘Western Balkans’ very often functions as a stigma (Kolstø, 2016; 

Todorova, 1997), as it is identified with the former Yugoslavia and often associated 

with violence and lawlessness. 
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The construction of the image of a foreign nation is complicated due to the highly 

competitive nature of the political field in which frames are communicated and contested 

by a variety of actors, including governments, opposition leaders, activists, non-profit 

organizations, etc. This clash of frames accompanies competitive frame contests between 

political actors attempting to shape the attitudes and opinions of the international 

community. Their framing strategies include value-laden semantics ranging from positive 

to negative in support of/ opposition to that country’s government policies, or its position 

on various domestic and international issues. National images can also be strategically 

constructed and contested in terms of attacks on the image of other nations and their 

political leaders (Aspriadis, et al., 2019; Simons, 2019).  

Framing scholarship on policy issues demonstrates that competitive message 

environments alter framing effects and shows how individual differences moderate the 

impact of frames (Chong & Druckman, 2007; Nisbet, 2013). Hence, a comprehensive 

view of the relationship between frames and framing effects is necessary in order to 

understand the process of building national image.

Entman’s Framing Approach 

Robert Entman’s framing approach argues that “to frame is to select some aspects of a 

perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as 

to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or 

treatment recommendation for the item described” (1993, p. 52).

This approach to framing is top-down and clearly stems from a critical perspective. 

Entman looks for patterns supporting a hegemonic ideology in which “frames are the 

outcome of news-gathering routines by which journalists convey information about 

issues and events from the perspective of values held by political and economic elites” 

(D’Angelo, 2002, p. 876). Frames conceived by the political elite are generally passed to 

mass media organizations and from there to audiences. The public internalizes mediated 

frames to varying degrees, depending on the level of cultural congruence and other 

supporting conditions. Frequently, these framings find new life when institutionalized in 
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the form of anti-terror policies and practices. As an example, the “War on Terror” frame, 

accompanied by the imagery of “the foreign terrorist”, played a critical role in legitimizing 

the international military campaign launched by the U.S. government after the September 

11, 2001 attacks. In his analysis of news coverage of the 9/11 attacks, Entman (2004) 

points out that most news media made very little room for anything but government-

sanctioned interpretations of the events that promoted patriotic rallies around presidents. 

As a critical scholar, Entman (2005) supports the notion of framing as inescapable 

for many reasons. Just like Gitlin (2003), who saw the media as “core systems for the 

distribution of ideology” (p. 2), Entman considers ideology to be created and distributed 

primarily through a specific story focus and angle. Mainly it is because the process of 

framing is naturally embedded in news reports and is largely dependent on decisions 

made by journalists and editors every day. The ideology of the news source and values 

of a country inversely affect news production. Even the most objective journalist can 

be manipulated by their sources’ imposition of dominant frames on the news (Entman, 

1989). As a result, all ‘other’ views are traditionally framed in a biased manner. This is 

very close to Herman and Chomsky’s propaganda model (1988), which suggests that 

systemic bias in corporate mass media serves the political and economic interests of 

dominant elites.

To Entman (2005), culture consists of commonly invoked frames prompting 

communicators to make conscious judgments inferred from our belief systems, which 

are manifested through stereotyped images or phrases. The odd news story that frames 

the stereotyped group or a nation in a positive manner is more likely to be discounted as 

“exceptional” if these stories are infrequent and episodic when compared to the majority 

of negatively framed stories. This speaks to the necessity for any counter-frame to reach 

a level of prominence before it is considered legitimate. However, major events, like the 

attacks of September 11th, can reshape public thinking and produce new frames, which 

may interact and compete with preexisting frames for public acceptance. 

Entman’s cascading activation model helps us understand “how interpretive frames 

activate and spread from the top level of a stratified system (the White House) to the 

network of nonadministration elites” (Entman, 2003, p. 415). According to Lukacovic 

(2016), cascading activation provides a platform for integrating securitization into 
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framing. Securitization issues often provide political actors with an excuse to violate 

traditional democratic principles and enforce law-and-order policies (Buzan et al., 1998). 

For instance, a politician describes a problem as a threat to security. The cause of this 

problem is the proposed aggressor. The speech act claims that protecting the referent 

object is a morally adequate action, while threatening the security of the referent object 

is an immoral action. Finally, a vital aspect of securitization is prescribing solutions that 

entail extraordinary measures. 

Entman (1993) sees framing as a “fractured paradigm,” as it belongs to diverse areas 

of the social sciences and humanities. The conceptual differences between the two 

models of framing are primarily highlighted by the distinction between accessibility 

and applicability effects. Accessibility effects refer to the process of presenting 

particular concepts via media messages with consistent frames, which makes particular 

concepts or schemas more accessible in memory, thus making them more likely to be 

used when forming opinions and judgments. Applicability effects, on the other hand, 

occur when frames embedded in media texts signal to individuals that specific schemas 

(i.e., clusters of associated concepts) will be more applicable than others in interpreting 

an issue or event (Price & Tewksbury, 1997). Understanding the distinction between 

accessibility and applicability has implications for how we study and understand the 

two effects. 

Entman advocates (1993) for the creation of a singular “framing paradigm” under 

the umbrella of communication as a master discipline that “synthesizes related theories 

and concepts and exposes them to the most rigorous, comprehensive statement and 

exploration” (p. 51). Although Entman’s framing approach is important, its practical 

utility is limited due to its focus on accessibility effects. Frames, for Entman, “highlight 

some bits of information about an item that is the subject of a communication, thereby 

elevating them in salience” (Entman, 1993, p. 53). I will next address some limitations of 

Entman’s conceptual framework before exploring two alternative paradigms. 
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The Limitations of Entman’s Approach 

One limitation of Entman’s framing paradigm is its overlap with other accessibility 

concepts such as priming and agenda-setting. According to Cacciatore, et al. (2016, p. 

11), this has largely contributed to the subsuming of other media effects models under 

the framing label. As a result, this convergence makes it more difficult to isolate framing 

effects from those based on agenda-setting. Also, Entman assumes that framing, just like 

priming and agenda-setting, will operate among most members of a population. In other 

words, simple exposure to a series of consistent frames will increase the salience of certain 

considerations across all parties. 

Entman (1993) sees framing as the “common denominator” between elites and 

the general public. He rarely talks about it from the receiver’s perspective and fails to 

comprehensively explain how complex policies are processed by various audiences. His 

cascading activation model suggests that “the media should provide enough information 

independent of the executive branch that citizens can construct their own counterframes 

of issues and events” (Entman, 2004, p. 17). At the same time, it fails to address many 

issues related to self-efficacy and other psychological barriers that discourage people from 

additional cognitive efforts. 

Entman is frequently ambiguous about the ways that preexisting cognitive schema 

or knowledge structures determine the degree to which a frame will resonate with 

most people. His salience-based approach appears to be less instrumental in complex 

ideological debates in which framing effects may be reduced or altogether negated when 

audiences are exposed to competing frames of similar argumentative strength. However, 

other studies support the notion that the competitive framing condition motivates open-

minded participants and closed-minded participants in different ways (Nisbet et al., 2013). 

Similarly, Tewksbury and Scheufele (2009) suggest that the audience’s pre-existing 

schemas can blunt or mediate framing effects in news stories. 

Entman’s proposition to unite framing models has been repeatedly contested by other 

scholars who advocate for fair competition among framing theories (D’Angelo, 2002). This 

epistemological solution appears to be a valid alternative that promotes plurality in framing 

approaches and has a higher heuristic value than the course of action proposed by Entman.
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Alternative Approaches to Framing Research

Two alternative paradigms will be further explored. The cognitive paradigm helps us 

understand attribution effects and individual differences in the applicability of frames. The 

constructionist paradigm best illustrates framing as the interpretive co-creation of reality 

represented by networked individuals. 

The Cognitive Paradigm
The cognitive perspective is rooted in attribution theory, which explores the tendency 

among people to detect patterns in pieces of information that are consistent with preexisting 

cognitive schemas. Put simply, the manner in which information is presented or framed 

will influence the schema called upon to process that information. Cognition and rational-

choice researchers, however, explain that human beings are by nature “cognitive misers” 

(Fiske & Taylor, 1978). This means that in the age of information overload, they prefer to 

do as little thinking as possible, seek cognitive reduction, and have a psychological need 

for framing, as that shortens information-processing time. 

Early research suggested that by highlighting particular aspects of issues, frames 

make certain considerations more accessible and therefore more likely to be used in the 

judgment process (Entman, 1993; Iyengar, 1991). More recent studies, however, suggest 

that frames work by making particular considerations more applicable and therefore more 

relevant to the judgment process (Cacciatore, et al., 2016; Scheufele, 2014). The perceived 

applicability of a media frame increases with perceptions of its strength, relevance, or 

persuasiveness. Nelson, et al. (1997) argue that frames work by building associations 

between concepts rather than by increasing their accessibility. Their study demonstrates 

that alternative news frames affect how audiences prioritize competing values relative to 

an issue and that this effect is independent of the accessibility of the values. 

According to Tewksbury and Scheufele (2009), there may be no definitive way of 

determining which of these effects account for the power of framing. The greater the 

accessibility of a construct, the greater the likelihood that it will be used to interpret a 

political issue. Likewise, the more applicable a construct is to an issue, the more likely it 

is to be used when thinking about the issue. An accessibility emphasis could suggest that 
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researchers should look for repetitions of associations between concepts and issues as 

the prime cause of framing effects. Applicability interpretation, on the other hand, could 

encourage researchers to look at how news content builds the strength of the connection 

of descriptors, considerations and an issue or policy (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007, p. 

11). The more powerful the arguments for the links, the stronger the framing effects will 

be (Chong & Druckman, 2007). 

The Constructionist Paradigm
Entman argues that elites develop the frames that are later imposed upon citizens. 

However, this perspective does not explain how citizens produce frames that influence 

elites. Constructionists view framing as the interpretive co-creation of reality, where 

various viewpoints produce various frames. The difference between the constructionist 

paradigm and the critical paradigm is the perception of the level to which elites dominate 

frame construction. While constructionists perceive all involved groups as constructing 

frames of interpretation, critical paradigm scholars argue that political-economic 

elites dominate frame construction through hegemonic influence on the mass media. 

The constructionist paradigm (Van Gorp, 2007) sees journalists essentially serving as 

“information processors who create ‘interpretive packages’ of the positions of politically 

invested ‘sponsors’ (e.g., sources) in order to both reflect and add to the ‘issue culture’ of 

the topic” (D’Angelo, 2002, p. 877). 

Moreover, I argue that Entman’s top-down framing theory, centered on the salience of 

content, is becoming less relevant when applied to the contemporary media environment. 

In fact, in the age of social media, citizens use low technological solutions to voice their 

opinions and promote their own agendas. Most citizens now use their inner circles as trust 

filters to evaluate important news. As Jenkins et al., (2013) point out, “the shifting relations 

between media producers and their audiences are transforming the concept of meaningful 

participation” (p. 153). Due to globalization, the idea of culture as a series of autonomous 

and closed systems of meaning and practices is less relevant. Nowadays, cultural practices 

and identities are not stable according to their place of origin but are constantly reproduced 

in new forms, places and meanings by networked citizens. This concept of networked 

framing (Meraz & Papacharissi, 2013) challenges existing theories of agenda setting and 
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traditional news framing. The fact that many people can broadcast their views on social 

media means that there are many more available frames that can be curated, remixed, and 

distributed within various online communities. Also, social media blend user-generated 

content with traditional media, allowing ordinary citizens to become agents of persuasion 

for various political causes in their personal networks. For example, grassroots activists 

are able to engage in “hashtag politics” to share their views and gain followers. Hashtag 

politics offer a new way to frame an issue. The hashtag #BlackLivesMatter, for instance, 

was used to frame the shootings in Ferguson, Missouri in August 2014. 

The constructionist paradigm views framing as a communication process that 

constitutes social reality. A constitutive view of communication (Craig, 1999) posits 

that meaning is not inherent in objects but is created and negotiated with others through 

the symbolic use of language. Following this perspective, this is a transactional process 

among interdependent actors attempting to influence public opinion through strategic 

communication. Consequently, national image is cocreated not only by governments, 

media, or public relations specialists, but also by the public. As stated by Botan (2018), 

“when a group or public reaches consensus on a shared image, that image can serve both 

as a kind of shorthand interpretation that facilitates common decisions and a binding agent 

that allows large groups of people to become […] interpretive communities” (p. 90).

This approach to framing national image needs further development in the context 

of international and intercultural campaigns. One major issue is that public diplomacy, 

according to Botan (2018, p. 174), is never purely cocreational because it is initiated by a 

government for the purpose of achieving a national policy goal. 

Conclusions 

Communication theories are often evaluated based on the extent to which they generate 

new insight and produce new thinking. Framing theory provides multiple opportunities 

for academic scholarship. 

First of all, framing decisions no longer come from traditional newsmakers, but also 

from new information venues like online chat rooms, digital news shows, and Facebook. 
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Framing researchers should not limit themselves to the traditional media, but rather include 

user-generated news sources. These news sources and dispersive technologies create a 

different flow of information and require a more complex framing model. Since social 

media change the traditional modes of news production and consumption, researchers 

need to consider the integration of social media into media framing practices. 

Second, since the new media environments are saturated with graphics and video 

materials, scholars should further explore visual framing. It is possible to increase the 

effectiveness of a message by adding a visual component. The cognitive influence of 

visual frames from interactive graphics and YouTube videos adds another layer to framing 

process. Research shows that visual images teach people about political issues and 

strongly reinforce verbal slants and themes (Gilliam & Iyengar, 2000). Other scholars 

(Bailenson, et al., 2008) demonstrate that photoshopped images of hypothetical candidates 

that integrated facial features of the viewer (without him or her being aware) produced 

significantly higher likability ratings than unedited images. As a matter of fact, researchers 

should further study both hostile and positive memes to understand how and why these 

sticky phrases or trends influence the way people process frames about complex issues.

Finally, future research should explore the effect of source credibility on attitudes 

towards certain frames. Source credibility and a person’s belief system are interfluent. 

For example, politicians who are investing in an appealing image and trying to improve 

credibility ratings primarily desire to ensure that they are considered believable by their 

audience. But from the co-creational perspective, the audience is equally involved in the 

process of constructing shared meaning and realities and therefore has the power to accept 

or reject the proposal made by the source. 

Despite the obvious strength of both the cognitive and constructionist approaches to 

framing, there is evidence for the longevity and further applicability of Entman’s critical 

paradigm. Although social media have given more people the ability to produce their own 

frames about complex issues, gatekeepers such as politicians and corporations still play 

a pivotal role by legitimizing some frames more than others. When power rests in the 

hands of the government or corporations, these technologies can be harnessed to enhance 

control of society (Simons & Samoilenko, 2017). In 2017, Facebook publicly stated that 

its site had been exploited by governments for the manipulation of public opinion in other 
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countries (Weedon, et al., 2017). Political campaigns are increasingly threatened by online 

astroturfing in the form of paid pollsters, trolls, and social bots. These imposters pose 

as autonomous individuals with the intent of promoting a specific agenda. For example, 

some states employ paid online commentators to spread pro-regime propaganda on online 

forums (Chen, 2015; Han, 2015). 

Moreover, social media platforms are themselves integrated with powerful media 

institutions and political elites, who play a leading role in circulating particular frames 

online as well as via traditional media. Jenkins et al. (2013) support this view by admitting 

that powerful institutions “feel a great investment in the institutions and practices of 

networked culture” (p. 163) and create brand communities that become vehicles for 

promoting particular corporate messages and granting corporations and government 

institutions access to their members’ circles. In this case, Facebook and Google promote 

elaborate forms of co-creating and produsage, which further benefits the development of 

frames approved and prompted by corporations.  
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