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1 ABSTRACT 

 

In this paper an analysis is presented of Dutch newspapers and their framing of the MH17  

disaster. A mixed method of quantitative and qualitative content analysis was used to research  

240 articles published in Telegraaf, Volkskrant and Algemeen Dagblad. The coding scheme 

was based on earlier research by Semetko and Valkenburg. The quanitative analysis revealed 

that the human interest frame was most prevalanty used by all three newspapers. Furthermore, 

the responsibility and conflict frame were of importance. Within the human interest frame, the 

use of specific language techniques was of importance to play into the emotions felt by the 

audience. 

 

Keywords: MH17, framing, content analysis, Dutch newspapers 

 

2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

“Slaughter at 33,000 ft.” reads the headline of the Daily Mirror newspaper published on the 

18th of July, 2014 (Stretch 1). The title, combined with a photograph of crash debris, 

immediately strikes the reader, something terrible has occurred, moreover, that terrible thing 

was possibly deliberate and brutal. This conclusion can be drawn from the photograph but 

also from the word “[s]laughter,” a word often used when referring to brutal acts of killing. 

One can see how the event, in this case the MH17 disaster, is immediately framed in terms of 

a possibly deliberate act of brutality. The theoretical concept of ‘framing’ will be the central 

theory in this paper. While there are many different definitions of framing, scholars Asemah 

and Edegoh offer a concise and clear definition of the concept: “a frame refers to the way 

media and media gate keepers organize and present the events and issues they cover and the 

way audiences interpret what they are provided” (117). So, framing essentially means that 

certain topics and certain aspects of those topics are selected, thus leaving out other aspects 

and presenting the story from one, or a limited number of sides. As a result, the audience is 

limited in its interpretation of the topic. In the example of the Daily Mirror headline, this is 

done by using language and imagery. Naturally, the act of framing is often considered as 

negative, since it obstructs neutrality and a rational interpretation.  
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2.1 EFFECTS AND USES  
 

Frames are used both unknowingly and intentionally. One could say it is impossible to be 

completely neutral as one can never grasp each single aspect or side of a particular story, so 

there are always aspects left out, possibly unknowingly. However, it is also possible to present 

a topic in a certain frame intentionally. In this instance, the use of language is important 

within framing theory. Fairhurst and Sarr discuss some language forms that are used, namely 

“metaphorical language,” “story,” “spin,” “feeling statements” and several more (111-12). In 

particular, ‘spin’ refers to spinning a subject negatively or positively, and ‘feeling statements’ 

are used to frame a topic emotionally. Both spinning and feeling statements are uses of 

language to intentionally frame a topic in a certain way. As an example, Fairhurst and Sarr 

use the anecdote of a manager who has to fire several employees. The manager spins the 

layoffs as the fault of the top management instead of the employees fault. Thus, the layoff is 

framed into something necessary and less negative for the employees since they are not 

responsible and apparently still did their job well (115-16).  

Framing on a political national scale is illustrated in a paper by Asemah and Edegoh on 

how media affected the agenda of peace in Plateau State where there are many ethnic 

conflicts. The journalists there are “bound to write in favor of [their] own ethnic group,” and 

often make use of sensationalism (123-24). As a result, tensions rise and conflicts are more 

likely to remain. Therefore they conclude that the media has a “crucial role to play” in setting 

the peace agenda through the use of framing (126). By the same token, articles published on 

MH17 can play a significant role in creating a sphere of animosity towards Russia and the 

pro-Russian rebels in Ukraine, influencing the agenda of peace between the ‘West’ and the 

‘Rest’ by stimulating rising tensions. Robert Entman, a professor of media and public affairs, 

also concludes that framing “plays a major role in the exertion of political power” (55). While 

Entman uses the U.S. – Iraq war as an example of the use of framing to exert political power, 

it would be interesting to see how the political agenda of the Dutch government affected 

Dutch newspapers in their reports of the MH17 disaster.  
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2.2 FRAMING TYPES 
 

In his book Frame Analysis: An Essay on the Organization of Experience Erving Gofman 

makes distinction between two types of primary frameworks; the natural and the social. The 

natural framework is basically neutral and is not regarded to occurrences influenced by 

outside forces, it is the framing of natural phenomena. The social framework “on the other 

hand, provide[s] background understanding for events that incorporate the will, aim, and 

controlling effort of an intelligence . . .” (22). This social framework is constructed and is part 

of cultures and individual perceptions of the world. Part of these social frameworks are 

constructed in the news as Semetko and Valkenburg point out in their research of newspaper 

and television news stories. In this research they examined five frames, namely the “conflict 

frame,” “human interest frame,” “economic consequence frame,” “morality frame” and the 

“responsibility frame.” In particular, the responsibility frame was the most prevalently used 

frame by serious, in other words more neutral, news outlets. While, the human interest frame 

was used more by sensationalist news outlets (105-107). So, sensationalist outlets can have a 

tendency to present news in a soft way, even hard news stories. In the case of MH17 it is 

interesting to look at the news frames that were used mostly, and if the Dutch newspapers 

differed in their use of frames. 

2.3 CONTRIBUTION 
 

I chose this theoretical framework because the specific case study of the MH17 disaster 

contributes to the larger field of framing studies in the media. Furthermore, this paper might 

illustrate how frames are created by the use of linguistic techniques such as spinning or 

feeling statements. While there is much literature about the concept of framing, I chose these 

particular articles since most put forth research methods that can be used for the MH17 media 

analysis.  
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3 METHODOLOGY  

 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

In this paper I will answer the following research question: How has the MH17 disaster been 

framed by Dutch newspapers Telegraaf, Volkskrant and Algemeen Dagblad? 

 

To answer this question I used a mixed research method of a comparative quantitative and 

qualitative content analysis. While the mix of both quantitative and qualitative research might 

be difficult to implement, I believe that it certainly can be done by using a limited selection of 

the samples used for the quantitative research to reflect on for the qualitative part of the 

research. The data that will be gathered consists of articles published by three Dutch 

newspapers: Telegraaf, Volkskrant and Algemeen Dagblad (AD). These newspapers were 

chosen as they are some of the most widely distributed newspaper in the Netherlands. 

Furthermore, the newspapers represent a variety of audiences; as Telegraaf is commonly 

thought of to be a fairly sensationalist newspaper, while Volkskrant focusses on a higher-

education audience, and AD presents itself as a more neutral newspaper. The selected articles 

will be examined and analysed on the basis of language usage and placement within certain 

frames.  

 

For the analysis of language I used the categories laid out by researchers Fairhurst and Sarr. 

For instance, the categories of “metaphorical language,” “story,” “spin” and “feeling 

statements” (111-12). By the same token, the analysis of certain frames is also based on 

earlier research. For the frames analysis I used the research of Semetko and Valkenburg and 

their five frames: the “conflict frame,” “human interest frame,” “economic consequence 

frame,” “morality frame” and “responsibility frame” (105-7).  By analyzing the articles 

through the use of language and categories I can determine how the subject of MH17 was 

framed by the three Dutch newspapers. Of course, this will provide a basic answer to the 

research question, however, the research can be deepened by zooming in on some of the 

articles through qualitative research. “In this way, the quantitative results are explained in 

more detail through the qualitative data” (Wisdom and Creswell 2). Furthermore, for the 

qualitative part, I researched how language is used within the human interest frame. 
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3.2 DATA  
 

The general research is about the framing of the MH17 disaster that happened on the 17th of 

July in 2014. In order to research the frames used by the Dutch media, I used the case studies 

of the three newspapers mentioned earlier. From these newspapers, the sample that was 

researched consisted of the initial 80 articles published after the MH17 disaster by each 

newspaper. So the total sample size consisted of 240 articles. This amount was chosen to keep 

the amount of data manageable. Also, the initial days after the incident best represent the 

frames that were used as articles published later might repeat most of the same information in 

these earliest written articles. For the sample of articles used for the qualitative approach I 

purposively selected one article from each newspaper. The articles chosen contain either 

examples of language use or can be viewed as example cases of the larger quantitative data.  

 

To collect the data, I used the LexisNexis search engine combined with the databases from the 

official sites of the newspapers. Both on LexisNexis and the databases I used the search term 

‘MH17’ in order to get the entire broad scope of articles published on the subject.  

3.3 ANALYSIS 
 

As mentioned earlier I used both the research of Fairhurst and Sarr together with the research 

of Semetko and Valkenburg as example. For categorizing the articles I used the five frames of 

Semetko and Valkenburg. In order to categorize the articles along these lines I read the titles 

and introductions of the articles to determine the category of frame. For example, to fit into 

the “economic frame” the article title and introduction would have to include references to 

economic damages for example. When the title or introduction did not immediately presented 

a clear frame, I continued to read the article in its entirety. Of course, certain frames overlap, 

and thus articles can fall into multiple categories. When the frames overlapped, I finalized 

their frame on the basis of their main focus. For some articles, I also analyzed the use of 

language in terms of metaphors and “feeling statements” for example (The Art of Framing 

111-12). In particular these categories might be consistent in the “human interest” frame, the 

qualitative part of the research will provide an answer to this premise. 
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Figure 1: Coding scheme (derived from Semetko & Valkenburg) 

Frame Categorization questions  Example 

Responsibility frame    Does the story suggest that some 

level of government has the ability 

to alleviate the problem?  

   Does the story suggest that some 

level of the government is 

responsible for the issue/problem? 

   Does the story suggest solution(s) 

to the problem/issue? 

   Does the story suggest that an 

individual (or group of people in 

society) is resp. for the issue-

problem? 

   Does the story suggest the 

problem requires urgent action? 

 

   Initiatives to investigate the 

crash and initiatives to recover 

the bodies 

   The call to immediate action 

from government officials  

   Government officials or 

reporters suggesting Russia is to 

blame 

Human Interest frame    Does the story provide a human 

example or “human face” on the 

issue?  

   Does the story employ adjectives 

or personal vignettes that generate 

feelings of outrage, empathy-

caring, sympathy, or compassion? 

   Does the story emphasize how 

individuals and groups are affected 

by the issue/problem? 

   Does the story go into the private 

or personal lives of the actors? 

   Does the story contain visual 

information that might generate 

feelings of outrage, empathy- 

caring, sympathy, or compassion? 

  

   Stories about individuals or 

entire groups that are affected by 

the loss of family or community 

members  

   Emotional statements from 

either citizens or government 

officials 

   Stories containing pictures of 

people mourning and the crash 

site 
    

Conflict frame    Does the story reflect 

disagreement between parties-

individuals-groups-countries? 

   Does one party-individual-group-

country reproach another? 

   Does the story refer to two sides 

or to more than two sides of the 

problem or issue? 

   Does the story refer to winners 

and losers? 

 

   Criticism from Ukraine and 

‘Western’ countries towards 

Russia and vice versa 

   Criticism towards Malaysian 

Airlines and the flight routes 

Morality frame    Does the story contain any moral 

message? 

   Does the story make reference to 

morality, God, and other religious 

tenets? 

   Does the story offer specific 

social prescriptions about how to 

behave? 

   Calls for the ‘right’ behavior in 

mourning instead of acting out in 

anger 

   Direct condemnation of 

immoral behavior such as the 

making of fake Facebook 
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 accounts with the names of some 

of the victims  

Economic frame    Is there a mention of financial 

losses or gains now or in the future? 

   Is there a mention of the 

costs/degree of expense involved?  

   Is there a reference to economic 

consequences of pursuing or not 

pursuing a course of action? 

 

 

   Stories about financial 

restitution from Malaysian 

Airlines to family members of 

the victims 

   Stories about the negative 

influence on the financial 

markets of airlines and 

consequent financial losses 

 

3.4 RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY  
 

To ensure reliability I conducted an intra-coder reliability test. Two weeks after my initial 

coding of the articles into the framing categories, I chose to recode a random selection of 20 

articles from each newspaper, so 60 articles in total and thus 25% of the total amount of 240 

articles. As a result, 49 of the 60 articles were recoded into the initial category, so the 

reliability score was 82%. 

3.5 REFLECTION 
 

There are of course limitations to the research. First of all, the newspapers analysed, while 

being the largest in the Netherlands in terms of distribution numbers, are of course not 

representative of all Dutch media coverage of MH17. Thus, the research can only be seen as a 

specific case study which might be representative of the larger field of framing surrounding 

MH17. However, further research would need to be undertaken to draw such conclusions. 

Secondly, the research only covers a relatively small amount of articles, so the sample might 

not be representative of all the publications by the three newspapers on MH17. Lastly, I 

personally selected the articles and ascribed them to certain frames. Also, I personally 

selected the articles for the qualitative research and analysed the use of language such as 

“feeling statements” in these articles. Thus, the research partially rests upon personal 

interpretation of the researcher and therefore is not completely objective. 
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4 FINDINGS 

 

The results of my findings with the quantitative research can be viewed in Figures 2 and 3. 

The figures depict the amounts and percentages of articles within the five frames. Included is 

the category of “other frame” as some articles fell outside the categories established by 

Semetko and Valkenburg. The percentages in Figure 2 are rounded off.  

 

Figure 2: Coding scheme results for Dutch newspaper articles on MH17 

 Volkskrant Telegraaf AD/Algemeen 

Dagblad 

Total number of 

articles 

80                      100% 80                       100% 80                       100% 

Responsibility frame 20                        25% 16                        20% 13                        16% 

Human interest frame 39                        49% 38                        48% 45                        56% 

Conflict frame  13                        16% 20                        25% 10                        13% 

Morality frame 1                            1% 0                            0% 4                            5% 

Economic frame 2                            3% 4                            5% 2                            3% 

Other frame 5                            6% 2                            3% 6                            8% 

 

 

 Figure 3 below shows the percentages in a chart. As a result, one can see explicitly 

how the newspapers compare to one another in terms of framing their articles on the subject 

of MH17. Remarkably, all newspapers used the human interest frame by far the most. 

Furthermore, the morality and economic frames were barely used by all three newspapers. 

The significant difference is mostly in the conflict and responsibility frames. 

 

Figure 3: Chart of the coding percentages of Dutch newspaper articles on MH17             
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4.1 EXAMPLES AND USE OF LANGUAGE   
 

Two of the main themes emerging after the MH17 disaster were the loss of human life and the 

question of responsibility. In fact, if Russia or the pro-Russian rebels would indeed turn out to 

be the perpetrators, the tensions between the ‘West’ and the ‘Rest’ could drastically rise. 

When initial rumours of partial Russian responsibility started to come out, critique on Russia 

also rose. The trend of this reporting can be seen in the statistics of Figures 1 and 2 as they 

depict that most articles fitted within the responsibility, human interest and conflict frame. For 

instance, Volkskrant articles published on the 17th of July 2014, the day of the crash, focused 

mainly on the narrative of human loss and thus fit into the human interest frame. Soon, when 

more information surrounding the crash started to emerge, more articles fitting into the 

responsibility frame were being published. This shift can clearly be seen in the article titled 

“Tragedie boven Oekraine kost 298 mensen het leven” (see Appendix 3. 174). In particular, 

this article was published at 23:58, close to midnight on the 17th of July when more 

information was available than in the initial hours after the crash. The first half of the article 

focusses on the loss of life and on the comments by Dutch premier Rutte in which he 

articulates his grief. Then, the second half of the article focuses on the question of 

responsibility and covers the denial of involvement by pro-Russian rebels. This article is 

representative of the shift towards articles fitting within the responsibility and conflict frame. 

While the article overlaps into multiple frames, multiple perspectives are being offered and it 

focusses directly on the disagreement between Ukraine and the pro-Russia rebel faction. 

Thus, the article was categorized within the “conflict frame.”  

 The use of language is particularly remarkable in a few articles, one of these articles is 

titled: “We kennen allemaal wel iemand,” an article published by AD (see Appendix 4. 275). 

Translated, the title states “[w]e all know someone,” referring to the victims and those left 

behind after the MH17 disaster. This article was directly categorized within the human 

interest frame because of this title and its further references to the deep emotions felt by some 

individuals. For example, one sentence reads: “[e]en man die op internet een prachtige ode 

brengt aan zijn goede vriend, die hij nooit meer zal omhelzen” about a man unable to ever 

embrace his now-lost friend again. The title and example sentence can clearly be identified as 

“feeling statements” (Fairhurst and Sarr 111) as they frame the subject of MH17 in terms of 

felt emotions. Furthermore, the article makes use of “repetition,” this can be seen in the 

following excerpt: 
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Het noodlot maakt geen onderscheid. Van een Eerste Kamerlid van de PvdA, tot een 

moeder met drie jonge kinderen in Naarden. Van een wereldberoemde Aids-

onderzoeker van het AMC in Amsterdam, tot een jong stel uit Volendam. Van de grote 

stad, tot het dorp in de provincie. Er is overal droefenis. 

 

This excerpt from the article contains 4 examples of the victims of the MH17 crash and 

attempts through repetition to dramatize the wide spread loss of life. As a consequence, the 

several examples strengthen the statement made in the title. 

 The use of language within another article categorized in the human interest frame is 

an article from Telegraaf titled: “Getroffen” (see Appendix 2. 48). This article focusses on the 

Malaysian side of the story and their victims. The first sentence of the article reads: “[d]e 

vliegramp met vlucht MH17, die boven Oost-Oekraïne uit de lucht werd gehaald, treft ook 

Maleisië in het hart.” Later, the following sentence is used: “[d]e wond van vlucht MH370, 

die begin maart spoorloos verdween en tot op de dag van vandaag niet is teruggevonden, was 

nog lang niet geheeld.” In both sentences, “metaphorical language” is used as a linguistic 

technique as the first sentence refers to the MH17 disaster “striking Malaysia in the heart” and 

the second sentence referring to an “unhealed wound” from the earlier disappearance of the 

MH370 flight from Malaysian Airlines (Fairhurst and Sarr 112). The metaphor of the “strike 

to the heart” provokes imagery and possibly emotion. This article was also categorized within 

the human interest frame. “Feeling statements,” “metaphorical language” and “repetition” are 

instances of language usage that were used prevalently in articles categorized in the human 

interest frame. Of course, these forms of language are used intentionally to play into the 

emotions felt over the disaster, in other words, the forms are recognized framing opportunities 

to speak to a larger audience (Fairhurst and Sarr 116). 
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5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

In their paper Framing European Politics, Semetko and Valkenberg state that the 

responsibility frame and conflict frame was frequently used by “sober and serious 

newspapers,” while “more sensationalist newspapers . . . showed a similar emphasis on the 

human interest frame” (106). Since Volkskrant focusses more on a higher-education audience, 

I was expecting the newspaper to frame relatively more stories within the responsibility and 

conflict frame. Yet, Telegraaf, a more sensationalist newspaper, made relatively more use of 

the responsibility and conflict frames; Volkskrant 41% of the researched articles and 

Telegraaf 45 % of the researched articles. Meanwhile, the amount of articles categorized 

within the human interest frame was roughly the same for both; Volkskrant 49% and 

Telegraaf 48%. Thus, one could state that the statement by Semetko and Valkenburg did not 

prove itself to be true in the case of MH17. Granted, the MH17 case is a particular subject 

since it was one of the biggest air crash disasters in Dutch history in terms casualties, with 

196 people losing their lives. Of course, this loss of life sparked many newspaper stories 

about individuals losing their lost ones and stories of groups, such as political parties or 

football clubs for example, in mourning. In order to come to terms with the extent of the 

disaster and to deal with the following loss, the collective mourning became a major theme in 

newspaper articles. Therefore, the amount of articles fitting within the human interest frame 

might be explained by this phenomenon.  

 As mentioned in the literature review, the articles on MH17 could play a “crucial role” 

in setting the peace agenda through the use of framing (Asemah and Edegoh 123-24). While, 

the human interest frame was by far the most prevalently used frame, the responsibility and 

conflict frame were also used relatively often. In the article “Vakantie vieren met Russen” 

published by Telegraaf, Russians in general are criticized for their behavior on holidays 

displaying asocial behavior (see Appendix 2. 75). The writer concludes that tensions between 

European tourists and Russian tourists were already high but are now rising after the MH17 

disaster. By mentioning Russians in general and European tourists as one homogeneous 

group, the idea of ‘us versus them’ is being enforced. This particular article, categorized 

within the conflict frame as one party reproached another, can indeed cause friction and thus 

compromise the peace agenda between the ‘West’ and Russia  

 The use of language in terms of “feeling statements,” “metaphorical language” and 

“repetition” were mostly prevalent in articles placed within the human interest frame. Thus, 
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the premise of these categories being consistent within this frame holds true for articles by the 

Volkskrant, Telegraaf and AD on the subject of MH17. 

 The main research question of this paper was: How has the MH17 disaster been 

framed by Dutch newspapers Telegraaf, Volkskrant and Algemeen Dagblad? The answer to 

this question has been answered through the quantitative analysis, and zooming in on example 

articles and the use of language has clarified the answer. However, the research was limited to 

include only the first 240 articles from three Dutch newspapers, so the sample size is not 

representative of all articles published by the newspapers. Furthermore, to gain more 

knowledge on the framing of MH17 more newspapers and other media can still be analyzed. 

Also, a larger sample size could be taken and another time frame could be chosen, say a year 

after the disaster. Consequently, it would be interesting to see how the newspapers compare in 

their frames when the emotions had settled and more information from the investigation into 

the crash was available. Furthermore, the analysis of language use can be broadened by 

focusing an entire paper on this subject and analyzing multiple articles in depth. Nevertheless, 

the study has provided adequate insight into the framing of a major traumatic event. 

Furthermore, the study has provided insight into the use of language within the most 

prevalently used frame.  
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