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ABSTRACT
Exclusionist positions on immigration have become 
a key component of right-wing ideology in most 
countries around the world. Combining group threat 
and news values theory, this study sheds light on the 
emergence of right-wing discourses on immigration 
based on one of Germany’s most influential right- 
wing print outlets. I employ supervised and unsuper-
vised machine-learning methods on almost 54,000 
articles published between 1998 and 2019 to test 
whether real-world conditions shape immigration 
news. Results show that reporting on immigration 
generally increased over time and peaked during 
the refugee inflow in 2015/16. Immigration numbers, 
foreigner crime rates, and Jihadist terror attacks pre-
dict the salience of the immigration issue in the 
overall news as well as discursive shifts within immi-
gration news. During times of high immigration, arti-
cles were more likely to address topics related to 
deportation and closing borders or the criminaliza-
tion of immigration. Terrorism was more present in 
immigration news after attacks, especially after 
attacks in Germany. Foreigner crime did not signifi-
cantly increase reporting on crime in immigration 
news. In short, right-wing immigration discourses 
seem responsive to real-world developments and 
events that enable exclusionary rhetoric and 
a threatening portrayal of immigrants.
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Introduction

In recent years, right-wing alternative media have mushroomed in many 
countries around the globe, challenging “classical” mainstream media as the 
main source of information for a growing number of people (Atton, 2015; 
Holt et al., 2019; Rone, 2021). A key component of these outlets is their 
criticism of generous immigration politics and the seemingly too-liberal 
reporting on immigration by mainstream media (Klawier et al., 2022). 
Although the internet contributed to the proliferation of these alternative 
media, their existence predates the web (Atton, 2015). Holt (2016) coined 
the term “immigration-critical alternative media” for such outlets, defined 
by their immigration-critical perspective and accusations of mainstream 
media as being biased against such a perspective (also see Nygaard, 2019). 
Since media reporting on immigration can influence attitudes (Meeusen & 
Jacobs, 2017; Meltzer et al., 2020) and voting (Boomgaarden & 
Vliegenthart, 2007), the increasing success of right-wing alternative media 
calls for a systematic, large-scale analysis of the real-world drivers of 
immigration news in such outlets.

This paper analyzes the relationships between real-world indicators and 
immigration news in one of Germany’s most popular right-wing outlets, 
Junge Freiheit (JF). I first use validated supervised machine learning to predict 
articles on immigration based on all articles published between 1998 and 
2019. Based on these almost 54,000 articles, I test whether potentially threa-
tening developments, i.e., actual immigration, Jihadist terror attacks, and 
foreigner crime, predict the salience of immigration in the news overall. 
Subsequently, I employ unsupervised topic modeling to decompose immi-
gration news into its thematic subcomponents and examine whether these 
real-world indicators explain discursive shifts within immigration news.

The political right and immigration

In public debates, the political right has become almost perfectly aligned with 
a more exclusionary stance on immigration. On the level of voters, the predictive 
power of left/right self-identification regarding anti-immigrant attitudes has 
increased over time (Abou-Chadi et al., 2021; de Vries et al., 2013). On the 
level of political parties, the presence of far-right parties has led to a legitimization 
of such views in national parliaments (Valentim, 2021), to the politicization of the 
immigration issue (Hutter & Kriesi, 2021), and has increased its salience (Gessler 
& Hunger, 2021). Both levels are also connected, as indicated by the association 
between political elite discourses on immigration and public opinion on the 
matter (Bohman, 2011; Schmidt-Catran & Czymara, 2022).

At the same time, immigration plays an increasingly important role 
in mass media (Eberl et al., 2018). Newspapers often link immigration
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to negative aspects such as crime (Harris & Gruenewald, 2019) or 
describe immigration in terms of naturalized metaphors such as floods 
(El Refaie, 2001; Gabrielatos & Baker, 2008). A particularly immigra-
tion-hostile position is taken by right-wing alternative media (Holt, 
2016; Nygaard, 2019), which became increasingly popular in recent 
years (Figenschou & Ihlebæk, 2019; Müller & Freudenthaler, 2022). 
These outlets are dependent on mainstream media to generate their 
content and “create an appearance of objectivity” (Nygaard, 2019, 
p. 13). Existing studies on right-wing alternative media have analyzed 
how they report the news (Müller & Freudenthaler, 2022; Nygaard, 
2019), their relationship to mainstream media (Figenschou & Ihlebæk, 
2019; Holt et al., 2019; von Nordheim et al., 2019), or how they 
organize political mobilization (Rone, 2021). The present paper adds 
to this literature by exploring the drivers of right-wing immigration 
news over more than two decades.

Explaining right-wing alternative media reporting on immigration

Due to practical limits, journalists and editors must make selection decisions 
when evaluating what should be covered in the news. By reporting some 
aspects and neglecting others, newsmakers can create a reality that might not 
correspond to actual conditions (Lippmann, 1921). Which news gets selected 
depends on its estimated value and commercial aspects. According to news 
value theory, elements such as negativity and proximity influence an event’s 
newsworthiness (Jacobs et al., 2018; Vliegenthart & Boomgaarden, 2007). 
Events of negative nature or those that happen closer to oneself are, ceteris 
paribus, expected to attract more journalistic attention than neutral or 
positive events or events happening further away (Altheide, 1976, 2002).

While news value theory has been developed in the context of main-
stream media, it is reasonable to assume that the value of news is also 
relevant for editors’ selection of content in right-wing alternative media. 
However, what makes events newsworthy might differ to some degree 
between mainstream and right-wing alternative media. This is because of 
the ideological differences between the two, especially regarding the immi-
gration topic, where the far-right is more negative than mainstream media. 
According to group threat theory, exclusionary positions rise the more 
immigrants are viewed as threatening the majority population (Blumer, 
1958; Quillian, 1995). Their anti-immigration position leads to the assump-
tion that right-wing alternative media consider threat as a news value. Thus, 
right-wing alternative media should be particularly likely to respond to 
developments that have a threatening character, as such threatening devel-
opments should be considered newsworthy.
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Group threat theory also helps explain which developments are deemed 
threatening: Those that increase economic competition, trigger fights over 
norms and values, challenge a country’s ethnic homogeneity (Quillian, 
1995; Semyonov et al., 2006), or pose a risk to personal or national security 
(Kovář, 2019). Mainstream media reporting on immigration often corre-
sponds to such themes as it includes the cultural or economic consequences 
of immigration (Czymara & van Klingeren, 2021; Greussing & 
Boomgaarden, 2017; Kovář, 2022) and tends to connect immigration to 
security (Kovář, 2019), crime (Harris & Gruenewald, 2019), and terrorism 
(Galantino, 2020). Accordingly, mass media reporting correlates with more 
negative attitudes toward immigration (Czymara & Dochow, 2018; Meltzer 
et al., 2020; Schlueter & Davidov, 2013), as people are more hostile toward 
minority groups that are depicted negatively in the news (Meeusen & 
Jacobs, 2017).

In line with the assumption that threat plays a particularly strong role for 
right-wing alternative media, Nygaard (2019) qualitatively shows that 
Scandinavian right-wing alternative media often describe immigration as 
a “serious threat against the societal peace and order” (Nygaard, 2019, 
p. 13) and von Nordheim et al. (2019) demonstrate quantitatively that 
content related to economic and cultural threats that refugees allegedly 
pose to German society made up a significant share of immigration news 
in the Junge Freiheit in 2015/16. In the following, I will discuss how threat- 
related content is connected to real-world developments.

Real-world developments as drivers of immigration news

The topics typically associated with immigration threat, i.e., demographic 
replacement, crime, terrorism, or economic competition, appear to be 
rooted in real-world conditions. As argued above, a threatening character 
should increase news value particularly for right-wing alternative media 
given their anti-immigration position. While, for example, the negative 
nature of terror attacks makes them newsworthy for mainstream media 
according to news values theory, Islamist attacks are particularly relevant 
for right-wing immigration news because it fits their ideology. I analyze 
three real-world indicators that are relevant according to group threat 
theory: actual immigration, crime, and terrorism.

Immigration
Immigrant group size is perhaps the most used indicator in research testing 
group threat theory (see Pottie-Sherman & Wilkes, 2017 for a meta-analysis 
on its correlation with immigration attitudes). If society is perceived as 
a zero-sum game, which is an argument regularly found among the far- 
right, more immigrants imply fewer economic or cultural resources for
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natives. Put differently, immigration poses a threat to the majority, which, 
in turn, increases its news value.

Research on mainstream media in Europe indicates that migrant inflows 
were addressed in the media during the so-called Migration Crisis (Beckers 
& Van Aelst, 2019; Gottlob & Boomgaarden, 2020; Greussing & 
Boomgaarden, 2017), but had limited impact on reporting before 2015 
(Jacobs et al., 2018; Lawlor, 2015; Lubbers et al., 1998; Vliegenthart & 
Boomgaarden, 2007). The influence of immigration numbers on news 
should be even more pronounced in right-wing alternative media due to 
their anti-immigration bias (Nygaard, 2019). Hence, I formulate the follow-
ing hypothesis:

H1a: High immigration numbers are associated with more articles on 
immigration in right-wing alternative media. (Immigration-Salience- 
Hypothesis)

Immigration numbers might not only increase the salience of the immigra-
tion issue in the news overall but also shape the content within immigration 
news. Content analyses show that right-wing alternative media tend to 
report immigration as threatening (Nygaard, 2019; von Nordheim et al., 
2019). As this is more plausible during times of high inflow, I test whether 
actual immigration increases the presence of topics relating to cultural, 
economic, or security-related threats:

H1b: Rising immigration rates increase threat-related topics within immi-
gration news in right-wing alternative media. (Immigration-Topics- 
Hypothesis)

Crime
Crime is a recurring topic in media reporting on immigration. News about 
crime often describes ethnic minority perpetrators as more crime-prone 
and threatening (Harris & Gruenewald, 2019; Jacobs, 2017) and the focus 
on crime is even stronger for conservative newspapers (Lubbers et al., 
1998). Research from the US suggests that racialized reporting on crime 
is associated with more concerns and a higher perception of Black people as 
violent (Dixon, 2008). Concerns about crime also correlate with negative 
views on immigration in Germany (Fitzgerald et al., 2012). Jacobs et al. 
(2018) report no effect of crime rates on crime reporting in immigration 
news in mainstream media. However, Jacobs et al. (2018) use total criminal 
offenses recorded by the police and do not further differentiate between 
types of perpetrators. While all crime is negative, crime with foreign
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suspects can most clearly be connected to immigration.1 This, in turn, 
increases its value, particularly for immigration-critical right-wing alterna-
tive media. Thus, I expect that:

H2a: Rising foreigner crime rates are associated with more articles on 
immigration in right-wing alternative media. (Crime-Salience-Hypothesis)

H2b: Rising foreigner crime rates increase the crime topic within immi-
gration news in right-wing alternative media. (Crime-Topic-Hypothesis)

Terrorism
Several terrorist attacks conducted in the name of political Islam have hit 
Europe, including Germany, in recent years (see Helbling & Meierrieks, 
2020). The media sometimes connects these attacks to immigration 
(Galantino, 2020), with public speakers of the right being particularly likely 
to connect immigration and terrorism. For example, Hungarian Prime 
Minister Viktor Orbán stated in 2015 that “all the terrorists are basically 
migrants” (Kaminski, 2015). Chan et al. (2020) show that news about 
refugees was more related to fear when connected to terrorism. Jacobs 
et al. (2018) point to a positive but small effect of terrorism on the salience 
of terrorism in migration news in mainstream media. One reason for small 
effects is that undifferentiated measures of terrorism lump together very 
different attacks. Mixing different attacks is especially problematic when 
analyzing right-wing media because the effects of right-wing and Islamist 
terrorism can cancel each other out (cf. Jacobs & van Spanje, 2021). As 
Islamist attacks can most clearly be connected to immigration, the value of 
such attacks should be high for right-wing alternative media, as they have 
an anti-immigration disposition. Therefore, I expect:

H3a: Islamist attacks are associated with more articles on immigration in 
right-wing alternative media. (Terror-Salience-Hypothesis)

H3b: Islamist attacks increase the terrorism topic within immigration 
news in right-wing alternative media. (Terrorism-Topic-Hypothesis)

Another aspect that increases the value of news is the proximity of an event 
(Altheide, 1976; Vliegenthart & Boomgaarden, 2007). This implies that

1Foreigners are not identical to immigrants, as the former are defined by citizenship 
and the latter by migration status. However, this conceptual difference usually plays 
a minor role in public perceptions. Similarly, refugees are not identical to immigrants 
and Europeans tend to view refugees more positively than immigrants (De Coninck, 
2020), even though this was not always the case (Abdelaaty & Steele, 2022).
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terrorist attacks that happen in the home country are particularly news-
worthy, which is the final hypothesis:

H3c: Domestic attacks have a greater impact than international attacks. 
(Domestic Attacks-Hypothesis)

Case selection

A brief history of immigration in postwar Germany
Immigration to West Germany after the Second World War rose in the 
1960s when the Federal Republic of Germany signed a contract with Turkey 
to receive so-called Gastarbeiter (“guest workers”), which would fill tem-
porary labor shortages but ultimately lead to long-term immigration 
(Ellermann, 2015). Until the 1990s, Germany’s national identity was rather 
exclusionary even though the country became increasingly diverse 
(Kurthen, 1995). In the investigated period of this study, immigration 
peaked in late 2015, when Germany received five times as many asylum 
applications as any other EU country (Burmann & Valeyatheepillay, 2017). 
During this time, media influence on concerns about immigration was 
especially strong (Vestergaard, 2020). Rage against Germany’s handling of 
the refugee inflows among the far-right further intensified after refugees 
were connected to the sexual assaults in Germany on New Year’s Eve in 
2015/16 (Czymara & Schmidt-Catran, 2017, p. 737 f.; Schwemmer, 2021), 
which caused a rise in anti-refugee violence (Frey, 2020; Jäckle & König, 
2018). After 2016, immigration to Germany ebbed again. Nevertheless, the 
Alternative für Deutschland (AfD), a right-wing party advocating for stric-
ter immigration laws, became the third largest party in the 2017 federal 
election and has remained in the parliament since (Arzheimer, 2015; 
Mushaben, 2020).

The Junge Freiheit
Established in 1986, the Junge Freiheit (JF) is Germany’s largest right-wing 
print outlet. With a circulation of over 30,000 sold copies each quarter 
(IVW, 2021), JF is the fifth-largest weekly newspaper in Germany. In fact, it 
is one of the very few examples of print media for which circulation 
numbers are increasing. Between 2008 and 2019, the circulation of paid 
copies almost doubled, rising from roughly 16,600 to over 31,000, as 
Figure 1 shows. At the height of the so-called Migration Crisis, the JF 
sold more than 43,500 copies.

Ideologically, the JF is located between the conservative and the far-right, 
often bridging democratic conservatism and the radical right (Braun et al.,
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2007; Czymara & Bauer, 2023). It has been described as “one of the sharpest 
weapons in the arsenal of the New Right” in Germany (Braun et al., 2007, 
p. 17).2 The JF often refers to itself as challenging the leftist mainstream in 
politics and media, which is reflected in its slogan “Wochenzeitung für 
Debatte” (“Weekly for Debate”). Albeit officially unaffiliated, the JF also has 
a strong connection with the AfD. The Economist described the relationship 
between JF and AfD as overlapping “much as Fox News does with 
America’s Republicans” (The Economist, 2016). Its outreach, ideological 
position, and political influence make the JF a relevant case for studying 
right-wing news on immigration.

Figure 1. Circulation of Junge Freiheit over time.
Source: IVW (Data only available from 2008 onward)

2All translations by the author.
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Data & method

Identifying immigration news

I draw upon web-scraped data from the online archive of Junge Freiheit, which 
provides all articles published in its print edition from 1997 to the present. For 
the period between 1998 and 2018, for which data on the covariates were 
available, this resulted in almost 54,000 unique articles in total. To identify 
articles about immigration, I first used regular expressions to select articles that 
mention at least one keyword.3 Manually evaluating this sample revealed that 
some articles were unrelated to immigration. To tackle this, I drew a random 
sample of 600 articles, which were manually coded by a student assistant. In the 
next step, I trained a Naive Bayes classifier using Benoit et al. (2021) to detect 
articles about immigration in the overall dataset. Using an unseen part of the 
hand-coded data for validation shows that the machine caught almost all 
relevant articles in the validation data (recall: 0.97) while selecting primarily 
relevant articles only (precision: 0.78).4 Employing the trained model on the 
test data resulted in 5,695 positive predictions. Thus, about 10.6% of articles 
were predicted to be immigration news.

Real-world indicators

Immigration is measured by the number of immigrants to Germany with 
non-EU citizenship (Eurostat’s table migr_imm1ctz). Further disaggregating 
citizenship by country, unfortunately, is not possible, because such data is 
not available for the period before 2008.

To measure Crime, I draw upon the Police Crime Statistics of Germany 
provided by the Federal Criminal Police Office (BKA, 2021). I use the share 
of reported crimes committed by non-German suspects because this statis-
tic is particularly relevant for immigration-related group threat. More 
detailed information on the nature or the severity of foreigner crime is 
unfortunately not available.

For Terrorism, I draw upon data from the Fondation pour l’innovation 
politique (Fondapol), which collects information on Islamist attacks 
throughout the world (see Fondapol, 2021: 10f. for their definitions of 
terrorism and Islamism). To select the most relevant events, I focus on 
attacks that had at least one casualty and happened in either Western

3The regular expression is ”migran*t|fl(u|ü)cht|asyl|(ein|zu)wander|ausländer|integration| 
aufenthaltsgenehmigung|einbürgerung.”

4These scores are similar but somewhat exceed von Nordheim et al. (2019), who use 
a search string-based approach to identify articles on the Migration Crisis in the JF. 
Alternatively, I also trained a support vector machine, which performed a little better 
regarding precision (0.82) but worse regarding recall (0.84).
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Europe or the US. Given the weekly nature of the JF publications, I created 
a binary variable with the value 1 for the two weeks following at least one 
attack and 0 if no attack happened in the two weeks before. To test H3c, 
I also generated a version of this variable that captures only attacks in 
Germany.

For the regression models, I rescaled immigration and crime rates to range 
from 0 to 1 to ensure the comparability of coefficients. Table 1 shows descrip-
tive statistics of all variables and Figure A1 in the supplemental materials plots 
the correlations between these variables.

Method

To test the influence of real-world indicators on the overall salience of 
immigration in the news, I run a set of models that regress the binary 
outcome (1: article is about immigration vs. 0: article is not about immi-
gration) on each real-world indicator based on the whole corpus (N =  
53,818 articles). To account for the potential clustering of articles published 
in the same issue, I employ hierarchical linear probability models that 
estimate a random intercept on the issue (i.e.: week) level using Bates 
et al. (2015). All models control a yearly trend. The results are stable to 
other modeling choices, as I report in more detail below.

For my second aim, I analyze whether real-world indicators change the 
composition of immigration news. To answer this question, I draw upon the 
subset of articles that are about immigration, i.e. the ones with the value 1 in the 
outcome of the previous analysis (N = 5,695). To decompose immigration news 
into its thematic subcomponents, I use Structural Topic Modelling (STM) 
(Roberts et al., 2019), an unsupervised machine-learning method that identifies 
word clusters that often represent latent themes (topics). STM yields, first, the 
probability for each term in each topic and, second, the probability of each topic 
in each article. Each topic consists of all terms, terms, with varying probabilities, 
and each article consists of all topics, topics, with varying probabilities. I run 
models that estimate 30 topics in total. Appendix A documents this decision. 
After identifying relevant topics, I run a set of models that regress the probability

Table 1. Descriptive statistics (n = 53,818).
Mean Std. dev. Min Max

Outcome
p(Immigration article) 0.106 0.308 0 1
Explanatory variables
Immigration numbers 0.231 0.214 0 1
Foreigner crime rate 0.315 0.315 0 1
Terror attacks (West) 0.07 0.255 0 1
Terror attacks (Germany) 0.004 0.065 0 1

MASS COMMUNICATION AND SOCIETY 59

https://doi.org/10.1080/15205436.2023.2240307


of each topic on each real-world indicator (see the estimateEffect() function of 
Roberts et al. (2019) for more details).

Results

Descriptive overview

Plotting articles over time in Figure 2 (black line) shows that immigration- 
related content has increased in the past 20 years. In 1998, the first year of 
the analyzed period, the average number of weekly articles on immigration 
issues was merely 2.37. During the peak of the refugee debate in 2016, this 
number increased more than sixfold to 15.1. After 2016, there is 
a downward tendency, but attention remains at significantly higher levels

Figure 2. Development of immigration news in Junge Freiheit, actual immigration 
numbers, foreigner crime rates, and terror attacks.
LOESS for rescaled variables for readability. Grey vertical lines are Jihadist attacks in 

Western countries, black vertical lines are attacks in Germany.
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compared with the period before 2015. In 2019, there were still roughly 10 
articles on immigration in an average week, while the overall output of the 
JF remained largely stable.

The importance of immigration in right-wing media has increased over 
time, which mirrors prior research on far-right parties (Abou-Chadi et al., 
2021) and voters (de Vries et al., 2013). The Migration Crisis seems to have 
worked as a catalyst in this respect. Figure 2 reveals that real-world immigra-
tion (blue line) and foreigner crime (red line) seem to follow similar trends. 
To test these relationships more thoroughly, I turn to the regression models.

The relationship between issue salience and real-world indicators

All four predictors are positively associated with the overall issue salience of 
immigration (p < .01 in all cases). Figure 3 shows the coefficients of the four 
hierarchical linear probability models (full models shown in Table A1 in the

Figure 3. Predictors of immigration news.
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appendix). All effect sizes are comparable as the continuous variables were 
standardized. The relationship is strongest for the foreigner crime rate, 
where moving from the minimum value to the maximum implies a 15% 
point increase in the probability that an article is about immigration, 95% 
CI [.14, .17]. With an estimated effect of 13 percentage points, the effect is 
similar in size but slightly weaker for immigration rates, 95% CI [.11, .14]. 
These associations are sizable and resemble roughly half a standard devia-
tion of the outcome (SD = 0.31).5

Articles that are published two weeks after an Islamist terror attack in 
the West have a four points higher probability of addressing immigration 
compared to those that are not published after an attack. While this effect is 
statistically significant, it is not very large. In comparison, the effect doubles 
when such an attack happened in Germany. Due to the limited number of 
attacks, however, the effect of attacks in Germany is estimated with high 
statistical uncertainty, 95% CI [.02, .14].

H1a, H2a, and H3a stated that actual immigration numbers, foreigner 
crime, and terror attacks, respectively, predict higher salience of immigra-
tion in the news. The results support these expectations. The correlations 
are substantial and, interestingly, immigration and foreigner crime rates 
outperform terror attacks in these models. H3c argued that domestic 
attacks have a greater impact than international ones. The data also con-
firms this, as the estimated effect for domestic attacks is roughly twice as 
strong as the effect for attacks in the West in general. A likelihood ratio test 
confirms the statistical difference between both models at p < .0001.

These results are stable to numerous modeling choices. In the 
supplemental materials, I present hierarchical logistic instead of linear 
probability models (Table A2), models that allow the effect of the 
respective predictor to vary across issues (i.e. include a random 
slope) (Table A3), models without a time trend (Table A4), models 
that control for the exceptional years 2015/16 (Table A5), or that drop 
2015/16 altogether (Table A6). All conclusions above hold.

Discursive shifts in immigration news and real-world indicators

After establishing that the real-world indicators correlate with overall issue 
salience, I turn to the topic models to examine whether they also influence 
the composition of articles within the immigration discourse. I coded the 
topics based on their most probable terms as well as articles. Table 2 shows

5These estimates are based on separate models for each predictor since my interest 
lies in the total relationship between each predictor and issue salience and one 
should generally refrain from substantively interpreting multiple coefficients of the 
same model (cf. Westreich & Greenland, 2013).
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the relevant topics and their most probable terms. Six topics directly relate 
to immigration (German immigration policy, EU immigration policy, 
Integration/citizenship, Asylum, Illegal immigration, Demography), two cor-
respond to cultural (Religion, National identity), and two to economic 
(Economy, Welfare state) issues, and one is Ethnic violence. Moreover, 
there is also one topic particularly addressing Terrorism and a Crime topic.6

Figure 4 plots the coefficients of the models that regress the articles’ 
probabilities for each topic on actual immigration. The two topics most 

Figure 4. Topic probabilities and immigration.

6Note that not all 30 topics are theoretically relevant, including for example content 
related to certain countries. Finding irrelevant topics is common when applying topic 
modeling to journalistic texts (Jacobi et al., 2016, p. 11) and is to be expected, as 
news articles most often cover more than one topic (Grimmer & Stewart, 2013, 
p. 272). The full set of topics is available in Table A7 in the appendix. I refrain from 
labeling the other topics in Table A7 to avoid imposing structure on unclear topics.
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strongly correlating with real-world immigration are Asylum and German 
immigration policy. Comparing times of lowest immigration with those of 
highest immigration roughly equals a 5.7-point increase in the probability 
that an article covers the Asylum topic and a 4.6-point increase that it 
includes the German immigration policy topic (both p < .001). Illegal immi-
gration is weaker but still positively associated with immigration (p = .003). 
The other topics are either negligibly or negatively correlated with immi-
gration. For example, the JF appeared to write less about culture (National 
identity, Religion), security (Crime, Ethnic violence), or economy (Economy, 
Welfare state) when immigration numbers are high. Note, however, that 
this is a relative decrease vis-à-vis all other content. Still, this implies that 
the JF did not react to immigration by turning to cultural, economic, or 
security topics, which are the classical domains in the group threat litera-
ture. H1b stated that right-wing media reporting includes more threat- 
related topics when immigration is high. The evidence is somewhat ambig-
uous: On the one hand, topics related to cultural, economic, or security 
threats are not more present when immigration is high. On the other hand, 
immigration increases the salience of several topics that deal with deporting 
immigrants and closing borders.

Do actual foreigner crime rates and terror attacks increase the prevalence 
of the Crime respectively the Terrorism topic within immigration news? 
I estimate three additional models to answer this question (analogous to the 
models of Figure 4): one regresses the Crime topic on the crime rate, one 
regresses the Terrorism topic on terror attacks in general, and one regresses 
the Terrorism topic on terror attacks in Germany. The results are in 
Figure 5.

Contrary to theoretical expectations, there is no evidence that crime 
reporting in immigration news is related to real-world crime developments. 
While the estimated effect is positive, it is not statistically significant (p  
= .104). H2b, that crime reporting in immigration news responds to for-
eigner crime rates, is thus refuted.

Finally, reporting on terrorism is more present in immigration news 
after an attack. Figure 5 shows that attacks in Western countries lead to an 
increase in the Terrorism topic by about 1.2 percentage points (p = .004). 
Moreover, attacks that happened in Germany increased the Terrorism topic 
strongly by about 6.5 points (p < .001). The Terrorism topic thus reacted 
more than five times stronger when an attack happened in Germany. 
However, this effect is again estimated with much statistical uncertainty 
due to the relatively low number of attacks, 95% CI [.03, .10]. H3b and H3c 
stated that terrorism is featured more in right-wing immigration news after 
an attack and that this is especially true for attacks in Germany. The results 
clearly show this: Islamist terrorism in the West generally increased media 
attention and attacks conducted in Germany had the strongest effect.
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Conclusion

With the politicization of the immigration issue, the far-right has gained 
momentum in recent years (Hutter & Kriesi, 2021). Alternative media 
play a key role in shaping right-wing discourses (Figenschou & Ihlebæk, 
2019; Holt et al., 2019; Rone, 2021). While existing research has focused 
on the way right-wing alternative media report immigration news 
(Müller & Freudenthaler, 2022; Nygaard, 2019), compared them to 
mainstream media (Figenschou & Ihlebæk, 2019; Holt et al., 2019; von 
Nordheim et al., 2019), and examined their mobilization strategies 
(Rone, 2021), the present paper extends this literature by looking at 
the patterns of immigration news and their relationship with real-world 
developments. Right-wing alternative media is most likely to report 
developments that are understood as threatening the ethnic majority 
(Quillian, 1995; Semyonov et al., 2006) because such media should see

Figure 5. Crime and terrorism models.
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these developments as particularly newsworthy (Altheide, 2002) due to 
its anti-immigration ideology (Nygaard, 2019; von Nordheim et al., 
2019).

Analyzing almost 54,000 articles published in Germany’s most popular 
alternative right-wing outlet Junge Freiheit between 1998 and 2019 using 
supervised and unsupervised machine learning reveals several insights. 
Firstly, reporting on immigration has increased over time, peaking during 
the so-called Migration Crisis in late 2015 and 2016. Secondly, real-world 
immigration numbers, foreigner crime rates, and terror attacks all predict 
the salience of immigration in the overall corpus of articles. Thirdly, these 
real-world indicators correlate with discursive shifts within immigration 
news. During times of high immigration, topics related to deportation, 
closing borders, or the criminalization of the migration process increased 
the most. Articles were more likely to discuss terrorism after fatal Islamist 
attacks, especially if attacks happened in Germany. However, foreigner 
crime rates were not significantly related to the crime topic in immigration 
news.

To some degree, these findings might come as a surprise, as it is some-
times argued that mainstream media reporting hardly follows real-world 
developments (Jacobs et al., 2018; Lawlor, 2015; Lubbers et al., 1998), but 
rather key events (Vliegenthart & Boomgaarden, 2007). Moreover, one 
could think that right-wing media would want to keep the immigration 
issue on the agenda no matter what, leading to ceiling effects. The present 
analysis suggests, however, that this is not the case: Right-wing alternative 
media reporting on immigration ebbs and flows with certain real-world 
events and developments, including immigration itself. Fearing that new-
comers threaten the status quo of the majority population can be consid-
ered more plausible when actual immigration or foreigner crimes are high, 
or after Islamist terror attacks. Thus, the value of immigration news for 
right-wing alternative media is higher under these conditions, and the 
salience of the issue increases. Moreover, different sub-topics in immigra-
tion news respond to real-world developments and events, and thus the 
immigration discourse shifts when real-world conditions change. Topic 
models show that several exclusionary topics are more visible during 
times of high real-world immigration.

These findings have implications for future research on real-world devel-
opments and media reporting on immigration. First, it appears that alter-
native media follow somewhat different logic compared to mainstream 
media due to its anti-immigration position that makes threat a news 
value. Prior research has argued that right-wing alternative media primarily 
responds to the mainstream press (Holt, 2016; Nygaard, 2019; von 
Nordheim et al., 2019). The present paper shows that right-wing alternative 
media also respond to the real world. Second, it seems crucial to use specific
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indicators of real-world developments, such as foreigner crime or Jihadist 
attacks, instead of broad and undifferentiated measures often used in prior 
research. Third, moving from mere issue salience to topic-specific shifts in 
news content leads to additional insights. Fortunately, rapidly developing 
computational methods will increasingly allow detailed analyses of large 
amounts of text.

While the Junge Freiheit is a relevant case to study, it is hard to assess 
how well it represents conservative or right-wing media in general or 
across different political contexts. Thus, the generalizability to other 
right-wing alternative media remains an open question. Future research 
could take a comparative perspective and analyze differences across 
countries with different histories or political systems. Analyzing news 
valence or stance could also be a promising endeavor. The most prob-
able terms of many topics suggest a negative framing (e.g., illegal, 
violent, uncontrolled), but future research may want to quantify tone 
or emotion. Finally, the number of articles about immigration roughly 
resembles the trend in circulation, with both correlating with 0.65. 
However, whether addressing immigration topics causes a rise in sales 
remains speculation due to the observational nature of this study. Future 
research might address this question using a natural experimental 
design.
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