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Abstract
This article seeks to understand the genesis of frame-building based on the early 
coverage of the Belgian Syria fighters in the four leading newspapers in Flanders, the 
Dutch-speaking part of Belgium. For a period of 6 weeks, a frame analysis of news 
stories was linked to reconstruction interviews with reporters and supplemented by 
newsroom observations and in-depth interviews with superiors. The findings show that 
the framing of ‘new’ events on the public agenda stems from familiar frames about 
related events. More than being only a selection criterion, news values are equally added 
to the news story in retrospect, in line with the applied frame, which implies that the 
newsworthiness of the story may be increased by the way it is told. When journalists 
report an exclusive story, they remained closer to the frame as it is presented to them 
by their main sources.

Corresponding author:
Jan Boesman, Institute for Media Studies, University of Leuven, Parkstraat 45, Box 3603, Leuven 3000, 
Belgium. 
Email: Jan.Boesman@soc.kuleuven.be

610988 JOU0010.1177/1464884915610988JournalismBoesman et al
research-article2015

Article

 by guest on November 17, 2015jou.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

mailto:Jan.Boesman@soc.kuleuven.be
http://jou.sagepub.com/


2	 Journalism ﻿

Keywords
Frame-building, framing, news values, reconstruction interviews, sources, Syria fighters

With the introduction of the concept of frame-building, Scheufele (1999) launched a first 
call for more research into the factors that influence the development of media frames. 
According to Zhou and Moy (2007), frame-building research, in contrast to agenda-building 
research, is focused primarily on factors intrinsic to the news medium, like the characteris-
tics of the journalist or journalistic routines. De Vreese (2014) again emphasized the impor-
tance of the interaction between media makers and external actors such as elites and strategic 
communicators. Van Gorp (2010) viewed frame-building as ‘a process in which journalists 
frame events and issues not only by applying news values but also by being sensitive to 
cultural themes’ (p. 87). The aim of frame-building research, then, is to investigate how 
journalistic routines (as news values) and the interaction with external actors (as sources) 
lead to the construction of culturally rooted frames. We follow Entman (1993) that those 
frames have ‘to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evalu-
ation, and/or treatment recommendation’ (p. 52). To this end, this study will map out the 
emergence process of frame-building from the point of view of the journalist, who is per-
ceived as being the central link in the news production chain.

A news production perspective on framing

Reese (2007) described framing as a process of giving meaning that ‘can be embedded 
across stories, media, and time’ (p. 50). The way in which a certain subject is framed 
in a news text is not an isolated incident. Various news stories from diverse media 
contribute to the dynamic process of framing. Miller and Riechert (2001) considered 
the framing process to be a cycle consisting of multiple phases, starting with the emer-
gency phase in which journalists are triggered by an event that they feel is newsworthy, 
followed by the definition/conflict phase, in which various stakeholders try to push 
their point of view to the fore as the appropriate frame for the issue. The first phases of 
the framing process are considered to be the most influential (Fowler et  al., 2011) 
because public opinion is still ‘malleable’ (Chong and Druckman, 2007). Because 
much of the framing research starts from the assumption that a subject contains ‘clearly 
defined, static, competing sides/alternatives’, Fowler et al. (2011: 172) argued that the 
fact that the process of frame-building can be much more chaotic in reality is over-
looked. In their opinion, that process deserves more attention, particularly when new 
subjects are put on the agenda in which actors still have to fight to gain dominance 
over the definition of a problem. This gives rise to the following research question:

RQ1. How does the process of frame-building come into being and develop?

Various researchers pointed out that ignoring the role of sources in the creation of 
framing is also ignoring basic power questions (Carragee and Roefs, 2004; Reese, 2001; 
Vliegenthart and Van Zoonen, 2011). It is hypothesized that journalists are increasingly 
dependent upon ‘official’ sources due to the increasing deadline pressure (Manning, 
2001) and the contrast between the declining number of journalists and the growing 
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public relations (PR) industry (Lewis et al., 2008). According to production researchers, 
journalistic dependence is situated primarily in the ‘discovery’ phase, while journalists 
themselves show more initiative in the ‘gathering’ and ‘reporting’ phases (McManus, 
1997 [1994]; Reich, 2006). Therefore, it is possible that the sources ‘lead the dance’ 
(Gans, 1979) in the selection phase, but that journalists take over in the framing phase 
(Cook, 1998; Strömbäck and Nord, 2006).

Concerning the origins of frames and the contribution of sources to the applied frames 
in news texts, Van Gorp (2007) differentiated between framing through the media and 
framing by the media. Brüggemann (2014) made a similar distinction with his frame-
building continuum ranging from ‘frame-sending’, in which journalists are actually a 
conduit for the source’s frame, to ‘frame-setting’, in which journalists themselves are 
largely responsible for frame selection. Drawing on the findings from previous research, 
the following research question is asked:

RQ2. What is the influence of the journalistic interaction with sources on the frame-
building process?

Several researchers have implicitly or explicitly referred to the conceptual overlap of 
framing and news values (Brüggemann, 2014; D’Angelo, 2002; De Vreese, 2002). 
Conflict and human interest, for example, are considered by some researchers to be frames 
(e.g. Semetko and Valkenburg, 2000), while others consider them to be news values (e.g. 
McGregor, 2002).

Research on news values seeks to explain why certain events are more easily selected 
than others (Galtung and Ruge, 1965; Harcup and O’Neill, 2001). However, researchers 
have pointed out that a distinction must be made between the characteristics of an event 
and the news value that is ascribed to the event by the journalist (Kepplinger and Ehmig, 
2006; Staab, 1990). A production-oriented perspective can be useful to detect the latter, 
as well as to explore news values external to the event, such as the competition between 
various media and the importance of an ‘exclusive’ story (Allern, 2002; Schultz, 2007).

The accepted, generic conceptualizations of framing say little about how a certain sub-
ject is covered. For example, when politicians are covered from within a conflict frame, 
the question remains as to precisely in what way are they portrayed. Therefore, we prefer 
to consider concepts as conflict and human interest as news values instead of as frames. 
Conflict is seen as a news value that can pave the way, for example, for a David versus 
Goliath frame. While valuing an event as a ‘conflict’ is a determining step in the frame-
building process, framing it as ‘David versus Goliath’ gave the audience more guidance 
about how to interpret this ‘conflict’. This leads us to the following research question:

RQ3. What role do news values play in the frame-building process?

Method

Multiple methods

This research combined content analyses with newsroom observations and reconstruc-
tion interviews. The study of the news product teaches us little about the news production 
process (Manning, 2001; Reich, 2006). Despite the revival of newsroom ethnographies 
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(e.g. Paterson and Domingo, 2008), these are rarely used for framing research. Some 
framing researchers carried out in-depth interviews with journalists (e.g. Kothari, 2010; 
Lewis and Reese, 2009), but the interviews are rarely directly linked to news texts. This 
study made supplementary use of reconstruction interviews in order to create as specific 
a link between the study of the news product and the study of the news production pro-
cess as possible. The reconstruction of the ‘biographies’ of news stories (for similar 
approaches, see Brüggemann, 2013; McManus, 1997 [1994]; Reich, 2006) makes it pos-
sible to focus ‘on recording actions, not evaluating behavior, on specific stories rather 
than on general estimations’ (Reich, 2006: 501).

Data collection

When studying the emergence of continuing big news stories, it is practically impossible 
to investigate ex post the origins of a frame. Ideally, the researcher should start his obser-
vations and interviews from the very beginning of such a story. Unfortunately, one can-
not predict when such stories will start. To overcome this paradox, this study selected 
newsrooms and journalists beforehand, in anticipation of a major unexpected event.

The analysis material for this case study was primarily taken from a broader study on 
the selection and framing of news (see Boesman et al., 2014), whereby 20 newspaper 
reporters from four Flemish newsrooms were followed during 6 weeks in March–April 
2013. The newsrooms belong to the two main newspaper owners in Flanders (Mediahuis, 
De Persgroep), each with a ‘quality’ newspaper (De Standaard, De Morgen) and a ‘pop-
ular’ newspaper (Het Nieuwsblad, Het Laatste Nieuws). All articles of the selected 
reporters were reconstructed using interviews shortly after the article was published. 
Each article also underwent a content analysis. In addition to this, newsroom observa-
tions and in-depth interviews with news chiefs were conducted.

A limited selection of news stories on the same event – the departure of Belgian youth 
to the conflict region in Syria – was used for this specific study on frame-building. The 
first week of fieldwork coincidentally coincided with the first reports on these young 
people in the Belgian press, which created an exceptional opportunity for the research-
ers. Six reporters from the sample wrote articles on the Syria fighters. The subject was 
also treated in the interviews with the news chiefs.

Supplementary, all news stories on the Syria fighters from all four newspapers were 
subjected to content analysis, including those written by journalists who were not 
included in the sample. In total, 86 news stories underwent a content analysis, of which 
30 could be reconstructed because they were written by journalists from our sample.

Data analysis

Following the constructionist approach of Van Gorp (2010), a limited number of frames 
were reconstructed inductively from the content analyses of news texts, the interviews, 
and the field notes. As argued similarly by Touri and Koteyko (2014), the aim of this kind 
of qualitative analysis is not to have an estimate of the frequency of occurrence of the 
different frames, but to give an estimate of their prominence based on the breadth and 
density of the framing and reasoning devices.
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The constructionist frame analysis consisted of three phases in which the research mate-
rial was constantly scanned and compared (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). First, a thematic 
coding was carried out. All textual elements from the news stories that could contribute 
‘meaning’ to the Flemish Syria fighters were indicated: key words, metaphors used, images, 
and recurring arguments. An axial coding was then carried out. The textual elements were 
listed and patterns were sought to reduce the multitude of in vivo codes down to a limited 
number of codes that were related to Entman’s (1993) problem definitions, causes, conse-
quences, moral judgments, and solutions. Framing packages were created in the third phase 
(inspired by Gamson and Modigliani, 1989). Each framing package had a logical cohesion 
of framing devices (word choice, metaphors, etc.) and reasoning devices (from problem 
definition to solution). Occasionally, the latter were found explicitly in the news articles, 
but most often the key frame implicitly suggested this logical reasoning. This implies that 
the key frame, which could be traced back to cultural phenomena such as values, norms, 
and archetypes, created a coherent whole out of the various devices.

The influence of sources was investigated through a content analysis of quotes in news 
texts as well as through the information – retrieved via the reconstruction interviews – about 
how these quotes originated and about the possible exclusion of sources in the final news 
text. With regard to the role of news values, this study started from the arguments of the 
journalists. By asking probing questions about why and how an event was selected and 
constructed into a story, their arguments were linked with the academic notion of news val-
ues. For example, when a journalist said that an event was covered because of the involve-
ment of a Belgian Minister, the story was connected with the news value of ‘elite people’.

Findings

Background information on the story

On 7 March 2013, the Belgian Eurojust President mentioned in an interview on Flemish 
Radio One that Flemish young men were fighting in Syria against Bashar al-Assad’s 
regime. Press agency Belga processed the interview in a short news item. Most newspa-
pers under scrutiny took over this press release. Although a few earlier stories about 
foreign fighters appeared in the Belgian press, this was the start of a peak in the press 
coverage with daily news about Belgian fighters in Syria (Berbers et al., 2015).

In the first days, the quality newspapers paid more attention to the event. They first focused 
on the number of young people and subsequently on the alleged connections with the radical 
Salafist organization Sharia4Belgium (e.g. Eeckhaut, 2013) and its enigmatic spokesperson 
Fouad Belkacem. The popular papers quickly focused on the specific stories of the young 
people behind these numbers, based on interviews with their family members. In particular, 
two young converts to Islam were extensively portrayed: Brian De Mulder (e.g. Huyberechts, 
2013b; see Figure 1) and then Jejoen Bontinck (e.g. Lefelon, 2013; see Figure 2).

The process of frame-building

The early frame-building regarding the Syria fighters is understood as a process in which 
Entman’s definition of framing is gradually fulfilled. Journalists do not start with a blank 
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sheet at the beginning of a new news story. They reflect about new events within familiar 
frames, from the inductive frame analysis referred to as ‘spring’, ‘war’, and ‘missing 
children’. It will be argued here that these familiar frames were activated to define the 
situation, to indicate what the problem is, and to allocate roles to the main actors in  
the story, as the victim, hero, or villain. Inspired by what Goffman (1959) called ‘setting 
the scene’, three frames are distinguished in the analyzed reporting. The main character-
istics of these frames were that they are metaphorical in nature and that they are intertex-
tually connected with recent current events, with the upheaval in the Arabic world, 9/11 
and terrorism, and the Dutroux case in Belgium. Soon, however, these familiar frames 

Figure 1.  The story of Brian in Het Nieuwsblad (see Huyberechts, 2013b), used by kind 
permission of Mediahuis nv.
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were modified to fit the concrete new(s) story. The new Pact with the Devil frame was 
constructed from the old Missing Children and War on Terror frames. It was activated to 

Figure 2.  The story of Jejoen in Het Laatste Nieuws (see Lefelon, 2013), used by kind 
permission of De Persgroep nv.
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help explain the situation in terms of causes and effects and solutions. The answers to 
these questions might give the public the feeling that they understand what is going on. 
The frames that are created on the basis of the definition of the situation are included in 
the bigger story, in which journalists not only provide a perspective of the ‘bizarre’ 
behavior of these young people but also help the reader to fully comprehend the situation 
using frames of reference with which they are already culturally familiar. This frame, 
referred to as Pact with the Devil, not only offered a definition of the situation and a 
perspective on the young men (as freedom fighters, terrorists, or victims) but also helped 
to explain more clearly the defined problem, primarily through pointing out the causes, 
responsibilities, and solutions. The ability of frames to trigger – implicitly and simulta-
neously – this chain of reasoning devices is what makes framing potentially powerful.

Defining the problem and setting the scene.  In early March 2013, the reporting on Syria 
was still partially influenced by the Arab Spring frame. Following on previous revolu-
tions within the Arabic world, the fight of the Syrian rebels against the regime of Presi-
dent Bashar al-Assad was presented as legitimate. The literal reference to the Prague 
Spring of 1968 evokes associations with popular Western values such as freedom and 
autonomy. The frame put the events in Syria into a democratic light (Baresch et  al., 
2012). The Syria fighters did what the international community failed to do: support the 
Syrian people in their fight against a dictatorial regime. In this frame, the young men 
who went off to Syria were assigned the role of ‘freedom fighter’.

The Arab Spring frame was set in contrast with the perspective of the young men as 
‘terrorists’ (e.g. Erkul, 2013). The more additional connections were established with the 
Sharia4Belgium organization, the more the Arab Spring frame became supplemented by 
the War on Terror frame, which has formed a powerful narrative since 9/11 for under-
standing various conflicts around the world (Lewis and Reese, 2009). According to this 
frame, the young men are given the role of perpetrator. The governments now take on a 
corrective role. Their task consists of judging the young men’s behavior, impeding their 
departure, and anticipating a potential return. Leaders play a starring role in this frame, 
including the mayors of the hometowns of these youngsters and the Belgian Minister for 
Interior Affairs (e.g. JBW et al., 2013).

A third frame came to the forefront as soon as the parents of the young men came onto 
the stage, that is, the Missing Children frame (e.g. Lefelon and Van Vlierden, 2013). In 
this frame, the young men are not seen as fighters, but as children and the victims of 
press gangs. Following the media hype around the ‘missing children’ stories after the 
arrest of child murderer Marc Dutroux in 1996 (Van Gorp, 2005; Vasterman, 2005), this 
is a familiar narrative for Belgian journalists to define the event: Flemish parents see 
their children suddenly leave home. Whereas the War on Terror frame assigns a leading 
role to the politicians, in the Missing Children frame this role shifts to the parents.

Offering an explanation.  The previous frames offer an insufficient explanation of why 
these good kids (Missing Children frame) suddenly changed into fighters (Arab Spring 
frame) who were capable of atrocities (War on Terror frame). Something like this does 
not happen all by itself. The Pact with the Devil frame provides an apparently logical 
explanation for this: evil has taken possession of them. Making a Pact with the Devil is 
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a popular cultural theme in the West and refers to an agreement that a human being 
makes with the Devil in exchange for the fulfillment of his or her own desires. The most 
famous version of this frame is the Faust legend, but it could just as easily be traced back 
to the Biblical story of the Fall.

In this frame, the young men have undergone a radical transformation from ‘the boy 
next door’ to an extremist fighter in a remote civil war. The suggested ‘normality’ of the 
young men must support the idea that it could have been the reader’s child. This is done 
by emphasizing their catholic education and prevailing talent (Brian as a footballer, 
Jejoen as a Michael Jackson dance imitator; e.g. Huyberechts, 2013d). In this frame, the 
young men had a ‘guileless’ youth and they were even successful. They threw away their 
futures for no reason. They were no longer themselves. The frame was reinforced using 
images before (Brian tying his shoes, Jejoen solemnly taking his first Communion) and 
after (Brian demonstrating with Muslim friends, Jejoen looking angry in traditional 
Islamic dress; see Figures 1 and 2).

The young men were radically changed by their Pact with the Devil. In this pact, the 
young men are both active (Arab Spring, War on Terror) and passive (Missing Children). 
These young men took the initiative but were seduced at the same time. Sharia4Belgium 
leader Fouad Belkacem fulfilled the role of seducer in the news story here. Belkacem 
acted as a sort of Pied Piper, who led the youngsters away from their trusted surroundings 
toward their demise. Words such as recruited, tricked, seduced, and particularly brain-
washed were regularly used in the headlines and teasers (see, for example, Lefelon, 
2013). The Pact with the Devil frame suggests that, by removing Belkacem as the cause, 
the problem will be solved (see Table 1 for an overview of this frame package).

The influence of sources

The purpose of the second research question is to find out the influence of the sources on 
the frame-building process. The major sources in this story were the ‘official’ ones (min-
isters, mayors, police and justice spokespersons, researchers from official research insti-
tutions) and the ‘concerned parties’ (the families of the young men who had left, the 
young men themselves, those who were said to have recruited them). In addition to this, 
academics were brought in sporadically, as independent experts. It will be argued how 
sources take the lead in the War on Terror and the Missing Children frames, whereas 
journalists take the lead in the Pact with the Devil frame. On Brüggemann’s (2014) 
frame-building continuum, they became less of a ‘frame-sender’ (i.e. a conduit for the 
source’s frame) and more of a ‘frame-setter’ (i.e. largely responsible themselves for 
frame selection).

Journalists as frame-senders.  All the above-mentioned actors had a perspective on the 
departure of the young men and, to a varying extent, an agenda regarding how they 
should be dealt with. In the dominant discourse from the official sources, such as the 
head of the Coordinating Unit for Threat Analysis (as quoted in Van Vlierden, 2013), the 
young men were seen as a potential threat should they return to Belgium: ‘We also note 
that there are people from Belgium who depart with an Al Qaeda – spirit. If they come 
back with an education and know-how, some may be a danger to society’. While this 
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discourse was in favor of the War on Terror frame, in its turn, the discourse of the fami-
lies promoted the Missing Children frame. The young men’s family members, such as 
Brian’s mother (as quoted in Huyberechts, 2013a), saw their relatives as victims of reli-
gious extremists:

You just cannot imagine what it does to you as a mother to be confronted with your run-away 
son, armed in a war zone. You can see he’s been brainwashed and that he isn’t planning on 
coming home any time soon. It makes me insane. I want my son back. If this message ever 
reaches Syria: Release Brian and send him home.

Journalists as frame-setters.  The more journalists learned about the subject and the various 
viewpoints, the less dependent they were on sources. Also, a source does not always 
precede a frame. Journalists can ‘recognize’ frames just as well in the information from 
sources or even go in search of frame-building source material. The frame-building pro-
cess is an exchange between the journalist and the source, in which the sequence is not 
always easily determined, as is shown by the following interview fragment with a 
reporter from Het Nieuwsblad:

Table 1.  Frame package ‘Pact with the Devil’.

Frame package Pact with the Devil

Reasoning devices
  Definition of the problem Young men are suddenly changed from someone good to 

someone bad
  Cause Young men are brainwashed
  Consequence Young men are no longer themselves and turn against their 

own education and society
  Solution/action Imprison the Devil and bring the young men back (literally, 

with their parents; and metaphorically, to themselves)
  Moral evaluation Do not go with strangers. Always stay yourself
Framing devices (examples)
  Metaphors (Brian disappeared) ‘like a thief in the night’
  Exemplars (/stereotype) (Belkacem as) ‘the Big Leader’ (reference to Kim-Jung Il)
  Depictions ‘The recruiter and his followers’; ‘a clip showing their 

adoration for the radical provocateur’
  Visual images Pictures of a gesticulating Belkacem standing upright behind 

Brian and Jejoen
  Use of contrast Lexically (‘from talented soccer player to radical fighter) and 

visually (pictures ‘before’ and ‘after’ their recruitment)
  Word choice (the young men were) brainwashed, seduced, recruited, 

estranged (from their family)
  Quantifications ‘While radical spokesman Belkacem sits at home with an 

ankle bracelet, an estimated 70 Belgian young men left for 
Syria’

  Expressions (suddenly Belkacem) pops up, (Brian is) in the grip of, (he 
must be saved) from the clutches of […]
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If you’ve been following the case for the last two weeks, you will come to the conclusion: 
Belkacem is the man [behind]. You must let the parents say that, that Belkacem is behind it all. 
We can sense this too. But let the parents say it.

It can be argued that this journalist is ‘outsourcing’ the diabolical role of Belkacem to 
his sources. The Pact with the Devil frame is further emphasized in the news processing. 
Screenshots from You Tube videos of the converted Brian and Jejoen, sitting on the 
ground with a gesticulating Belkacem behind them (see Figure 3), serve as strong fram-
ing devices for the Pact with the Devil frame, as do descriptions such as

On a bench just in front of him, the two young men sit listening intently to their Great Leader. 
In the meantime, a year and a half later, Belkacem sits quietly at home, wearing an ankle 
monitor, while his young disciples fear for their lives in Syria. (Huyberechts, 2013d)

The role of news values

The third research question focuses on the role of news values in the frame-building 
process. In particular, ‘human interest’ played a role in the selection of events, the mean-
ing of ‘proximity’ changed throughout the process, and (non-) ‘exclusivity’ was the cause 
for a frame shift from the Missing Children frame to the Pact with the Devil frame.

The making of a human interest story.  With ‘human interest’, this article refers to the will-
ingness of reporters to give the story a human face. This was important in shifting the 

Figure 3.  Belkacem as ‘recruiter’ in Het Nieuwsblad (see Huyberechts, 2013d), used by kind 
permission of Mediahuis nv.
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focus from the first news stories about the ‘numbers’ of Belgian fighters in Syria to the 
stories behind the numbers. It could be argued that popular papers attributed human 
interest as news value to the story. The following interview fragment with a news man-
ager of Het Nieuwsblad illustrates that human interest was a requirement for popular 
papers to make news based on the information acquired through routine channels:

As soon as I [heard] about foreign forces in Syria, I was convinced that there was ‘news’ in it. 
But we had to translate the event into a specific story. That is why it only became newsworthy 
for us when we had Brian’s [De Mulder] story. We needed Brian in order to tell the story.

Because the young men themselves – being in Syria – were difficult to interview, the 
popular newspapers told their stories through the eyes of their families. This human 
interest focus gave birth to the Missing Children frame, which in its turn paved the way 
for the Pact with the Devil frame.

The quality newspapers were more reluctant to cover these human interest stories. De 
Standaard occasionally published more concise versions of a story published by its sister 
paper Het Nieuwsblad, but they only put one of their own reporters on the story a month 
after the first article about Brian appeared in the popular press (see Bergmans, 2013). De 
Morgen ignored Brian and Jejoen’s stories completely for nearly 2 weeks. The journalists 
of popular papers used the same motivations to justify why they focused on Brian and 
Jejoen’s specific stories as the journalists of quality newspapers used them to justify why 
they initially ignored these stories. A news manager of De Standaard explains,

We ‘missed’ Brian’s story. […] It was considered to be a human interest story without any 
bigger implications. I think that this is the legacy of our history as an institutional paper. 
Sometimes our trepidation restricts us from covering human interest stories.

As a result of this ‘institutional’ approach, quality newspapers stayed initially closer 
to official sources, who favored mainly the War on Terror frame. When these papers 
finally covered Brian en Jejoen’s stories, this was done as an illustration for their more 
‘general’ stories. The popular newspapers did the opposite. When they outlined the big-
ger picture (the news about ‘the Syria fighters’ in general), this was done as an explana-
tion of a human interest story about one of the boys in particular. Het Nieuwsblad, for 
example, took Brian’s case as departure point to outline a broader theme given by the 
experts (see Huyberechts, 2013c).

Different meanings of proximity.  During the interviews, the journalists made clear that they 
perceived ‘bringing the news close to the Flemish reader’ as their most important task. 
This tied in with what is usually referred to in news value research as ‘proximity’, which 
in this article is seen in terms of geographical distance as well as cultural and psychologi-
cal nearness. Proximity was partially implied in the departure event ‘Young Fleming 
head to Syria’, but it was also further explored in the frame-building process.

In order to bring the Syria fighters closer from within the Arab Spring frame, a news 
manager from Het Nieuwsblad had the idea of making historical associations with other 
periods in which Belgian civilians went to fight abroad as a sort of private militia, that is, 
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‘our boys who went to fight on the Eastern Front or in the Spanish civil war’. The dis-
placement of this frame by the War on Terror frame forced the historical association to 
make room for the contemporary danger that a (returned) Syrian fighter could pose to the 
reading public. The relevance for the public in the Missing Children frame was that one’s 
own children could be taken from you and could then turn against their own culture.

The Pact with the Devil frame partially arises through the further refining of proxim-
ity (on one hand, the young men were ‘normalized’), through which a contrast is con-
structed (on the other hand, the young men were ‘abnormalized’). The following 
interview fragment with a reporter from Het Nieuwsblad gives insight into the creation 
of this frame:

Advancing the two extremes; I think that works well. He started out as an ultra-Flemish kid 
with Beerschot [well-known Belgian football club]. And now he’s a radical Muslim fighter. 
That’s a contrast. Especially because he’s Flemish. […] It could be your own son.

Framing is about the emphasis of certain aspects of an event and the suppression of 
other aspects (Entman, 1993). Just as important, therefore, is knowing what has not been 
selected or emphasized. For example, only the stories of converts were told, and not 
those of Muslims with a typical migration background (who are the principal share of the 
people going to Syria). A reporter from Het Nieuwsblad explains,

If it had been young Turkish men, then we wouldn’t have been able to devote a full page to it 
for two days running. […] The reasoning [of the news chiefs] is then: Does that bother a lot of 
people? […] While these are Flemish stories.

Moreover, the young men’s culturally mixed origins (Brian is Belgian-Brazilian, 
Jejoen is Belgian-Nigerian) were initially ignored. By emphasizing the young men’s 
Flemish origin and their talents before focusing on their conversion and recruitment, a 
contrast is constructed with the young men’s current situations. The Pact with the Devil 
frame is strengthened by the virtually exclusive focus on the stories of converts.

Exclusivity as the explanation for a frame shift.  In the context of the further attention that 
was given to the event, the most important question we observed in the newsroom was, 
‘Do we have this exclusively?’ If this was the case, journalists remained closer to those 
frames that could be strongly linked to a specific source, that is, the War on Terror frame 
(supported by the official sources) or the Missing Children frame (supported by the fami-
lies). After all, the news lies in what is being said by the source. For example, the first 
interview with Brian’s family (see Kestens, 2013) remained close to the Missing Chil-
dren frame. The journalists at Het Nieuwsblad felt that this competitor’s news story was 
too important to ignore. They based the story primarily on the same news material, but 
re-told the story from a more specific angle (see Huyberechts, 2013b). The news in the 
story by Het Nieuwsblad was not in the information but rather in the frame (Pact with the 
Devil) that the reader is offered to understand the story. In a certain sense, this frame was 
a rationalization by the reporter about why the already circulated story is considered 
important enough to cover it again. The story ‘a Flemish person fights in Syria’ is not 
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news; however, the story ‘boy-next-door Fleming who has suddenly changed, fights in 
Syria’ is certainly news. It is still so important because it could just as easily have been 
the reader’s son.

Discussion and conclusion

The authors had incredible luck in being exclusive witnesses to the beginning of the run-
ning news story about the Belgian Syria fighters. The first contribution to this study lay 
in the identification of the early process of frame-building. The results showed that 
frames do not necessarily exclude each other or stand against each other. They could as 
well blend from one to another. From this respect, framing should not be considered as 
the choice of a static entity but as a dynamic process driven by the journalistic dealings 
with sources and news values. The analyses showed that the framing of a new topic on 
the public agenda originated from familiar frames, a process through which Entman’s 
(1993) definition of framing was gradually completed. First, the events were understood 
within familiar frameworks influenced by key events such as 9/11 or the Dutroux affair, 
which guided journalists to frame the youngsters as terrorists or as victims. By reporting 
on what was happening, journalists, as ‘interpretative communities’ (Zelizer, 1993), 
were actually retelling these key events. Second, journalists went in search of explana-
tions and responsibilities. Here, the frames were less obviously linked to key public 
events. They were developed through a succession of news stories. The Pact with the 
Devil frame was not yet visible in the first news stories, but was developed through the 
confrontation and combination of frames that at first remain close to the sources. These 
frames never completely disappeared, but were contained in a more explanatory frame. 
The Pact with the Devil frame did not emerge immediately, but developed relatively 
quickly into a persistent frame for understanding the news story.

A second contribution made by this study concerns the role of sources and news val-
ues in the frame-building process. Production studies can provide insight into the manner 
in which journalists utilize sources. In addition to the influence of the elite sources, this 
study points to the influence of the ordinary people (the families in this case). These 
sources do not always have a clear agenda, let alone a media strategy, but they still suc-
ceed in influencing the framing. Paradoxically enough, this was partly precisely because 
they were not an official source, which means their story had a greater chance of becom-
ing exclusive. These sources did not have access to the routine channels along which the 
information from elite sources reaches the journalists. Human interest was attributed to 
the subject of the Syria fighters in the first stories about Brian and Jejoen, in the first 
instance by the popular press, later followed by the quality press. Although human inter-
est stories are often criticized for ignoring history and social context (Edelman, 1988), 
the emotionality involved in such stories can serve as well as a tool to call attention to 
larger social problems (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2013).

When the journalists in the sample thought they had access to exclusive information, 
they remained close to the frame in which the source of this information was central. 
When they covered an already published story, they came more to the foreground as 
frame-setters (in the terminology of Brüggemann, 2014). In that case, the journalists 
traded, as it were, their role of news hunter for that of storyteller. Given that the 
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information covered is not strictly news, the journalist must provide a reason for why it 
is still important for the reader. This reasoning is the frame in which the public can come 
to understand the event of the Flemish Syria fighters. This study emphasized the impor-
tance earlier news production studies paid to exclusivity (e.g. Schultz, 2007). If the com-
petition between media is considered as just a selection factor (as proposed by Caple and 
Bednarek, 2015), it risks ignoring the importance of exclusivity in the framing of news 
stories. In this study, exclusivity was less decisive in what events to cover but more in 
how to cover these events.

One could assume that the newsworthiness is included increasingly less in the facts 
(e.g. young men with Belgian nationality go fighting in Syria) and more in the frame 
(e.g. talented Flemish young man is seduced to become a radical Islamist fighter in Syria) 
in which the information is packaged. In the construction of the Pact with the Devil 
frame, the presented frame itself compromises the news. In this frame, proximity was 
fashioned, as it were, to serve the frame. This ties in with a functionalist approach to 
news values in which ‘news selection is not understood as a direct response to certain 
stimuli but as an intentional act to reach certain ends’ (Staab, 1990: 428).

This article advocates for a multi-method approach to frame-building. However, a 
number of shortcomings, partially inherent to the methodological choices that were 
made, have to be mentioned. First, by selecting journalists beforehand, the cooperation 
during the fieldwork went fairly smoothly due to the agreements made, but not all news-
rooms provided the same amount of material with regard to the final subject. Second, 
because of the preference of interviews to observations, the researchers remained pre-
dominantly linked to the journalist’s self-reporting. Third, allowing the subject to emerge 
from the data makes this research difficult to replicate. The advantage to this approach 
was that reporters reconstructed these stories with an open mind, in the same way they 
did for other stories on a different subject. As a result, they were focused on their actions 
rather than on the (potentially sensitive) subject.

When we described journalists as frame-setters, we considered the frames activated 
by journalists as the outcome of newsroom routines, such as the application of news 
values and the interaction with news chiefs. Follow-up studies, however, could also look 
at the individual level of influence on news framing. Surveys could investigate whether 
or not the frames in the mindsets of journalists (see Engesser and Brüggemann, 2015) 
correspond with the frames in the news products that they generated.

Concerning the role of sources, further research could look beyond the journalistic 
dealings with the sources, by examining the source material itself, for example, by car-
rying out comparative content analyses with press releases from official sources or by 
interviewing the involved parties. Moreover, it is important to point out that the frames 
that the journalists and researchers observed are not necessarily the same ones that the 
public may have observed. Effect studies should be carried so as to map the entire media 
and audience framing process in an integrative fashion.
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