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It is always important for us as consumers to recognize the fact that all messages that we receive

from the news media are subject to framing and re-framing. Robert Entman described framing as the 

process of selection of some aspects of perceived reality and making them more salient when they are 

communicated, in order to promote a certain definition, interpretation, moral evaluation or 

recommendation; in other words, emphasizing certain aspects of reality to better suit a certain agenda. 

Entman observed that frames describe the attributes of news itself. Frames reside in the properties of 

the news that encourage those perceiving and thinking about events (in other words, the consumer) to 

develop particular understandings of them. Whether this is done intentionally or unintentionally, it is 

not hard to see that this concept does exist in the media today; for example, the conservative bias that 

exists on Fox News, or the generally negative tone that surrounds presidential elections in the coverage 

from most news outlets. Walter Lippmann often wrote about the fact that the media has the power not 

only to tell us as consumers what to think about, but also to influence our opinion on how important an 

issue is. They can do this not only by how much they cover an issue (number of stories or articles, as 

well as time spent discussing it) but also in the ways that they frame the issue itself, whether in the 

overall tone of the story or in what facts they choose to emphasize. Entman identified five distinct ways

in which news media can create frames: through keywords, metaphors, concepts, symbols, and visual 

images. 

The missing Malaysian Flight 370 story is a good example of how certain topics or issues can 

be deemed as important in the media through a complex system of framing and re-framing. The story 

has been reported on a multitude of different platforms and by different types of journalists, from the 

more commercialized outlets such as CNN and Fox News to non-profit outlets such as NPR and the 

BBC. The number one question that is worth asking, however, is why this story has gotten such a 

remarkable amount of attention from some of these media outlets. What framing techniques have been 

used to make this story appeal to a wide audience, whether intentionally or not? The constant framing 

and re-framing of media messages can have a huge effect on how the public perceives an issue, 



particularly how important they deem it to be to their lives, which goes back to the discussion about 

how the agenda-setting function of the press actually affects citizens. In this essay I hope to explore the 

reasons for and causes of media framing and agenda-setting, as well as the differences between several 

different types of media outlet (commercial, government-subsidized, etc) in this regard, using the Flight

370 story as a control. I've chosen five news outlets to examine: CNN, Fox News, The New York 

Times, BBC News, and Al Jazeera. 

Agenda-setting is defined by Maxwell McCombs as being the relationship between the ranking 

of major issues in the press and the ranking of major issues in public opinion. Basically the idea is that 

the press has the power to tell us what to think about, whether intentionally or not, by what they cover 

and how much they cover it. Spiro Kiousis (2011) admits that although this idea has been around for  

while, little is known about how media coverage actually affects public opinion. One of the ways that it

has been suggested that the media affects public opinion is in a process called priming. When a certain  

political candidate, for example, or issue is discussed or covered extensively in the media, the public's 

opinion on the issue can be seen to change. This has been studied and found to be viable during the 

Gulf War and the Iran-Contra scandal, to name a few.  

Before delving into the Flight 370 example, it may be helpful to provide an example of another 

occasion where the media has changed the overall tone of a particular issue and seemed to influence 

public opinion. In the early 1980s a Soviet fighter plane shot down a commercial Korean Airlines 

flight, killing over 260 people. A few years later, a US Navy ship shot down an Iran Airlines flight, 

killing 290. In both cases the attacking nation justified the attack, claiming that the commercial plane 

was seen to be a possible hostile target. Robert Entman (1991) analyzed the ways in which the US 

media covered the two stories, and the great differences between the coverage of these very similar 

events. Very different frames seemed to dominate the narratives given by the media in the US. On the 

one hand, the coverage of the Soviet jet shooting down the Korean plane was seen as morally 

reprehensible, and the work of a country that was morally bankrupt; in contrast, the US attack on the 



Iranian jet was framed so as to de-emphasize guilt and focus on the complex problems of operating 

such high weapons technology. In this case, it is easy to see the frames that the media used for these 

stories and hopefully that will make it easier to understand how the media is currently using similar 

techniques to frame the Flight 370 story. 

First, I'd like to examine the agenda-setting functions of these news outlets by looking at simply

how much they have each covered this story, as in the sheer volume or length of stories. This may not 

come out to be extremely scientifically accurate due to the differences in the nature of the five news 

sources, but it shouldn't be too hard to see which news site is giving this story the greatest amount of 

coverage. When I searched the terms “Malaysian Flight 370” on each of the media outlets' websites, the

results were very interesting indeed. At the low end of the spectrum was the BBC, which has devoted a 

mere 14 stories to the missing flight. (Note: At the time of this writing the plane has been missing for 

48 days.) In contrast, Al Jazeera America, a commercial news outlet that is known for its balanced 

approach to news, devoted approximately 63 stories to the issue. Similarly the New York Times appears

to have devoted about 134 stories to the mystery. But what was really interesting was the number of 

stories that were written by CNN and Fox News, two highly commercialized media outlets. These two 

outlets had considerably more articles on their website than the previous three: 259 hits for CNN, and 

for Fox News, 495. Again, although we cannot say with absolute certainty exactly how many stories 

have been written by each news outlet, one thing is obvious: the story has been covered much more 

extensively by outlets that are not only more commercialized, but also are more ingrained in the 24-

hour news cycle. This last point seems to make logical sense, but it is definitely worth a look deeper to 

see if this discrepancy really justified.

Beyond simply articles posted on the Internet, it has become obvious to anyone paying attention

to the media lately that the missing flight story has been latched onto by the 24-hour news cycle on 

television. This is particularly true of CNN, which has been struggling to get ratings lately and has 

welcomed the opportunity to cover the story almost constantly. The focus has shifted from originally 



reporting the facts about what was known about the mystery, and then, once the facts ran out, the news 

channel turned to wild speculation. One CNN anchor even speculated that a black hole might have 

opened up and swallowed the plane. Throughout the entire story, there was a great focus on the drama 

and “feelings” of the story, particularly when images of sobbing family members are involved. Many 

critics have been speaking out against the huge amount of coverage that CNN has been giving this 

story. Because CNN is a commercial entity, they naturally have to cover the stories that earn them 

ratings, and the coverage of this story certainly has. It seems the public was more interested in hearing 

about the missing flight than the UN climate report, for example, and this was true among several 

major news outlets; between CNN, Fox News and MSNBC the three news channels spent a mere 26 

minutes discussing the UN press release. 

For the second part of my analysis, I sought to analyze the overall tone of each article by 

identifying the keywords, metaphors, concepts, symbols, and visual images used in each story, in 

accordance with Entman's theory of framing, and from there attempt to come up with an idea of what 

kind of frame each news outlet was creating with their story about Flight 370.

The first category was keywords. I identified these by going through each article and picking 

out certain words that I felt lent themselves to the tone of the story as a whole. For CNN, those words 

seemed to be fairly emotionally charged: emotions, grim, agonizing, devastating, doubts, and 

heartbreaking. For Fox it was a similar story, with words like murderers, waste, and heartbreaking. Al 

Jazeera, too, seemed to emphasize a lot of feelings through words like blame, dismay, and liars. In 

contrast, for BBC the overall tone was more businesslike, with words like safety, logistical, and teams. 

The New York Times also didn't talk about emotions quite as much, preferring instead to emphasize 

words like mystery. 

None of the articles appeared to use very much metaphor in their articles, perhaps simply 

because it was more a reporting of facts than anything else. That being said, it was interesting to note 

the fact that CNN did use one metaphor, saying that the past few days had been a “roller coaster” of 



emotions for the family members. This seems to go along with the emotional frame that they are 

building up. 

For the category of concepts, it was not difficult to see the overall concepts that the media 

outlets were trying to emphasize in most cases. For CNN the overarching concepts appeared to be 

emotions, feelings, questions, and speculation. Fox seemed to emphasize speculation and blame as 

well. Al Jazeera also emphasized blame and the people involved in the search. The BBC and New York 

Times emphasized the teamwork that has gone into the search, and seemed to be more concerned with 

reporting the facts and not analyzing them. 

Similar symbols seemed to crop up in most of the stories, with the missing plane itself being the

main one, of course, representing success for those searching for it and closure for the families. The 

black box, too, as well as objects related to the plane (not the plane as a whole) offered similar 

symbolic meaning. 

Finally, the last category to be examined was Visuals, which I took to include videos as well as 

pictures. The visuals offered by CNN were almost exclusively of the grieving families, with no pictures

offering any particularly useful data. Similarly Al Jazeera's main photo was of families, but they were 

clearly more angry than sad. The only photo that Fox included was a photo of the Malaysian Prime 

Minister. The New York Times included several photos, including one of grieving families, one of the 

Prime Minister and a map that showed where the plane likely went down. I found the BBC's images to 

be the most helpful, with photos and videos of several people relevant to the article, as well as maps of 

the area. 

By analyzing all these different factors, it was not difficult to come up with a description of the 

various frames that each news outlet used when reporting this story. CNN's frame largely dealt with the

emotions and feelings associated with the mystery, and put less of an emphasis on facts and more on 

reactions. This can be attributed to the emotionally charged language that the article uses, as well as the

visuals that accompany the story. Fox News seemed to emphasize more of a blaming tone as the visual 



it provided was of the Prime Minister, and the overall use of language seemed to be about finding a 

culprit. This was similar for Al Jazeera, which included an image of angry families and also talked 

about laying blame in the language used. Both of these news outlets seemed to frame the issue as 

something that was most definitely somebody's fault. Far on the other end of the spectrum was the 

BBC, which was so businesslike and fact-reporting it almost seemed cold. Then again, one could argue 

that it is not the news outlet's job to interpret the news for the viewer. In this case the BBC framed the 

issue as an unfortunate incident that must be dealt with, not so much a tragedy. In my opinion, the New 

York Times did the best job of conveying the sadness and emotion that these families were feeling, 

while also reporting good, hard facts. This was thanks to the variety of images (including helpful 

graphics), lack of seriously emotionally charged language, and good explanations of the situation. In 

this case, the New York Times reported the issue as more of a mystery and less of a tragedy, like CNN 

did.  

In conclusion, the missing flight example has been shown to be a fairly effective way of 

analyzing news media and determining the frames that they are giving to stories. It's interesting to note 

the differences, for example, between the coverage from CNN and Fox and the coverage from the 

BBC, which is government-subsidized. The BBC tried to do less interpreting and also did not try so 

hard to affect the audience on an emotional level. One could postulate that CNN's ratings spike during 

this mystery could be due to the emotional effectiveness of their coverage, even if they are not 

reporting very many facts. This could also be tied back McCombs' idea of agenda-setting, especially 

due to the sheer amount of coverage that many of these outlets are giving the story. All in all, we as 

consumers must take messages from the news media always with a healthy dose of skepticism, and be 

conscious of the frames that the various media are putting around the issues that they report on. 
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