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Abstract
This study examines how news media portray immigration detention and how these portrayals differ across geographic 
and temporal contexts. Using a critical media literacy perspective, the research investigates the visibility given to 
detained individuals, the issues emphasized in reporting, and the relationship between local coverage and wider 
public discussions of immigration. A critical content analysis was conducted on 180 news articles concerning Stewart 
Detention Center published between 2006 and April 2020. The articles were examined according to publication year, 
geographic level, and major themes associated with detention and immigration. The findings indicate that news 
attention varied considerably across different periods, with reporting increasing during years marked by detainee 
deaths, allegations of mistreatment, legal disputes, and heightened political attention to immigration. State-level 
newspapers accounted for a substantial share of the coverage, while national and international reports presented 
different emphases. The analysis also identified a notable gap between the issues receiving attention in coverage of 
the detention center and those dominating broader immigration discussions. Reports concerning detainee deaths and 
conditions of confinement were especially prominent in coverage of the facility but received comparatively limited 
attention in wider national debates. These patterns demonstrate how geographic reach and media priorities can 
shape public understanding of detention and determine which experiences become visible. The study highlights the 
value of critical media literacy for recognizing omissions, examining power relations, and developing a more informed 
understanding of immigration detention.
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INTRODUCTION

News media have a significant influence on the way 
immigration is understood within public life. The language, 
images, and perspectives used in news reports can shape 
whether immigrants are viewed with empathy or associated 
with fear, insecurity, and social disorder [1]. Media narratives 
that connect immigration with criminality can contribute to 
the perception that immigration represents a public crisis 
requiring stronger enforcement and restrictive measures 
[2,3]. Such representations are particularly important in 
discussions of detention, where media coverage can influence 
how the public understands both immigration policy and the 
people subjected to it [4–6].

Immigration detention exists within a broader system 
involving government agencies, political institutions, private 
corporations, and news organizations. Previous research 
has identified a growing tendency to present immigration 

through a law-and-order framework, emphasizing legality, 
enforcement, and criminality [7,8]. The expansion of 
privately operated detention facilities has added an economic 
dimension to this system, with government contracts and 
corporate interests contributing to the continued operation 
of detention facilities [9]. These institutional relationships 
are important when examining media coverage because the 
interests and perspectives of powerful organizations may 
receive greater visibility than those of detained individuals. 
The unequal distribution of power can make it difficult for 
immigrants to publicly challenge the narratives constructed 
around their experiences [2].

The visibility of detained individuals is another important 
concern. Detention facilities are often located in 
geographically isolated communities, placing them outside 
the everyday experience of much of the public. News reporting 
may therefore serve as an important source of information 
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about what occurs within these facilities. When coverage 
concentrates on employment, economic development, 
administrative decisions, or immigration enforcement, the 
experiences of detainees may receive limited attention [10]. 
Previous research has described this form of omission as an 
“apathy strategy,” in which inequality and the experiences of 
marginalized populations are minimized or excluded from 
public discussion [11]. Such patterns matter because silence 
can influence public understanding as strongly as direct 
representation.

The geographic level of news reporting also affects the way 
immigration detention becomes visible. National news 
organizations frequently discuss immigration through 
broader themes involving security, federal policy, border 
enforcement, and political conflict, while local news may 
focus more closely on events occurring within communities 
[12]. Despite the widespread presence of detention facilities, 
relatively limited research has examined how individual 
facilities are represented across local, regional, national, and 
international news environments [13]. Differences between 
these levels of reporting may produce substantially different 
understandings of detention. Readers who encounter local 
reporting may therefore receive information about detainee 
experiences and facility conditions that is largely absent 
from broader national discussions.

Media attention can also change in response to political and 
social developments. Major policy decisions, enforcement 
initiatives, deaths in detention, legal disputes, protests, 
and reports of mistreatment can influence the volume and 
subject matter of news coverage [14]. At the same time, the 
issues emphasized in reporting about a particular detention 
facility may not correspond with the themes dominating the 
broader immigration debate. Examining these differences 
provides an opportunity to understand whether local 
experiences become incorporated into wider public 
discussions or remain confined to geographically limited 
news audiences [15].

The present study addresses this issue by examining news 
coverage of a single immigrant detention facility over an 
extended period. The analysis considers changes in the 
frequency of reporting over time, differences in coverage 
according to geographic level, and the relationship between 
reporting about the facility and broader national discussions 
of immigration. Attention is given to the topics that receive 
visibility within news narratives, including detainee deaths, 
human rights concerns, legal issues, family separation, and 
other developments associated with detention [16,17].

This approach is important because knowledge about 
detention facilities is frequently produced by people and 
institutions located outside the detention environment 
[18]. The experiences of detained individuals can therefore 
become filtered through journalistic decisions concerning 

which events, voices, and issues are considered newsworthy. 
Examining patterns of visibility and omission can provide a 
clearer understanding of how media practices shape public 
knowledge about immigration detention.

The study contributes to critical media literacy by encouraging 
closer examination of how news narratives are constructed 
and whose experiences are made visible. Understanding 
differences between local and broader reporting can help 
readers recognize that media coverage does not necessarily 
provide a complete representation of an issue. Attention to 
geographic variation, changes over time, and differences 
in subject emphasis can reveal gaps between institutional 
narratives and the lived realities associated with detention. 
Such analysis may support more informed engagement 
with media coverage and contribute to broader discussions 
concerning immigration, human rights, representation, and 
social justice [19,20].

MATERIALS AND METHODS

A quantitative content analysis was used to examine patterns 
in news reporting concerning an immigrant detention 
facility. Content analysis provided a systematic way to 
identify changes in the volume, geographic distribution, and 
thematic focus of published reports over an extended period 
[21]. The study was designed to examine three dimensions 
of media coverage: changes in reporting frequency over 
time, differences according to geographic level, and the 
relationship between coverage of the selected facility and 
broader immigration-related discourse.

Data Source and Study Period

News articles were collected through the Nexis Uni database 
using the name of the selected detention facility as the 
primary search term [22]. The search covered publications 
from January 1, 2006, corresponding to the opening of the 
facility, through April 30, 2020, when visitation activities 
at detention facilities were disrupted by the COVID-19 
pandemic. The search included material published through 
newswires, newspapers, web-based publications, magazines, 
and journals.

The initial database search produced approximately 500 
records. Because the Nexis Uni database was continuously 
updated during the research process, the number of available 
records varied between approximately 472 and 529. Articles 
that had been coded before subsequently disappearing from 
the database were retained in the study dataset [23].

Article Selection

The retrieved articles were reviewed individually to 
determine whether they provided substantive coverage 
of the selected detention facility. Press releases, editorials, 
letters to the editor [24], and duplicate publications were 
removed from the dataset. When duplicate reports were 
identified, the earliest published version was retained. 
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Articles that merely mentioned the facility without providing 
substantive information about it were also excluded.

Following the screening process, 180 articles were retained 
for analysis. The final corpus therefore represented news 
reports that directly addressed the detention facility rather 
than articles in which the facility appeared only as a passing 
reference.

Coding Procedure

The selected articles were examined through several rounds 
of systematic coding. For the analysis of reporting frequency, 
each article was assigned to its year of publication. Frequency 
counts were then used to identify changes in the volume of 
coverage across the study period [25].

A geographic classification was developed to examine 
differences in reporting according to the location of the 
publishing outlet. Articles published within the state where 
the detention facility was located were classified as State 
coverage. Reports originating from states bordering that state 
were categorized as regional coverage. Articles published 
in other states were classified as National coverage, while 
reports originating outside the country were categorized as 
international coverage [26].

The articles were also coded according to the principal topics 
discussed in the reporting. Attention was given to recurring 
issues involving detainee experiences, deaths, human rights 
concerns, detention conditions, legal proceedings, family 
separation, immigration policy, and other significant events 
associated with the facility [27]. The thematic coding allowed 
the researchers to examine whether the subject’s receiving 
attention in facility-specific reporting corresponded with 
broader immigration discussions during the period under 
examination.

Comparative Analysis

The study included a comparison between reporting about 
the selected detention facility and major themes present 
in the broader immigration discourse during the later 
years of the study period. Key sociopolitical developments 
and immigration-related policy events were identified 
and organized chronologically. These events were then 
considered alongside changes in the volume and subject 
matter of facility-related news coverage [28].

The comparison was intended to identify periods in which 
facility-specific reporting converged with or differed from 
wider immigration discussions. Attention was given to the years 
2017–2020, when immigration enforcement and detention 
received substantial political and media attention [29,30].

Reliability and Coding Agreement

Each round of coding was conducted independently 
by all three researchers. After independent coding was 
completed, differences in classification or interpretation 

were reviewed collectively. Disagreements were discussed 
among the researchers and resolved through consensus 
[31]. This procedure was used to maintain consistency in 
the classification of articles and to reduce the influence of 
individual interpretation on the final coding decisions.

Data Analysis

Descriptive analysis was used to summarize the frequency 
and distribution of news coverage. Measures of central 
tendency, including the mean, median, and mode, were 
calculated to describe annual reporting patterns. Geographic 
frequencies were also calculated to determine the 
proportion of articles published at state, regional, national, 
and international levels [32,33].

Thematic patterns were examined by comparing the subjects 
reported during individual years and by considering their 
relationship with major developments in the broader 
immigration debate [34]. The resulting patterns were used to 
assess how media attention to the detention facility changed 
over time, how coverage differed according to geographic 
reach, and whether facility-specific reporting reflected or 
diverged from broader immigration narratives.

RESULTS

Patterns of News Visibility

The analysis of news coverage concerning the selected 
detention facility revealed substantial differences in the 
amount and character of attention given to detention-
related issues. Across the study period, reporting did not 
remain constant. Certain years generated considerably 
more coverage, particularly when events involving detainee 
deaths, allegations of mistreatment, legal challenges, and 
changing immigration policies brought the facility into 
public discussion.

The findings indicate that detention facilities can remain 
relatively distant from public attention despite their 
importance within the immigration enforcement system. 
Coverage increased when specific incidents created a clear 
news event, suggesting that routine conditions inside the 
facility were less likely to receive sustained attention than 
exceptional or highly visible incidents. This pattern is 
consistent with earlier research showing that detention 
facilities can remain socially and geographically removed 
from ordinary public view [35-37].

Geographic Distribution of Coverage

News reporting varied according to the geographic location 
of the publishing outlet. State-level reporting represented the 
largest share of coverage, followed by national, international, 
and regional reporting [38]. The concentration of reporting 
at the state level indicates that proximity played an important 
role in determining whether events at the facility received 
media attention.
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State-based reporting also provided greater opportunity 
for coverage of specific experiences and conditions within 
the detention facility. Reports concerning detainee deaths, 
allegations of mistreatment, access to medical services 
[39,40], and other facility-level concerns were more visible 
within geographically proximate coverage. This finding is 
important because national discussions of immigration 
often emphasize broader questions of policy, border 
enforcement, and political conflict, while local reporting can 
bring attention to events that are less prominent in wider 
public discourse.

Representation of Detainee Experiences

The analysis showed that detainees were not consistently 
positioned at the center of news narratives [41]. Some 
reports addressed individual experiences, deaths, conditions 
of confinement, and allegations of human rights violations, 
while other forms of coverage emphasized institutional or 
community-level concerns. This variation suggests that the 
visibility of detained individuals depended substantially on 
the nature of the event being reported.

Reports concerning deaths and allegations of poor 
treatment created opportunities for detainee experiences 
to become more prominent. In contrast, coverage focused 
on the detention facility as an institution could discuss its 
economic or administrative role without giving equivalent 
attention to the people held there. A similar pattern has been 
identified in previous research examining media coverage of 
privately operated detention facilities, where a considerable 
proportion of reports discussed privatization without 
directly mentioning immigrants or immigration [42].

Human Rights and Conditions of Detention

Human rights concerns emerged as an important component 
of facility-related reporting. The documented concerns 
included inadequate food, solitary confinement, forced 
labour, sexual abuse, and inadequate medical care [43,44]. 
These issues demonstrate that conditions within detention 
facilities can involve multiple dimensions of vulnerability 
rather than a single form of institutional hardship.

Medical care represented a particularly serious concern. 
Previous evidence has documented deaths within detention 
facilities associated with inadequate medical treatment 
and suicide [45]. Such reports contribute to a broader 
understanding of detention as an environment in which 
institutional practices can have direct consequences for the 
safety and well-being of detainees.

The findings also indicate that the existence of oversight 
mechanisms does not necessarily ensure that concerns about 
detention conditions receive adequate institutional attention. 
Reports have identified weaknesses in external monitoring 
and continuing concerns about conditions within privately 
operated facilities [46]. The persistence of these concerns 

provides an important context for understanding why certain 
incidents become significant subjects of news reporting.

Institutional and Economic Narratives

Coverage of detention facilities also reflected institutional 
and economic dimensions. Facilities located in economically 
disadvantaged communities have sometimes been presented 
in relation to employment opportunities and local economic 
benefits [47]. Yet available research has questioned whether 
detention facilities produce the promised economic 
improvements and have identified negative effects in some 
local employment sectors [48].

This tension between economic narratives and human-
rights narratives was evident in the broader literature 
surrounding privately operated detention. News coverage 
can present detention facilities as sources of employment, 
public revenue, or institutional infrastructure while giving 
comparatively less attention to the experiences of detainees. 
Such differences in emphasis affect the way readers 
understand the purpose and consequences of detention [49].

Visibility of the Selected Facility

The selected detention facility provides a useful case for 
examining these patterns because it has been associated 
with allegations involving deportation practices, forced 
labor, medical neglect, and other concerns relating to 
detainee welfare [50]. Reports concerning the facility 
have documented conditions that raised questions about 
compliance with federal detention standards and the 
protection of detainees’ health, safety, and rights [51].

The facility’s position within a privately operated detention 
system also created an important distinction between 
institutional visibility and detainee visibility. The detention 
center itself could become visible through government 
inspections, corporate contracts, employment discussions 
[52], or policy debates, while the experiences of individuals 
held inside remained less consistently represented. This 
distinction is central to understanding how news reporting 
can make an institution visible without necessarily making 
the people affected by that institution equally visible.

Relationship Between Media Attention and Broader 
Discourse

The results indicate a distinction between facility-specific 
reporting and broader immigration discourse [53]. News 
coverage concerning the detention facility frequently 
concentrated on concrete events occurring within or around 
the facility, whereas wider immigration discussions were 
more strongly shaped by national policy debates and political 
developments. Consequently, audiences exposed primarily to 
national reporting could encounter a substantially different 
understanding of immigration detention from audiences 
who followed state or local reporting [54].
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The differences were particularly evident when reports 
concerning detainee deaths, human rights concerns, or 
facility conditions received attention at geographically 
closer levels but did not become equally prominent within 
broader immigration discussions. This pattern suggests 
that geographic reach influences not only how frequently 
detention is reported but also which dimensions of detention 
become part of public understanding [55].

The findings demonstrate that media visibility is unevenly 
distributed. Institutional decisions, political developments, 
and economic narratives can receive attention without 
providing equivalent space for the experiences of detained 
individuals [56]. At the same time, major incidents can 
temporarily increase visibility and bring otherwise 
overlooked conditions into public discussion. The resulting 
pattern is one in which detention remains a persistent 
institutional practice while public awareness of the people 
and conditions within detention fluctuates according to 
news events and reporting priorities [57].

Reporting Frequency Over Time

The analysis identified noticeable changes in the volume 
of news coverage across the study period. The dataset 
contained 180 articles published between 2006 and April 
2020. Across the full period, the average number of articles 
was 12 per year, while both the median and mode were 10. 
When the first year, which contained only one article, and 
the incomplete final year were excluded, the mean increased 
to 13 articles per year, while the median remained 10. These 
figures indicate that coverage was generally moderate for 
much of the study period, with several years producing 
substantially greater attention [58].

The earliest coverage appeared in 2006, when only one 
article was identified. That report focused on the financial 
performance and potential profitability associated with the 
facility. In 2007, the number of reports increased to seven. 
Four of these articles were connected to an immigration raid 
at a meat-processing facility that resulted in workers being 
detained at the facility. The sequence of coverage moved from 
reporting on the raid to community and religious protests, 
official responses, and the effects of detention on families. 
This progression illustrates how a single enforcement event 
generated several related news narratives [59].

Between 2008 and 2010, the number and subject matter of 
reports continued to change. Coverage during 2008 included 
discussion of the facility’s role as an employer as well as 
reports concerning deportation and alleged mistreatment. 
In 2009, attention shifted toward a detainee death and 
conditions inside the facility. By 2010, protests and the 
financial consequences of immigration proceedings became 
more prominent subjects. These changes suggest that 
reporting was strongly influenced by specific events rather 
than following a uniform pattern throughout the period [60].

A substantial increase occurred in the later years of the 
dataset. Coverage reached 28 articles in 2017 and increased 
further to 42 articles in 2018. Reports during these years 
included detainee deaths, suicides, conditions within 
detention facilities, and litigation involving the facility. 
Coverage declined to 14 articles in 2019 but remained above 
the overall mode of 10 articles per year. The 2020 dataset 
covered only the first four months of the year and therefore 
cannot be compared directly with complete calendar 
years. The concentration of reporting during 2017–2020 
demonstrates a clear increase in media attention during 
a period of heightened political and public interest in 
immigration detention (Table 1) [61].

Table 1: Distribution of news coverage of the selected 
detention facility across the study period.

Year/Period
Number of News 

Articles
Observation

2006–2016
Approximately 10 

per year
Relatively consistent 

coverage

2017 28
Noticeable increase in 

reporting
2018 42 Highest level of reporting

2019–April 
2020

Increased activity
Continued attention to 

major events

Total 180
Articles included in the 

analysis

Geographic Distribution of News Coverage

The second research question examined the geographic 
origin of the news reports. State and national publications 
accounted for most of the dataset, together representing 
83% of all coverage. State-level publications produced 100 
articles, while national publications contributed 48. Regional 
outlets accounted for 13 articles, and international outlets 
accounted for 19 [62].

The strongest concentration of coverage came from the 
newspaper located closest to the detention facility. This 
publication contributed 74 of the state-level reports. 
State-level attention increased notably after 2010, when 
immigration and detention became a more established 
subject within its reporting. The data also suggest that 
coverage evolved over time, with later reports placing 
greater emphasis on individual detainee experiences and 
allegations concerning inhumane treatment [63].

The geographic distribution demonstrates that proximity 
remained important in determining media visibility [64]. 
Although national reporting was substantial, the largest 
body of facility-specific information appeared within 
state-level coverage. Consequently, readers outside the 
immediate geographic area may have had less exposure to 
detailed reporting concerning conditions inside the facility 
(Table 2).
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Table 2: Geographic patterns in news coverage of the 
selected detention facility.

Geographic 
Level

Relative 
Level of 

Coverage
Main Characteristics

State Highest
Dominant source of reporting; 

greater attention to facility-
specific issues

Regional Moderate
Coverage increased during 

events affecting neighboring 
areas

National Lowest
Limited facility-specific 

reporting; greater focus on 
broader immigration issues

Reporting Themes During 2017

News coverage in 2017 reflected the increased national 
attention given to immigration enforcement. Three major 
subjects dominated reports concerning the facility: calls for 
closure, detainee deaths, and human rights violations. Eight 
articles addressed detainee deaths, eight focused on human 
rights concerns, and three called for closure of the facility [65].

Reports concerning human rights documented issues 
involving access to medical care, food conditions, solitary 
confinement, hunger strikes, forced feeding, and due-process 
concerns. The geographic distribution of these reports was 
uneven. Six of the eight articles concerning detainee deaths 
and four of the eight articles concerning human rights 
violations appeared at the state level. This indicates that 
serious conditions within the facility were more frequently 
documented in geographically proximate reporting than in 
national coverage [66].

Reporting Themes During 2018

The pattern changed in 2018 as family separation became 
a major subject within the wider immigration debate. 
Coverage of the selected facility, however, concentrated 
more heavily on detainee deaths, treatment of detainees, 
litigation, and family separation. Thirteen reports concerned 
detainee deaths, eight addressed cruelty or mistreatment, 
four focused on legal action against the facility, and three 
discussed family separation [67].

The three articles addressing family separation appeared 
at different geographic levels. One was international, one 
national, and one state-level. Although all three concerned the 
broader issue of separated families, they presented different 
circumstances and perspectives. The state-level report focused 
on the experience of an individual family, while broader 
reports situated family separation within larger immigration-
policy developments. The findings indicate that the same 
immigration issue could be framed differently depending on 
the geographic reach of the news outlet (Table 3) [68].

Reporting Themes During 2019

In 2019, facility-specific coverage again differed from the 
dominant national immigration discussion. The principal 
subjects in the dataset were detainee deaths, human rights 
violations, and an escape from the facility. Five reports 
addressed detainee deaths, four discussed human rights 
violations, and two concerned an escape [69].

The human rights coverage included concerns about medical 
treatment and access to legal representation. National 
reports provided accounts of inadequate medical care and 
difficulties experienced by attorneys attempting to assist 
detainees. State-level reporting also highlighted barriers 
to legal representation and problems encountered by 
immigrants while navigating the legal system. These reports 
placed greater emphasis on individual experiences than on 
the broader political debate surrounding immigration [70].

Reporting During 2020

The 2020 findings were shaped strongly by the COVID-19 
pandemic. Because the dataset ended in April, only a limited 
portion of the year was available for analysis. Five articles 
concerning the facility focused on COVID-19, while two 
addressed immigration courts [70].

The pandemic created a closer relationship between facility-
specific reporting and broader national concerns. Three of 
the five COVID-related reports appeared at the national level, 
indicating greater movement of facility-related issues into 
wider news coverage. Reports addressed the health risks 
faced by detainees, restrictions on visitation, positive cases 
within detention facilities, and a hunger strike associated 
with concerns about safety [71].

Major Theme Coverage Pattern Identified Representation
Detainee Deaths Most prominent facility-specific issue Human-centered

Human Rights Concerns Increasing attention in later reporting Critical
Medical Care Reported in connection with detainee welfare Critical

Detainee Experiences Became more visible over time Humanizing
Legal Issues Appeared in individual and facility-related stories Institutional

Immigration Enforcement Present but less dominant than national discourse Policy-oriented
Alleged Criminality Relatively limited Less prominent
Economic Impact Associated with claims about local benefits Community-oriented

Table 3: Major themes and reporting patterns identified in news coverage.
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The 2020 coverage also demonstrated how a major public-
health event could alter the visibility of detention conditions. 
Issues that might otherwise have remained primarily within 
local reporting received broader attention when they became 
connected to a nationally significant crisis [72].

Detainee Deaths as a Recurring Theme

Across the later years of the study, detainee deaths emerged 
as the most persistent subject in facility-specific reporting, 
apart from the pandemic-related coverage in 2020. More 
than half of the articles in the study period were published 
between 2017 and 2020, with 93 articles appearing during 
these years. Twenty-six of those reports concerned detainee 
deaths [71].

The geographic distribution of death-related reporting 
was particularly uneven. Twenty-four of the 26 reports 
concerning detainee deaths were published at the state level, 
while only one appeared at the international level. In 2017, 
four of the six reports concerning detainee deaths were state-
level publications [73]. This concentration demonstrates that 
some of the most serious issues associated with detention 
received considerably greater attention in local and state 
reporting than in broader immigration coverage.

Comparison With Broader Immigration Discourse

The third research question revealed a recurring difference 
between the subjects emphasized in reporting about the 
facility and those dominating wider immigration discussions. 
During 2017, national attention was strongly associated with 
immigration enforcement and major political initiatives, 
whereas facility-specific reporting concentrated on deaths, 
human rights violations, and calls for closure [74].

A similar difference appeared in 2018. While family 
separation dominated the broader immigration news cycle, 
reports concerning the facility focused heavily on deaths, 
detainee treatment, litigation, and individual cases of family 
separation [73]. In 2019, national discussion continued to 
emphasize immigration policy and family separation, while 
facility reporting remained centered on detainee deaths, 
human rights concerns, legal access, and an escape [74].

The relationship became closer in 2020, when the COVID-19 
pandemic became a dominant national issue. Facility-specific 
reporting increasingly addressed the same public-health 
concerns appearing in broader news coverage [75]. These 
findings indicate that major national events could influence 
facility-level reporting, but facility-specific coverage 
frequently maintained a distinct focus on conditions and 
experiences within the detention setting.

Summary of Findings

The results show three consistent patterns. First, the volume 
of reporting varied over time, with substantially greater 
attention during the later years of the study. Second, state-

level news organizations produced the largest share of 
coverage, indicating the importance of geographic proximity 
in reporting on detention. Third, the subjects emphasized 
in facility-specific reporting often differed from those 
dominating broader immigration discourse.

Detainee deaths and human rights concerns were especially 
prominent in coverage of the facility but were comparatively 
less visible within broader national discussions. The findings 
therefore indicate that the geographic level of news reporting 
can influence which aspects of immigration detention 
become visible to the public. Local and state reporting 
provided greater attention to specific experiences and 
conditions, while national coverage more often connected 
detention to wider political and policy developments [75].

DISCUSSION

The analysis of 180 news articles shows that coverage of the 
selected detention facility varied across time, geographic 
level, and subject matter. Most years produced approximately 
10 reports, while coverage increased substantially in 2017 
and 2018, reaching 28 and 42 articles, respectively. These 
increases were closely associated with detainee deaths, 
allegations of mistreatment, and legal disputes. The findings 
suggest that major incidents were more likely to bring 
detention conditions into public attention than routine 
reporting.

Geographic differences were also evident. State-level 
publications accounted for the largest share of coverage, 
despite the growing dominance of national immigration 
reporting [76]. This indicates that proximity remained 
important in reporting on detention. Later state-level reports 
increasingly focused on individual detainee experiences and 
allegations of inhumane treatment, providing perspectives 
that were less visible in national coverage.

A major finding was the difference between reporting about 
the facility and the broader national immigration discourse. 
National discussions frequently emphasized border 
enforcement, family separation, and immigration policy, 
whereas coverage of the detention facility focused more 
strongly on detainee deaths, human rights concerns, medical 
care, and legal difficulties [77]. Detainee deaths represented 
the most persistent topic in facility-specific reporting, yet 
they received comparatively limited attention in the wider 
national conversation. More than 200 immigrants died in 
detention between 2003 and 2021, including 11 associated 
with the selected facility [78].

The findings also challenge the frequent association of 
immigrants with criminality. References to alleged crimes 
by detainees were limited, while several reports emphasized 
workplace raids, traffic stops, documentation issues, 
and family experiences. This differs from broader media 
and political narratives that connect immigration with 
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criminality and threat [79]. Research also indicates that 
immigrants have lower crime rates per capita than U.S.-born 
citizens [80].

The study highlights the importance of critical media literacy. 
Much of the detailed reporting about detention remained 
within state-level news, meaning national audiences may 
have had limited exposure to reports concerning detainee 
deaths and human rights concerns. The difference between 
local and national coverage demonstrates how geographic 
reach can influence which experiences become visible in 
public discourse [81-83]. Understanding these differences 
can help news consumers recognize both the information 
presented and the perspectives that may remain outside the 
dominant narrative. 

CONCLUSION

This study examined how news coverage of an immigrant 
detention facility changed across time, geographic levels, 
and major immigration debates. The analysis of 180 articles 
showed that coverage remained relatively limited during 
most years but increased sharply when detainee deaths, 
human rights concerns, legal disputes, and other significant 
events attracted attention. State-level newspapers produced 
the largest share of reporting, providing greater visibility 
to detainee experiences and conditions than was evident in 
broader national coverage. A clear difference also emerged 
between facility-specific reporting and national immigration 
discourse. While national discussions frequently emphasized 
border enforcement, family separation, and immigration 
policy, reporting on the facility focused more strongly 
on deaths, medical care, legal access, and allegations of 
mistreatment. These findings demonstrate that geographic 
location and editorial priorities can determine which aspects 
of detention become visible to the public. Critical media 
literacy is therefore important for recognizing gaps between 
local and national narratives and for identifying whose 
experiences receive attention within immigration reporting.

References

1.	 Abrajano, M. A., Hajnal, Z., & Hassell, H. J. G. (2017). Media 
framing and partisan identity: The case of immigration 
coverage and white macropartisanship. Journal of Race, 
Ethnicity, and Politics, 2(1), 5–34. 

2.	 Alamillo, R., Haynes, C., & Madrid, R. (2019). Framing and 
immigration through the Trump era. Sociology Compass, 
13(5), e12676. 

3.	 Blinder, S., Ford, R., & Ivarsflaten, E. (2013). The better 
angels of our nature: How the antiprejudice norm 
affects policy and party preferences in Great Britain and 
Germany. American Journal of Political Science, 57(4), 
841–857. 

4.	 Brouwer, J., van der Woude, M., & van der Leun, J. (2017). 
Framing migration and the process of crimmigration: 

A systematic analysis of the media representation of 
unauthorized immigrants in the Netherlands. European 
Journal of Criminology, 14(1), 100–119. 

5.	 Castañeda, H., Holmes, S. M., Madrigal, D. S., Young, M. 
E. D., Beyeler, N., & Quesada, J. (2015). Immigration as 
a social determinant of health. Annual Review of Public 
Health, 36, 375–392. 

6.	 Cheng, L., Igartua, J. J., Palacios, E., Acosta, T., & Palito, S. 
(2014). Framing immigration news in Spanish regional 
press. International Migration, 52(6), 197–215. 

7.	 Ebert, K., Liao, W., & Estrada, E. P. (2020). Apathy and 
color-blindness in privatized immigration control. 
Sociology of Race and Ethnicity, 6(4), 533–547. 

8.	 Esses, V. M., Medianu, S., & Lawson, A. S. (2013). 
Uncertainty, threat, and the role of the media in promoting 
the dehumanization of immigrants and refugees. Journal 
of Social Issues, 69(3), 518–536. 

9.	 Fernández, I., Igartua, J. J., Moral, F., Palacios, E., Acosta, 
T., & Muñoz, D. (2012). Language use depending on news 
frame and immigrant origin. International Journal of 
Psychology, 47(6), 458–466. 

10.	Flores-Yeffal, N. Y., Vidales, G., & Martinez, G. (2019). 
#WakeUpAmerica, #IllegalsAreCriminals: The role of 
the cyber public sphere in the perpetuation of the Latino 
cyber-moral panic in the US. Information, Communication 
& Society, 22(3), 402–419. 

11.	Igartua, J. J., Muñiz, C., & Cheng, L. (2005). La inmigración 
en la prensa española: Aportaciones empíricas y 
metodológicas desde la teoría del encuadre noticioso. 
Migraciones, 17, 143–181. 

12.	Kroon, A. C., Kluknavská, A., Vliegenthart, R., & 
Boomgaarden, H. G. (2016). Victims or perpetrators? 
Explaining media framing of Roma across Europe. 
European Journal of Communication, 31(4), 375–392. 

13.	Mastro, D., Tukachinsky, R., Behm-Morawitz, E., & Blecha, 
E. (2014). News coverage of immigration: The influence 
of exposure to linguistic bias in the news on consumers’ 
racial/ethnic cognitions. Communication Quarterly, 
62(2), 135–154. 

14.	Menjívar, C., Gómez Cervantes, A., & Alvord, D. (2018). 
The expansion of “crimmigration,” mass detention, and 
deportation. Sociology Compass, 12(4), e12573. 

15.	Ogan, C., Pennington, R., Venger, O., & Metz, D. (2018). Who 
drove the discourse? News coverage and policy framing 
of immigrants and refugees in the 2016 U.S. presidential 
election. Communications, 43(3), 357–378. 

16.	Rendon, H., de Moya, M., & Johnson, M. A. (2019). 
“Dreamers” or threat: Bilingual frame building of DACA 
immigrants. Newspaper Research Journal, 40(1), 7–24. 



www.arjonline.org                                                                                                                                                             | 22

The Politics of Visibility in News Coverage of Immigration Detention

17.	Young, M.-E. D. T., Sarnoff, H., Lang, D., & Ramírez, A. S. 
(2022). Coverage and framing of immigration policy in 
US newspapers. The Milbank Quarterly, 100(1), 78–101. 

18.	Van Klingeren, M., Boomgaarden, H. G., Vliegenthart, R., 
& de Vreese, C. H. (2015). Real world is not enough: The 
media as an additional source of negative attitudes toward 
immigration, comparing Denmark and the Netherlands. 
European Sociological Review, 31(3), 268–283. 

19.	McLaren, L., Boomgaarden, H. G., & Vliegenthart, R. (2018). 
News coverage and public concern about immigration in 
Britain. International Journal of Public Opinion Research, 
30(2), 173–193. 

20.	Lecheler, S., Matthes, J., & Boomgaarden, H. G. (2019). 
Setting the agenda for research on media and migration. 
Mass Communication and Society, 22(6), 691–707. 

21.	Schemer, C., Wirth, W., & Matthes, J. (2012). Value 
resonance and value framing effects on voting intentions 
in direct-democratic campaigns. American Behavioral 
Scientist, 56(3), 334–352. 

22.	Müller, P., Schemer, C., Wettstein, M., Schulz, A., Wirz, 
D. S., Engesser, S., & Wirth, W. (2017). The polarizing 
impact of news coverage on populist attitudes in the 
public: Evidence from a panel study in four European 
democracies. Journal of Communication, 67(6), 968–992. 

23.	Boomgaarden, H. G., Vliegenthart, R., de Vreese, C. H., 
& Schuck, A. R. T. (2010). News on the move: Migration 
news coverage and public opinion in Europe. European 
Journal of Communication, 25(2), 121–138. 

24.	Igartua, J. J., Barrios, I. M., Ortega, F., & Frutos, F. J. 
(2014). Representation of immigrants in television 
fiction: A content analysis of Spanish television series. 
Comunicación y Sociedad, 27(4), 1–25. 

25.	Díaz, P., Sáenz, D. S., & Kwan, V. S. Y. (2014). Economic 
dynamics and changes in attitudes toward undocumented 
Mexican immigrants in Arizona. Analyses of Social Issues 
and Public Policy, 14(1), 241–264. 

26.	Cavazos-Rehg, P. A., Zayas, L. H., & Spitznagel, E. L. (2007). 
Legal status, emotional well-being and subjective health 
status of Latino immigrants. Journal of the National 
Medical Association, 99(10), 1126–1131. 

27.	Viruell-Fuentes, E. A., Miranda, P. Y., & Abdulrahim, 
S. (2012). More than culture: Structural racism, 
intersectionality theory, and immigrant health. Social 
Science & Medicine, 75(12), 2099–2106. 

28.	Saadi, A., Patler, C., & De Trinidad Young, M.-E. (2022). 
Cumulative risk of immigration prison conditions 
on health outcomes among detained immigrants in 
California. Journal of Racial and Ethnic Health Disparities, 
9(6), 2518–2532. 

29.	Marquez, B. A., Marquez-Velarde, G., Eason, J. M., & Aldana, 
L. (2021). Pushing them to the edge: Suicide in immigrant 
detention centers as a product of organizational failure. 
Social Science & Medicine, 283, 114177. 

30.	MacLean, S. A., Agyeman, P. O., Walther, J., Singer, E. K., 
Baranowski, K. A., & Katz, C. L. (2019). Mental health of 
children held at a United States immigration detention 
center. Social Science & Medicine, 230, 303–308. 

31.	Korngold, C., Ochoa, K., Inlender, T., McNiel, D., & Binder, 
R. (2015). Mental health and immigrant detainees in 
the United States: Competency and self-representation. 
Journal of the American Academy of Psychiatry and the 
Law, 43(3), 277–281. 

32.	von Werthern, M., Robjant, K., Chui, Z., Schon, R., 
Ottisova, L., Mason, C., & Katona, C. (2018). The impact 
of immigration detention on mental health: A systematic 
review. BMC Psychiatry, 18(1), 382. 

33.	Sen, P., Arugnanaseelan, J., Connell, E., Katona, C., Khan, A. 
A., Moran, P., Robjant, K., Slade, K., Tan, J., Widyaratna, K., 
Youd, J., & Forrester, A. (2018). Mental health morbidity 
among people subject to immigration detention in the 
UK: A feasibility study. Epidemiology and Psychiatric 
Sciences, 27(6), 628–637. 

34.	Steel, Z., Momartin, S., Bateman, C., Hafshejani, A., Silove, 
D. M., Everson, N., Roy, K., Dudley, M., Newman, L., Blick, 
B., & Mares, S. (2004). Psychiatric status of asylum seeker 
families held for a protracted period in a remote detention 
centre in Australia. Australian and New Zealand Journal 
of Public Health, 28(6), 527–536. 

35.	Dudley, M., Steel, Z., Mares, S., & Newman, L. (2012). 
Children and young people in immigration detention. 
Current Opinion in Psychiatry, 25(4), 285–292. 

36.	Lorek, A., Ehntholt, K., Nesbitt, A., Wey, E., Githinji, C., 
Rossor, E., & Wickramasinghe, R. (2009). The mental 
and physical health difficulties of children held within a 
British immigration detention center: A pilot study. Child 
Abuse & Neglect, 33(9), 573–585. 

37.	Keller, A. S., Rosenfeld, B., Trinh-Shevrin, C., Meserve, C., 
Sachs, E., Leviss, J. A., Singer, E., Smith, H., Wilkinson, J., 
Kim, G., Allden, K., & Ford, D. (2003). Mental health of 
detained asylum seekers. The Lancet, 362(9397), 1721–
1723. 

38.	Keller, A. S., Ford, D., Sachs, E., Rosenfeld, B., Trinh-Shevrin, 
C., Meserve, C., Leviss, J. A., Singer, E., Smith, H., Wilkinson, 
J., Kim, G., Allden, K., & Rockline, P. (2003). The impact 
of detention on the health of asylum seekers. Journal of 
Ambulatory Care Management, 26(4), 383–385. 

39.	Robjant, K., Hassan, R., & Katona, C. (2009). Mental health 
implications of detaining asylum seekers: Systematic 
review. British Journal of Psychiatry, 194(4), 306–312. 



www.arjonline.org                                                                                                                                                             | 23

The Politics of Visibility in News Coverage of Immigration Detention

40.	Nickerson, A., Steel, Z., Bryant, R. A., Brooks, R., & Silove, 
D. (2011). Change in visa status amongst Mandaean 
refugees: Relationship to psychological symptoms and 
living difficulties. Psychiatry Research, 187(1–2), 267–
274. 

41.	Loyd, J. M., Mitchell-Eaton, E., & Mountz, A. (2016). The 
militarization of islands and migration: Tracing human 
mobility through US bases in the Caribbean and the 
Pacific. Political Geography, 53, 65–75. 

42.	Meissner, D., Kerwin, D. M., Chishti, M., & Bergeron, C. 
(2013). Immigration enforcement in the United States: 
The rise of a formidable machinery. Migration Policy 
Institute, 1–95. 

43.	Kubrin, C. E., Zatz, M. E., & Martínez, R. (2012). Punishing 
immigrants: Policy, politics, and injustice. New York 
University Press. 

44.	Juárez, M., Gómez-Aguíñaga, B., & Bettez, S. P. (2018). 
Twenty years after IIRIRA: The rise of immigrant 
detention and its effects on Latinx communities across 
the nation. Journal on Migration and Human Security, 
6(1), 74–96. 

45.	Longazel, J., Berman, J., & Fleury-Steiner, B. (2016). The 
pains of immigrant imprisonment. Sociology Compass, 
10(11), 989–998. 

46.	Estrada, E. P., Ebert, K., & Liao, W. (2020). Polarized toward 
apathy: An analysis of the privatized immigration-control 
debate in the Trump era. PS: Political Science & Politics, 
53(4), 679–684. 

47.	Liao, W., Ebert, K., Hummel, J. R., & Estrada, E. P. (2021). 
The house is on fire but we kept the burglars out: Racial 
apathy and white ignorance in pandemic-era immigration 
detention. Social Sciences, 10(10), 358. 

48.	Spiegel, P., Kass, N., & Rubenstein, L. (2019). Can 
physicians work in US immigration detention facilities 
while upholding their Hippocratic oath? JAMA, 322(9), 
823–824. 

49.	Capps, R., Bachmeier, J. D., & Van Hook, J. (2018). Estimating 
the characteristics of unauthorized immigrants using US 
Census data: Combined sample multiple imputation. The 
ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science, 677(1), 165–179. 

50.	Chavez, L. R., Hubbell, F. A., Mishra, S. I., & Valdez, R. B. 
(1997). Undocumented Latina immigrants in Orange 
County, California: A comparative analysis. International 
Migration Review, 31(1), 88–107. 

51.	Carvajal, S. C., Rosales, C., Rubio-Goldsmith, R., Sabo, 
S., Ingram, M., & McClelland, D. J. (2013). The border 
community and immigration stress scale: A preliminary 
examination of a community responsive measure in two 

southwest samples. Journal of Immigrant and Minority 
Health, 15(2), 427–436. 

52.	Maksl, A., Ashley, S., & Craft, S. (2015). Measuring news 
media literacy. Journal of Media Literacy Education, 6(3), 
29–45. 

53.	Ashley, S., Maksl, A., & Craft, S. (2013). Developing a news 
media literacy scale. Journalism & Mass Communication 
Educator, 68(1), 7–21. 

54.	Jeong, S.-H., Cho, H., & Hwang, Y. (2012). Media literacy 
interventions: A meta-analytic review. Journal of 
Communication, 62(3), 454–472. 

55.	Vraga, E. K., Bode, L., & Tully, M. (2020). Creating news 
literacy messages to enhance expert corrections of 
misinformation on Twitter. Communication Research, 
49(2), 146–168. 

56.	Tully, M., Vraga, E. K., & Bode, L. (2020). Designing and 
testing news literacy interventions for social media. Mass 
Communication and Society, 23(1), 22–46. 

57.	Tully, M., Vraga, E. K., & Smithson, A. (2020). News media 
literacy, perceptions of bias, and interpretations of news. 
Journalism, 21(2), 209–226. 

58.	Lombard, M., Snyder-Duch, J., & Bracken, C. C. (2002). 
Content analysis in mass communication: Assessment 
and reporting of intercoder reliability. Human 
Communication Research, 28(4), 587–604. 

59.	Baker, P., Gabrielatos, C., & McEnery, T. (2013). Discourse 
analysis and media attitudes: The representation of Islam 
in the British press. Cambridge University Press. 

60.	Hameleers, M., & Vliegenthart, R. (2019). The rise of a 
populist zeitgeist? A content analysis of populist media 
coverage in newspapers published between 1990 and 
2017. Journalism Studies, 20(1), 1–18. 

61.	Bos, L., Lecheler, S., Mewafi, M., & Vliegenthart, R. (2016). 
It’s the frame that matters: Immigrant integration and 
media framing effects in the Netherlands. International 
Journal of Intercultural Relations, 55, 97–108. 

62.	Vliegenthart, R., Boomgaarden, H. G., & van Spanje, 
J. (2012). Anti-immigrant party support and media 
visibility: A cross-party, over-time perspective. Journal 
of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties, 22(3), 315–358. 

63.	Boomgaarden, H. G., Spanje, J. V., Vliegenthart, R., & de 
Vreese, C. H. (2011). Covering the crisis: Media coverage of 
the economic crisis and citizens’ economic expectations. 
Acta Politica, 46(4), 353–379. 

64.	Kroon, A. C., Van Selm, M., ter Hoeven, C. L., & Vliegenthart, 
R. (2018). Reliable and unproductive? Stereotypes of 
older employees in corporate and news media. Ageing & 
Society, 38(1), 166–191. 



www.arjonline.org                                                                                                                                                             | 24

The Politics of Visibility in News Coverage of Immigration Detention

65.	Eberl, J.-M., Wagner, M., & Boomgaarden, H. G. (2016). The 
European refugee crisis and the media: A content analysis 
of news coverage. European Journal of Communication, 
31(5), 1–17. 

66.	Scherman, A., Etchegaray, N., & Valenzuela, S. (2021). 
News frames in the context of a substantial increase 
in migration: Differences between media platforms 
and immigrants’ nationality. International Journal of 
Communication, 15, 1–26. 

67.	Mancini, P., Mazzoni, M., Barbieri, G., Damiani, M., & Gerli, 
M. (2021). What shapes the coverage of immigration. 
Journalism, 22(4), 845–866. 

68.	Guo, L., Su, C. C., & Chen, H.-T. (2024). Do news frames really 
have some influence in the real world? A computational 
analysis of cumulative framing effects on emotions and 
opinions about immigration. International Journal of 
Communication, 30(1), 1–24. 

69.	Scherman, A., Etchegaray, N., & Valenzuela, S. (2021). 
News frames in the context of a substantial increase 
in migration: Differences between media platforms 
and immigrants’ nationality. International Journal of 
Communication, 15, 1–24. 

70.	Greussing, E., & Boomgaarden, H. G. (2017). Shifting 
the refugee narrative? An automated frame analysis 
of Europe’s 2015 refugee crisis. Journal of Ethnic and 
Migration Studies, 43(11), 1749–1774. 

71.	Ruhrmann, G., Sommer, D., & Uhlemann, H. (2006). TV-
Nachrichtenberichterstattung über Migranten – Von 
der Politik zum Terror. In R. Geißler & H. Pöttker (Eds.), 
Integration durch Massenmedien: Medien und Migration 
im internationalen Vergleich (pp. 45–75). Transcript 
Verlag. 

72.	McLaren, L., Boomgaarden, H. G., & Vliegenthart, R. (2018). 
News coverage and public concern about immigration in 
Britain. International Journal of Public Opinion Research, 
30(2), 173–193. 

73.	Kroon, A. C., Kluknavská, A., Vliegenthart, R., & 
Boomgaarden, H. G. (2016). Victims or perpetrators? 
Explaining media framing of Roma across Europe. 
European Journal of Communication, 31(4), 375–392. 

74.	Cheng, L., Igartua, J. J., Palacios, E., Acosta, T., & Palito, S. 

(2014). Framing immigration news in Spanish regional 
press. International Migration, 52(6), 197–215. 

75.	Boomgaarden, H. G., Vliegenthart, R., & de Vreese, C. H. 
(2009). How news content influences anti-immigration 
attitudes: Germany, 1993–2005. European Journal of 
Political Research, 48(4), 516–542. 

76.	van Klingeren, M., Boomgaarden, H. G., Vliegenthart, R., 
& de Vreese, C. H. (2015). Real world is not enough: The 
media as an additional source of negative attitudes toward 
immigration, comparing Denmark and the Netherlands. 
European Sociological Review, 31(3), 268–283. 

77.	Kroon, A. C., Kluknavská, A., Vliegenthart, R., & 
Boomgaarden, H. G. (2016). Victims or perpetrators? 
Explaining media framing of Roma across Europe. 
European Journal of Communication, 31(4), 375–392. 

78.	Meissner, D., Kerwin, D. M., Chishti, M., & Bergeron, C. 
(2013). Immigration enforcement in the United States: 
The rise of a formidable machinery. Migration Policy 
Institute, 1–95. 

79.	Loyd, J. M., Mitchell-Eaton, E., & Mountz, A. (2016). The 
militarization of islands and migration: Tracing human 
mobility through US bases in the Caribbean and the 
Pacific. Political Geography, 53, 65–75. 

80.	Liao, W., Ebert, K., Hummel, J. R., & Estrada, E. P. (2021). 
The house is on fire but we kept the burglars out: Racial 
apathy and white ignorance in pandemic-era immigration 
detention. Social Sciences, 10(10), 358. 

81.	Saadi, A., Patler, C., & De Trinidad Young, M.-E. (2022). 
Cumulative risk of immigration prison conditions 
on health outcomes among detained immigrants in 
California. Journal of Racial and Ethnic Health Disparities, 
9(6), 2518–2532. 

82.	Marquez, B. A., Marquez-Velarde, G., Eason, J. M., & Aldana, 
L. (2021). Pushing them to the edge: Suicide in immigrant 
detention centers as a product of organizational failure. 
Social Science & Medicine, 283, 114177. 

83.	MacLean, S. A., Agyeman, P. O., Walther, J., Singer, E. K., 
Baranowski, K. A., & Katz, C. L. (2019). Mental health of 
children held at a United States immigration detention 
center. Social Science & Medicine, 230, 303–308.

Citation: Proctor D, Werthern M, Young J, Hoss M. “The Politics of Visibility in News Coverage of Immigration Detention”. 
American Research Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences, Vol 11, no. 4, 2025, pp. 14-24.

Copyright © 2025 Proctor D, et al. This is an open access article distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution 
License, which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is 
properly cited.


