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Abstract
The increasing numbers of women migrants, 
particularly those who take the irregular routes out of 
Nigeria or the African continent, have attracted 
significant attention over the past decade. As expected, 
the media in shaping public opinion appeared to have 
framed the news about the issue in a way that have 
seemingly reinforced existing stereotype. Observation 
and extant evidence suggest that the media often tend to 
portray women migrants as unskilled domestic workers, 
appendages of male migrants or in some cases, as 
prostitutes. With the framing theory as framework of 
analysis, the paper adopted content analysis and social 
semiotic as methods of the study. Editions of three 
purposively selected online dailies (Vanguard, Sahara 
Reporters and Punch) over a 7-month period served as 
sources of data. Findings show that Punch gave the most 
report on migration related stories (48.1%), Vanguard 
(38.0%) and Sahara Reporters (12.9%). Overall, only 
20 per cent of reports on migration had headlines that 
focused exclusively on migrant women. Three 
stereotypically dominant media frames found where the 
trafficking, violence and victim frames, which resulted 
in ten themes: sexual exploitation, prostitution, 
coercion, deception, abduction, torture, sexual 
abuse/rape, murder, extortion and slavery. Based on the 
findings, it is recommended that media should use their 
influence to reframe dominant negative narratives about 
migrant women through a more balanced approach and 
holistic understanding of migrants' situation, rather than 
reinforce stereotypes.
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Introduction
Migration, the voluntary or involuntary movement of people to settle on a temporary 

or permanent basis in places other than their origins is as old as man. Recent 

migratory patterns indicate a consistently rising profile of migration across the world. 

A United Nations Women (2018) document estimates that there are over 258 million 

migrants around the world, with more than 50 per cent of these being women and 

girls. In a similar way, the United Nations' (UN) agency, the International 

Organisation for Migration (IOM), in its Migration Data Portal (2019) states that the 

distribution of female migrants has not changed significantly in the past 60 years, as 

women have always been a force in international migration. Holliday, Hennebry and 

Gammage (2018) observe that although women had essentially been assumed to 

migrate as dependents of men, the increase in their independent migration into 

feminised sectors of work has drawn attention to the intricacies of the supposed 

migration development connection.
In spite of these facts, female migrants may still face stronger discrimination, 

are more vulnerable to exploitation, and are doubly discriminated against, first as 

migrants and then as women in the destination country compared to male migrants 

(Migration Data Portal, 2019). The plight of the migrant women is perhaps, made 

worse if they had migrated through irregular routes. The IOM (2019) defines irregular 

migration as, “Movement that takes place outside the regulatory norms of the 

sending, transit and receiving countries”. Malakooti (2015) reveals that irregular 

migrants from Africa mainly follow the desert route from Morocco to Spain and the 

central Mediterranean route through Libya. Bagnoli and Civilini (2017) reveal that in 

the first six months of 2017, more than 12,000 Nigerians arrived in Italy through 

Libya, the women are often victims of the slave trade, and some forced to sell 

themselves by their own families.
As these events unfold, the media as expected have been at the forefront in 

shaping public opinion and influencing policy debates on women migrants. For 

example, in November 2017, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) alerted the 

world to the death of 26 Nigerian teenage migrant girls who reportedly drowned at the 

Mediterranean. In another report, the Cable News Network (CNN), released footage 

of Libya slave camps, where migrants from Sub-Saharan Africa, including Nigerian 

women in their thousands, were auctioned for as low as $400. These two singular 
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reports, sparked global outrage and largely, influenced on-going efforts to stem the 

tide. In same way, the media have the potential to influence a negative narrative about 

irregular women migrants through media frames, if they so desire.
With the increase in documentation of women migrants, Morokvašić (2014) 

observes that migration and gender has become a subfield of research, thereby 

attracting scholars and students from different disciplines. Several extant studies 

have examined media frames of migrants in developed countries (Chavez, 2001; 

Hericourt & Spielvogel, 2012; Metzger, 2017; Morokvasic, 2014; Roggeband 

&Verloo, 2007). Other scholars have conducted research on the portrayal of 

migration in the media using case studies (e.g. Bauder & Gilbert, 2009). In Nigeria, 

Makinwa-adebusoye (1994) studied migrant women from an internal migration 

perspective and found that the dominant perception in Nigeria was that female 

migration was 'associational migration.' To the researcher's knowledge, there seems 

to be little research on the nexus between media frame, international migration, and 

gender within the Nigerian context. The limited research suggests the need to explore 

media portrayals of women migrants, particularly, those who take the irregular routes 

from Nigeria. The huge number of women embarking on the hazardous journey and 

the significant media and government attention it generates make it an important, but 

under-studied area of scholarship.
Using content analysis, the paper examines the portrayal of Nigerian women 

migrants in three selected online media: Vanguard, Sahara Reporters and Punch, 

over a seven-month period. This paper attempts to provide Nigeria-specific data and 

highlight challenges of framing migrant women for positive change. The aim is to 

help provide context for future empirical studies in media, gender and migration 

scholarship in Nigeria. Accordingly, the objectives of this paper are to compare the 

frequency of media coverage of irregular migrant women from Nigeria; ascertain the 

differences in the coverage of irregular Nigerian migrant women; find out the 

dominant media frames of irregular Nigerian migrant women and; examine the media 

portrayal of irregular Nigerian migrant women. 

Research Questions
1. What is the frequency of coverage of irregular migration in the Nigerian Media?  
2. What differences exist in the media coverage of irregular Nigerian migrant 

women? 
3. What are the dominant media frames of irregular Nigerian migrant women?
4. How do the media portray irregular Nigerian migrant women? 
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Literature Review
Media Framing of Migration: Theoretical Perspective
Entman (1993, p. 52) states that to frame a story is to “select some aspect of a 

perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way 

as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, 

and/or treatment recommendation”. Frames in headlines, introductions, and 

questions, among others, establish the structure of the story and, ultimately, help 

individuals compartmentalise their thoughts about the subject and make judgments 

(Chavez & Hoewe, 2010). Meltzer et al. (2017) posit that in communication science, 

framing, priming and cultivation theories dominate discussions on media effects on 

migration and mobility-related attitudes. This paper adopts the framing perspective to 

analyse media portrayal of Nigerian women migrants. Through framing, the media 

intervenes in processes of individual and institutional communication to provide 

frameworks for the creation and consumption of portrayals of migration issues 

(Georgiou, 2012). 
Since the media are able to select certain issues within a story through 

emphasis or deliberate neglect, it follows that they can alter the way the audience 

receives and interprets news on migrants, particularly, women. Georgiou and 

Zaborowski (2017) reiterate that academic literature underscore concerns on the 

stereotyping of migrants, refugees and other minorities in certain media, which may 

result in prejudice and biased attitudes against individual representatives of such 

groups. In the book, Covering Immigration, Chavez (2001) examined numerous 

magazine covers published in the United States and concluded that the media 

portrayed, Mexican immigrants almost entirely in 'alarmist imagery'.
Eberla et al. (2018) highlighted the common problem of under-representation 

and depicting migrants as delinquents or criminals. They argued that repetitive 

exposure to negative messages on migrants leads to negative attitudes towards 

migration, enforcing stereotypical approach towards the groups and female migrants 

are more disadvantaged as a minority in media coverage because they are less visible 

than male immigrants (Eberla et al., 2018). In same way, Metzger et al. (2017) found 

that over time, repeated exposure to news portrayals of social groups in relation to 

economic, cultural or security threats increased prejudices. In general, framing of 

threats leads to negative attitudes toward immigration (Igartua & Cheng, 2009). 

Emphasis on common ethnic roots and a common national identity between members 

of the host community and immigrants seem to produce more favourable attitudes 

towards immigrants (Esses, Dovidio, Jackson & Armstrong, 2001).
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This would mean that dominant media frames have the potential to sway 

migration policies and vice versa. Hericourt and Spielvogel (2012) capture this point 

when they observed that the degree and type of media exposure influences individual 

beliefs about the impact of migration and ultimately influences policy preferences. In 

situations where these policy outcomes are anti-migrants, the impact of such policies 

would be worse for irregular women.

Portraying Migrant Women: Matters arising
Several pioneer scholars on gender and migration agree that women have been a 

significant force in international migration and have queried the invisibility of 

women or their stereotypical representations as dependents in the traditional 

production of knowledge on migration (e.g. Gabaccia, 1989, 1994; Harzig, 1997; 

Morokvasic, 1983, 1984, 2014). The work of these pioneer scholars have somewhat 

brought greater representation of women migrants in research, the media as well as 

politics. Now more than ever, the issues that affect women migrants appear to be 

gaining visibility in the media and policy statements. Roggeband and Verloo (2007) 

observe that for a while, there has been a major swing in Dutch gender equality policy 

to an almost exclusive focus on migrant women and the appearance of migrant 

women leading the political agenda is significant.
The narratives have served to highlight the many atrocities migrant women 

reportedly suffer. O'Neil, Fleury and Foresti (2016) reveal that 80 per cent of 

trafficking victims are estimated to be female. Schwenken (2005) notes that 

“Trafficking has been defined for a long time as a combination of coercion, deception, 

exploitation, and prostitution”. National Bureau of Statistics (2018) defines human 

trafficking as the trade of humans for forced labour, sexual slavery, or commercial 

sexual exploitation for the trafficker. Guided by these definitions, it is obvious that 

several irregular migrant women might be victims of trafficking, considering its 

many dimensions. White (2014) reveals that women's group provide evidence of 

many incidents of forced marriage; honour killings; and an estimated 17,000 migrant 

women are involved in off-street prostitution, many of them the victims of trafficking 

and intimidation. However, Schwenken (2005) notes that women's groups recognise 

that sexual exploitation was not an issue in all cases of trafficking, and pointed to 

other forms of coercion and violence. 
Schwenken (2005) adds that the dominant identity of the migrant women 

within the concept of trafficking is the one of a victim and the fight against trafficking 

is used to delegitimise and destroy safer means of irregular migration. These elements 
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appeared to have influenced media portrayal of migrant women. White (2014) 

observes that in spite of the earlier cited gloomy statistical background, available data 

provide convincing arguments about how some media use uninformed and biased 

coverage and report the stories out of context. White notes that often these reports are 

sensationalised to serve commercial purposes that promote the use of stereotypes on 

women migrants. 
Tiessink (2010) reveals that in the Netherlands, public and political discourse 

frame Muslim women migrants in the sexuality and victimisation domains. 

Mattoscio and MacDonald (2018) observe that issues of sexual violence experienced 

by migrants or evident gender identifications have mostly been framed in 

stereotypical ways, strengthen essentialist oppositions between the West, seen as 

“progressive and endangered,” and the rest of the world, deemed “backward and 

threatening”.
In Nigeria, Malakooti (2015) observes that there are no exact figures, but 

some stakeholders estimate that as many as 90 per cent of Nigerian migrant women 

are trafficked for the purpose of sexual exploitation. Malakooti submits that while the 

migrant women may not have entered prostitution in a context of trafficking, they 

were at risk of being trafficked for sexual exploitation due to their vulnerability. This 

misconception may stigmatise migrant women, particularly, irregular migrants as a 

prostitutes. 
Nonetheless, there is increasing evidence that more women that are skilled are 

increasingly migrating independently for various socio-political and economic 

reasons. Unfortunately, many skilled women who migrate irregularly have been 

victims of exploited labour. For example, the UN Women (2017) reveals that, “Every 

sixth domestic worker in the world is an international migrant, with women making 

up 73.4 per cent of international migrant domestic workers”. This is in spite of the 

qualifications of the migrant woman. Hennebry, Williams, Celis-Parra and Daley 

(2017) submit that women migrant workers are portrayed in numerous ways 

including care worker; mother; sister; supporter; criminal; sex worker; victim; 

heroine, and so on.
According to them, these women face negative and positive stereotypes, 

reinforced by dominant representations, which feed assumptions about their gender. 

They add that women migrant workers were much more likely to be depicted as 

'victims' or as 'threats' than as 'heroes' Holliday, Hennebry and Gammage (2018) point 

out that as women migrants work in low skilled, low paid and often informal sectors, 

migration could have damaging effects on development. Hennebry et al. (2017) 
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further argues that when working migrant women were represented as 'victims' it was 

usually  as victims of abuse and exploitation, or as victims of domestic State policy 

depending on the country. This unfortunately is an aspect that media appears to be 

silent about. The media must begin to highlight the inequalities and injustice through 

the frames they adopt, rather than perpetuate prejudices. 

Framing Women Migrants: Challenge for Development 

Communication
Lakoff and Fergusson (2006) insist that no frame is neutral. Nevertheless, accurate 

information and evidence on the various aspects of migration appears to support a 

more sophisticated, balanced discussion (McAuliffe & Warren, 2015) to support 

positive change in the origin, transitory and destination countries. This is a task for 

development communication using media strategies, tools and ethics to promote 

positive social change. Such communication must hinge on a clear understanding of 

reality and not on perceptions and stereotypes. Aalberg and Beyer (2015) identified a 

human-interest frame in respect of migration issues as individual focusing on 

personal struggles and responsibilities. The media constructs these news frames 

around a revealing story of an individual, and often include perspectives that take the 

migrant's own perspectives, focusing on emotional aspects of human tragedy or 

stories with success (Aalberg & Beyer, 2015). This aspect appears to be lacking in 

media framing of irregular migrant women.
The Report of the National Migration Dialogue (2017), advocates that the 

narrative on the media should be holistic, representing both positive and negative 

aspects of migration. In November 2008, the European Network Against Racism 

(ENAR) held a policy seminar entitled “Framing a positive approach to migration” 

within the EU. In its report, ENAR proposed a 15-point principle for framing a 

positive approach to migration. 1: Promote positive values, conceptions and 

principles, 2: Use positive terminology in the political discourse,  3: Take a human 

rights based approach to migration,  4: Comply with human rights instruments, 5: 

Make use of demographic data, challenging assumptions, 6: Ensure anti-

discrimination for all, 7: Respect the links between anti-discrimination, integration 

and social inclusion, 8: Enforce existing labour law, 9: Protect workers' rights, 10: 

Ensure policy coherence, 11: Promote gender sensitive and age sensitive policy 

making, 12: Ensure participation and the migrants' voice, 13: Ensure equality, 14: 

Recognise the global context, and 15: Be proactive not reactive (ENAR, 2008). 
The European Commission (2011) reports that negative migrant stereotypes 
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are partly as a result of negative press coverage and perceived 'the potential to reverse 

the trend and create a more positive view of migrants and their contribution to society 

through a more accurate, unbiased and realistic portrayal of migrants'. White (2014) 

posits that the media can play important roles in changing attitudes by more ethical, 

inclusive reporting and by supporting more action at all levels in society to promote 

and protect the rights of women and minorities. White however cautioned that to 

perform this developmental role effectively, the media must be proactive, and 

reporters should be given the time and resources to carry out research so they are able 

to cover this story in a comprehensive manner, examine the cultural pressures and 

give voice to the victims of violence. 
Unfortunately, rather than put in the time and effort for balanced reporting, 

many media turn to sensationalism and stereotypes, often for commercial reasons, 

when they report stories of women's' lives (White, 2014). While this paper 

acknowledges the challenges of framing women migrants in a dynamic world, it 

contends that using the appropriate principles and strategies, the media have the 

potential to be agents of development in this regard.

Methodology
This study adopted the content analysis and social semiotic analysis. Van Leeuwen 

and Jewitt (2001) note that two ways to conduct multimodal discourses analysis is 

through content analysis and social semiotic analysis. While content analysis served 

the purpose of analysing textual data, social semiotic analysis was used to interpret 

online images. Wimmer and Dominick (2006, p.152) that “Many content analyses are 

reality checks in which the portrayal of a certain group, phenomenon, trait, or 

characteristic is assessed against a standard taken from real life.” Kress and Van 

Leeuwen (2006) postulate that images are similar to language and they can 

concurrently fulfil achieve the three broad communicative meta-functions in the 

same way as language.  
The research population comprised of the total editions of three Nigerian 

online dailies published over a 7-month period (August 2017-February 2018). This 

brings the population to 636 editions (212 editions per medium). The sampling 

procedure involved two stages: media and editions. First was the purposive selection 

of media, which resulted in the choice of Vanguard, Sahara Reporters, and Punch. 

The popularity of the online dailies and ease of access to their online archives via the 

online news portal, Latest Nigerian News informed the media sample. Riffe and 
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Freitag (1997) acknowledged the relevance of purposive sampling in content 

analysis. 
The choice of study period was influenced by two key events in November 

2017: the BBC's report on the death of 26 Nigerian teenage migrant girls who died at 

the Mediterranean and the CNN footage on the slave camps in Libya. Because the 

goal of the study was to examine portrayal patterns of women migrants from Nigeria 

over a short period, a census involving all editions within the population covering 3 

months before, the time of the reports and three months after the reports was adopted. 

Wimmer and Dominick (2006) recommend that in sampling changes in media image 

after a revelation, sample should cover the periods before, the time and after the event. 
Althaus, Edy and Phalen (2001) observe that though salience and frame may 

not be constant throughout every article, the headline and lead provide sufficient 

generalisation of the content. Data was collected using code sheet in August and 

November 2018 with the help of four research assistants, who served as coders. Data 

was manually extracted through keyword search of editions on the Latest Nigerian 

News archives. 
To ensure validity, the instrument was scrutinised and vetted by a colleague. 

Reliability of instrument was enhanced through a brainstorming session of coding 

categories with the coders and areas of confusion were mutually resolved. In addition, 

the coders independently coded observations obtained from a pilot test conducted 

from 24-20 July, 2018 on the selected platforms, which gave Fleiss' kappa value of 

0.79, indicating adequate inter-coder reliability.

Data Presentation and Discussion
Data collected were presented in tables, frequencies, percentages and pictures. 

Textual data were analysed using quantitative and qualitative methods, whereas 

Kress and Leeuwen's (2006) approach to social semiotic multimodal analysis guided 

the interpretation of images. 

Research Question 1: What is the frequency of coverage of irregular 

migration in the Nigerian Media?  
Research question 1 specifically aims to ascertain the frequency of coverage of 

irregular migration in the Nigerian Media.
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Table 1: Frequency of Articles by Month

      Media   
Month/Year Vanguard Sahara 

Reporters 
Punch Frequency Percentage 

August  2017 1 1 8 10 3.8 
September 2017 5 1 6 12 4.6 
October 2017 - 2 4 6 2.3 
November 2017 12 13 39 64 24.2 
December 2017 41 13 36 90 34.1 
January 2018 27 4 19 50 18.9 
February 2017 17 - 15 32 12.1 
Total  103 34 127 264 100 

 
Source: Content analysis: Epepe, 2018

Table 1 summarises the number of articles over the7-month study period for 

each online daily. Findings show that Punch gave the most coverage on irregular 

migration, Libya slave trade and human trafficking from Nigeria with 127 reports. 

This was followed by Vanguard with 103 articles with Sahara Reporters having the 

least number of articles 34 on the subject. The result suggests that in spite of recent 

speculations on the spate of migration and human trafficking, media coverage was 

sparse in August, September and October, 2017 across selected media. Coverage 

began to increase from November 7, 2017, after the initial BBC report on the death of 

26 Nigerian teenage migrant girls on the Mediterranean. The implication of the 

Nigerian media coverage is that the BBC report might have set the tone for the 

portrayal of these migrant women. Coverage peaked in December 2017 and began to 

shrink in January and February 2018. This was expected, as media coverage tends to 

peak in the days following a major event. 

Research Question 2: What differences exist in the media coverage of 

irregular Nigerian migrant women? 
Research Question 2 sought to identify the differences in media coverage of irregular 

migrant women from Nigeria. 
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Table 2: Differences in media coverage of migrant women

Media General 
migration  

Women 
migrants 

Frequency Percentage 

Vanguard  95 8 103 39.0 
Sahara 
Reporters 

29 5 34 12.9 

Punch 120 7 127 48.1 
Total 244 20 264 100 

 
Source: Content analysis: Epepe, 2018

Table 2 indicates that Punch gave the most coverage on migration and related 

issues with 127(48.1%) reports, Vanguard 103 (39.0%) and Sahara Reporters gave 

the least coverage with 34(12.9%) reports over the study period. Out of these, 244 

(92.0 %) headlines focused on migration, Libya slave trade and human trafficking, 

with significant mention of women within the stories. Approximately, only 20 (8.0 %) 

headlines focussed exclusively on migrant women. These women-focused headlines 

came in November 2017, after the reports from the BBC and CNN. The implication 

was that the headlines probably, contributed to the peak coverage of migrant issues in 

the selected media in December 2017. 
Nevertheless, there were no significant differences in the media coverage of 

the few exclusive reports on women, as it was a case of 'read one, read all.' For 

example, in straight news of November 7, 2017, the Vanguard reported the news with 

the headline, “26 Nigerian women found dead in Spanish warship.” The article reads, 
No fewer than 26 young Nigerian girls, whose ages 

range from 14 to 18, were found dead in a Spanish 

warship as they tried to cross the Mediterranean Sea, last 

weekend. British Broadcasting Corporation, BBC, 

which disclosed this, yesterday, said Italian prosecutors 

had commenced investigations into the death of the 

girls… the girls are believed to have sexually abused and 

murdered as they attempted to cross the Mediterranean. 
… Among the 375 survivors were 90 women, eight of 

them pregnant… (Vanguard, November 7, 2017, para.1-

2).
The just cited report of the Vanguard was indicative of some of the associated 

risks of irregular migration. The coverage perpetuated the stereotypical style of 

reporting news concerning women migrants by publishing the likely cause of death of 
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the women, without awaiting conclusion of investigations. This position is consistent 

with White (2014) who notes that rather than investing time and effort for balanced 

reporting, many media turn to sensationalism and stereotypes, often for commercial 

reasons, when they report stories about women's lives. The Vanguard report clearly 

negates the principles guiding media coverage of migrants, which should be based on 

accurate, balanced and realistic portrayal of migrants (see ENAR, 2008; European 

Commission, 2011).  
There was a similar news headline of November 7, 2017 in the Punch 

headlined, “26 dead Nigerian women found on Spanish warship.” Excerpts of the 

news report reads, 
The remains of 26 Nigerian women believed to be 

migrants have been recovered from a Spanish warship in 

the Italian coast city of Salerno. A report by the British 

Broadcasting Corporation on Monday said a Spanish 

warship, Cantabria, which docked in the city, was found 

to be carrying 375 rescued migrants and the dead 

women… UNHCR spokesman, Marco Rotunno, said 

the 26 dead were involved in a shipwreck off Libya. 

Many migrants have reported violence, including 

torture and sexual abuse by the gangs. There are 

suspicions that they may have been sexually abused and 

murdered as they attempted to cross the Mediterranean 

(Punch, November 7, 2017, para.1-2, 5, 8-10).
The report above shows that there was no clear difference between the Punch 

and Vanguard in their coverage of Nigerian migrant women. Clearly, both reports 

appeared to prejudge the possible cause of death of the women. In contrast, Sahara 

Reporters of November 7, 2017 headlined, “Italy Launches Investigation into Deaths 

of 26 West African Girls” took a slightly more cautious approach. Excerpts from the 

report reads, 
Italian authorities have commenced an investigation 

into the deaths of 26 teenage girls whose bodies were 

discovered in the Mediterranean Sea on Sunday. The 

victims are between the ages of 14 and 18 and are 

suspected to be natives of Nigeria and Niger who 

drowned while trying to cross the Mediterranean Sea 

from Libya to Italy (Sahara Reporters, 7 November 

2017, para.1-2).
It is noteworthy that the lead in the Sahara Reporters did not speculate on 
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possible cause of death of the women, but merely reported the bare facts of the 

incident. In this regard, the headline and lead paragraphs commendably, primes the 

audience to await the outcome of the investigations. This demonstrated a more 

balanced approach to reporting the fatal incidents. Nevertheless, the number of the 

women involved in the incident, perhaps, confirms the fact that more women are 

migrating independently, across country borders. The conclusion reached here is 

consistent with those of many pertinent feminist and migration scholars such as 

Gabaccia (1989) and Morokvašić (2014) who established that international migration 

was not the exclusive preserve of men. The result in the present study, however, 

deviates from Makinwa-adebusoye (1994) who found that the dominant perception in 

Nigeria was that female migration in the country was 'associational.

Research Question 3: What are the dominant media frames of irregular 

Nigerian women migrants?
Research question 3 aims to ascertain the dominant media frames in the reportage of 

irregular migrant women from Nigeria. Findings significantly highlight the 

trafficking frames with the recurring theme of sexual exploitation. The violence frame 

also emerged, revealing themes of rape and murder across the media. For example, 

excerpts of a feature report of December 2, 2017 in the Sahara Reporters reads thus, 

“Another returnee, Esosa Osas, 25, who was a hairdresser before she left Nigeria, 

spent six months in Libya. She told tales of many women being raped. According to 

her, “It is either rape or death. Nobody could refuse being raped,” (para. 36-37). This 

particular story had been earlier reported in Punch of December 1, 2017, with similar 

frames.
In addition, an opinion piece on Vanguard of December 2, 2017, headlined, 

“Libya and Modern Day Slavery” reports, 
Ever since a CNN investigation produced footage of 

West Africans being sold at slave markets sometime in 

November (sic), human trafficking in Libya has become 

a burning topic. Stories coming out of Libya have been 

gruesome, highly unbelievable”…So today, all over the 

media, pictures are being splashed of young African 

men, especially, and women in their very productive 

years undergoing one form of torture or the other in the 

hands of Libyan officials. The women are in addition 

molested sexually, and oftentimes, forced to drink the 

urine of their captors, who directly do that right into their 

mouths….(Vanguard December 2, 2017).
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The excerpt in the report above demonstrates a dominance of the trafficking 

and violence frames. Emergent themes from the trafficking frame were sexual abuse 

or rape. The violence frame revealed recurring theme of torture, as women were 

reportedly forced to drink the urine of their captors. Both media frames tended 

towards evoking an alarmist reaction. Obviously, the dominant media frames were 

silent on specific success stories of some women, but rather gave significance to the 

bizarre. This position is consistent with those of Aalberg and Beyer (2015) who notes 

that the media should frame the news around a particularly revealing story of an 

individual, and often include perspectives of the immigrant, focusing on emotional 

aspects of human tragedy or stories with success. Apparently, positive and success 

stories appear to be lacking in the reports. 
The above narrative was a reflection of the dominant frames in several other 

reports. For example, a feature in the Vanguard of December 6, 2017, headlined, 

“Libyan Slave Trade” narrates the story of a woman returnee in these words, 
…. All my hope was that the woman (agent) was taking 

me to Italy. I never knew she was taking me to Libya to 

sold into slavery…They took the girls to brothels to 

work as prostitutes. Anyone who refused would be 

beaten to the point of death. They would insert sticks in 

their private parts if they are adamant. 
Again, the preceding quote also highlights the dominance of trafficking frame 

with the themes of prostitution and sexual exploitation. The women were often 

portrayed as captives that were forced or deceived into prostitution. In addition, there 

was the violence frame, with the emergent theme of torture. The implicit meaning of 

these reports is that every woman who is trafficked ends up being a prostitute, 

sexually exploited or tortured. This result finds support in the work of Malakooti 

(2015) who notes that while women may not have entered prostitution in a context of 

trafficking, they were at risk of being trafficked for sexual exploitation due to their 

vulnerability. 
Another dominant media frame was the victim frame. Schwenken (2005) 

established that the dominant identity of the migrant women within the concept of 

trafficking is the one of a victim (see Tiessink, 2010). The dominant victim frame 

found in this present study was also consistent with Hennebry et al. (2017) who notes 

that working migrant women were portrayed as 'victims' it was usually  as victims of 

abuse and exploitation, or as victims of domestic State policy depending on the 

country. For example, a feature story on the Vanguard of December 3, 2017 had a 

picture of a woman behind bars, apparently crying for help. The bold headline written 
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in red was entitled, “It's do-or-die! Trafficked Nigerians' route to slavery, deaths in 

Libya, Mediterranean”. Excerpts from the article reads,
Marco Rotunno, an Italy spokesman for the UN refugee 

agency (UNHCR), said 90% of migrant women arrive 

with bruises and other signs of violence. It's very rare to 

find women who haven't been abused, only in 

exceptional cases, maybe when they are travelling with 

their husband.… The primary hazards encountered 

include sexual violence, extortion and abduction. Nearly 

half the women and children interviewed had 

experienced sexual abuse during migration-often 

multiple times and in multiple locations. Women and 

children were often arrested at the border where they 

experience abuse, extortion and gender-based violence. 

Sexual violence was widespread and systemic at the 

crossings and checkpoints. Most of the women and 

children who suffered such abuse did not report it to the 

authorities (Vanguard, December, 3, 2017). 
Aspects of the excerpt in the Vanguard cited above, culled from an interview 

with a UNHCR representative reinforces the dominance of violence, trafficking, and 

victim frames with several emerging themes. A noteworthy point is the astoundingly 

high percentage of migrant women who had clear evidence of being victims of 

violence, making the life of the women doubly challenging. The report, however, 

observes that the insurance against such violence in rare cases occurred when the 

women travel with their husbands. Even at that some married migrant women 

appeared not to have been insulated from the reported violence. 
In an interview report of the Vanguard of December 17, 2017 a couple, Mr. and 

Mrs. Kingsley, who attempted to migrate through Libya to Italy in search of a better 

life, narrated their ordeal. In the words of Mr. Kingsley, “About 59 Nigerians were 

shot dead in my presence. One of my friends was shot on the leg and the leg was 

amputated. They pushed me and my wife into the boat to cross the sea but Libyan 

militia arrested us and took us to prison.” Figure 1 illustrates the situation in one of the 

detention camps. 
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Figure 1: Cross section of the detention camp in Libya

Source: Vanguard (culled from CNN), December 17, 2019
Headline: We Watched As 59 Nigerians Were Shot Dead - Nigerian Returnees 

From Libya
 

The image in Figure 1 portrays a state of helplessness as both male and female 

migrants seen to share the same prison in horrible conditions. Whereas the image 

sharply contrasts with the headline, it largely agrees with the account of the returnee. 

At this point, the text show that some of the women reportedly made the trip 

independent of traffickers or husbands for legitimate reasons, but the dominant media 

frames appear to promote stereotypical narratives that portray women migrants as 

prostitutes and dependents. Nevertheless, just like Mrs Kingsley, some others were 

obviously married.  
For example, a Sahara Reporters news report of November 17, 2017 

headlined, “Italy Holds Funeral For 26 Nigerian Women That Drowned At Sea” 

reported that 1 out of the 26 women who drowned crossing the Mediterranean was 

clearly identified as married and pregnant. Excerpts of the report reads,
A mass funeral was held on Friday in Salerno, Italy for 

26 young Nigerian women who drowned while trying to 

cross the Mediterranean Sea …Out of the 26 women, 

only two of the women were identified. Marian Shaka, 
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who was married, and Osato Osaro were the only two 

that were named. Both women were pregnant … (para.1 

& 4)… A recent IOM report had estimated that 80 

percent of Nigerian girls arriving in Italy by sea might 

be trafficking victims…It is very likely that these girls 

were victims of trafficking for sexual exploitation,” said 

Federico Soda, director UN migration agency IOM for 

the Mediterranean (para. 7-9).
Again, the trafficking frame and the theme of sexual exploitation were 

dominant in the report above. In addition to text, the Sahara Reporters used images to 

frame the report of the funeral of the 26 women, as Figure 2 illustrates.

Figure 2: Funeral of 26 teenage migrant women 

 
Source: Sahara Reporters, November 17, 2017.

Headline: Italy Holds Funeral For 26 Nigerian Women That Drowned At Sea.

The image in Figure 2 was used to emphasise the dominant media frames on 

the news story of the funeral of the 26 Nigerian women who reportedly drowned 

crossing the Mediterranean on November 3, 2017. The image appears to portray an 

atmosphere of gloom and mourning in what appears to be an Italian woman placing 

white roses on a casket. The image clearly lends credence to the headline. Together, 

the media frames used in the headline, text and image appear to align with the 
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dominant broader trafficking, violence and victim frames, which tend to evoke 

alarmist, negative themes. Although Lakoff and Fergusson (2006) insist that no frame 

is neutral, McAuliffe and Warren (2015) emphasise that it behoves the media to report 

accurate information and evidence on the various aspects of migration to support 

positive change in the origin, transit and destination countries.
A further confirmation of themes arising from the trafficking frame, which 

appears to be more dominant in the reports, was revealed in an opinion piece in the 

Vanguard of December 16 , 2017 headlined, “Cost of human trafficking”. The article 

reads in parts, “More alarming statistics, according to experts, is that 71 per cent of 

trafficking victims in the world are “women” and “girls,” while children made of (sic) 

21 per cent of victims forced into commercial sexual exploitation.” Besides recurring 

themes of sexual exploitation and prostitution, the trafficking frame evokes deception 

and coercion themes. For example, a Sahara Reporters feature story of November 30, 

2017 was headlined, “25 Nigerians Die In Sahara, 20 Girls Sold Off, Nigerian 

Returnee from Libya Reveals”. The report reads, “Edo state (sic) is generally 

recognized as the capital of human trafficking, with hundreds of young girls 

hoodwinked into sex slavery in Europe” (para. 21).
It therefore would imply that some irregular women migrants might be 

ignorant of the 'real' intentions of their principal. Several reports through the dominant 

frames suggest that a significant number of women were deceived or blackmailed into 

making the trip to serve the traffickers seemingly reprehensible intentions. This point 

was further captured in an opinion piece on Vanguard of December 16, 2017 

headlined, “Cost of human trafficking.” The articles reads, “More alarming statistics, 

according to experts, is that 71 per cent of trafficking victims in the world are 

“women” and “girls,” while children made of (sic) 21 per cent of victims forced into 

commercial sexual exploitation.”  
More often than not, the trafficking frame evokes stereotypes that portray the 

irregular migrant woman as a candidate for sexual exploitation. This position agrees 

with Georgiou and Zaborowski (2017) who reiterates that the stereotyping of 

migrants, refugees and other minorities in certain media may result in prejudice and 

discriminatory attitudes against individual representatives of such groups. 

Schwenken (2005) notes that women's groups recognise that sexual exploitation was 

not an issue in all cases of trafficking, and pointed to other forms of coercion and 

violence. Nevertheless, the dominance of trafficking frame found in the present study 

is consistent with Schwenken (2005) who observed that the dominant identity of the 

migrant women in respect of trafficking is that of a victim and the fight against 
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trafficking was used to criminalise and annihilate safer means of irregular migration.
Overall, the study found three dominant media frames: trafficking, violence 

and victim. The trafficking frame revealed five themes: sexual exploitation, 

prostitution, coercion, deception, and abduction. The violence frame had three 

themes:  torture, sexual abuse/rape and murder while the victim frame evoked two 

themes: extortion and slavery. Hennebry et al. (2017) found similar dominant frames 

in their study of women migrant workers. Findings in present study tend to confirm the 

notion that media frames tend to reinforce exiting stereotypes. This conclusion is 

consistent with Eberla et al. (2018) who argued that repetitive exposure to negative 

messages on migrants, leads to negative attitudes towards migration, enforces 

stereotypical approach towards the groups and makes female migrants more 

disadvantaged as a minority. This clearly calls for a more balanced and holistic 

approach to framing irregular migrant women in the media. 

Research Question 4: How do the media portray irregular Nigerian women 

migrants?
Research question 4 specifically aims to ascertain the various ways the media 

portrays women migrants from Nigeria.

Figure 3: Nigerian women survivors of the shipwreck Mediterranean 

shipwreck

Source: Sahara Reporters (culled from The Guardian via News Agency of Nigeria) 
November 8, 2017
Headline: Italian Authorities Arrest Libyan, Egyptian over Deaths of 26 Nigerian 

Girls
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Figure 3 is a picture of some of the survivors of the fatal shipwreck that reportedly 

drowned 26 Nigerian women. The image actually captures the ideation meta-

function (Kress & Van Leeuwen 2006). A critical analysis shows that the look on the 

faces of the women in the image in Figure 3 provokes at least two interpretations: 

dejection and helplessness. While the picture failed to confirm the headline and most 

of the text, the report nevertheless, provides some insight into the individual stories of 

some of the survivors. For example, one of the survivors a 23-year old arts student 

from Benin, Edo state said, “I wanted to reach Italy. I don't know what to do now…“I 

see no future in Nigeria, there are no jobs,” she said, standing next to a group of 

weeping Nigerian survivors”. 
This interpretation of this report as a whole reflects Chavez and Hoewe's 

(2010) position that frames in headlines, introductions, and questions, among others, 

establish the structure of the story and, ultimately, help individuals compartmentalise 

their thoughts about the subject and make judgments. Therefore, a combination of 

multimodal presentation might help remove the greyness from the report.

Figure 4: Women Migrant Returnee

Source: Sahara Reporters,  August 10, 2017
Headline: 128 Nigerians Voluntarily Return From Libya

Figure 4 is picture of an apparently frail looking returnee migrant woman, 

who was among those released from detention camps in Libya in August, 2017. The 

image supports the headline; however, nothing in the text mentioned the condition of 

the woman in the image. Thus, it would appear that the media in this case, chose to 
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explore the stereotypical 'vulnerability' of women migrants to sensationalise the 

report. The choice of selection of this image, out of the 128 returnees that deplaned is 

particularly instructive. While the significance of the image as a news value might not 

be in question, it certainly reflects gender stereotyping of the woman migrant that at 

best borders on sensationalism. The image at a glance portrays the woman as the weak 

and defeated migrant. This interpretation vastly agrees with Chavez (2001) who 

concluded that the US media portrayed Mexican immigrants almost entirely in 

'alarmist imagery'. 
The argument is that while the image in Figure 4 appears factual, it may not 

have told the entire story about the woman in question and several other active, 

educated, and healthy irregular migrant women. For example, a headline entitled, 

“Polytechnic graduate of Accounting turns cleaner in Egypt” in the Punch of 

November 11, 2017 succinctly captures this point. The Punch report was about a 

woman who had a Diploma in accounting, but was trafficked on the pretext of 

securing a job abroad. Unfortunately, she ended up working as a cleaner and nanny in 

Egypt. The case of the referenced educated migrant woman highlights that position of 

the UN Women (2017) that, “Every sixth domestic worker in the world is an 

international migrant, with women making up 73.4 per cent of international migrant 

domestic workers.” 
This is an aspect of the narrative that the media tend to overlook in framing 

women migrant issues. There is therefore the need for the media to begin to reframe 

the narrative on irregular women migrants, particularly those from Nigeria. Indeed, 

White (2014) posits that the media can play important roles in changing attitudes by 

being more ethical, engaging in inclusive reporting and by supporting greater action 

at all societal levels to promote and protect the rights of women and minorities.

Figure 5: Cross-section of migrant returnees

Source: Punch, November 7,  2017
Headline: Libya deports 3,480 Nigerians in 10 months

Figure 5 is a cross-section of returnee migrants in the Punch of November 7, 
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2017. In the news report, the National Commission for Refugees, Migrants and 

Internally Displaced Persons' South-West Zonal Director, Mrs Magret Ukegbu, in 

receiving the returnees reportedly stated that, “These young Nigerians, mostly girls 

from age 14, were received in different weeks during the period… 'She said that some 

of the young people returned with pregnancy' (para. 5 & 7). A critical assessment of 

the image in Figure 5 shows significant agreement with the text, however, the 

interpersonal meta-function (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006) appears to be lacking, as 

there was no visual connection of the target with the camera. 
However, the text portrays negative aspects of pregnant teenage returnees, 

while de-emphasising other potentially positive aspects about the girls.  This is not 

surprising as Mattoscio and MacDonald (2018) observe that issues of sexual 

violence experienced by migrants or evident gender identifications have mostly been 

framed in stereotypical ways. Thus, issues that deviate from the 'norm' are often 

neglected. 
Moreover, in several instances, the media adopts frames that celebrate the 

weaknesses of the migrant women rather than their strengths. For example, a feature 

story, in the Vanguard of December 3, 2017 headlined, “I did not know the journey 

was this dangerous,” narrates the independent and courageous journey of a mother in 

these words, 
I decided to leave Nigeria because there was no work. I 

wanted to work and help my children. I did not know 

the journey would be so dangerous. I realized it when 

we were approaching the sea and I thought that this was 

not going to be so easy. They did not tell me the 

truth…But once we were at sea, we could not turn back. 

I paid US$1,400 for that trip. If I had decided to leave, 

no one would have returned the money to me. I have 

done all this for my children and for their future, and I 

did not want to lose them (Vanguard, December 3, 

2017). 
The excerpt above is similar to the earlier story of the art student who 

survived the shipwreck. In spite of the stereotypically negative portrayals, it is 

evident that more migrant women are independently and actively seeking better lives 

through irregular migration. This conforms to the positions of scholars such as 

Morokvasic (2014) and Gabaccia (1989) who questioned the stereotypical 

representations of women as dependents in migration. Therefore, the constant 

portrayal of every irregular migrant woman with existing stereotypes must change, 
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for development communication to thrive. 
The European Commission (2011) acknowledged 'the potential to reverse the 

negative migrant stereotypes and create a more positive view of migrants and their 

contribution to society through a more accurate, unbiased and realistic portrayal of 

migrants'. Accordingly, the portrayal of migrant women, particularly those who 

travel the irregular routes should be framed with an accurate understanding and 

interpretation of the motives of the migrants. An opinion writer emphasises this point 

in the Sahara Reporters of November 17, 2017 headlined, “15 Years Ago, I Wouldn't 

Mind Being Sold into Slavery in Libya to Escape Nigeria”. Excerpts of the article 

read, 
The usual victim shaming and blaming has assailed 

CNN's report on African migrants - some of them 

Nigerians - who are being sold into slavery in Libya. I 

read a potpourri of opinions on the human tragedy on 

social media, but I was irked by the non-lateral insult of 

the victims. I may condemn the action of the risk-taking 

voyagers, but I will not condemn them. Perhaps, I 

would have taken an equal risk 15 years ago. While we 

mock these hapless victims of an insalubrious country, 

we should try to know their motivation by vicarious 

deduction (Sahara Reporters, November 17, 2017, 

para 1).
Clearly, the motives for migration ought to reflect in the framing of migrant 

women issues as motivations and abilities differ. To further stress this point, another 

opinion piece in the Vanguard of November 25, 2017 headlined, “Death in 

Mediterranean” reads in part, 
Penultimate Friday, precisely November 17, 2017, 26 

wooden coffins were laid out in a circle in the middle of 

Salerno's cemetery, Italy. In the 26 wooden coffins in 

this faraway city were 26 bodies of young Nigerian 

women said to have drowned during a migrant crossing 

of the Mediterranean Sea from Libya… At the cemetery 

where Salerno Archbishop Luigi Moretti who told the 

crowd that the women “lost their lives as they were 

seeking freedom and a better life (Vanguard, 25 

November, 2017). 
In essence, media frames should seek to portray broader themes that include 

factual and balanced reportage. McAuliffe and Warren (2015) note that accurate 

information and evidence on the various aspects of migration appear to support a 
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more sophisticated and balanced discussion. This might prove challenging for the 

contemporary Nigerian media in the context of apparent resources deficit. 

Fortunately, recent global irregular migration outcomes have expanded the 

narratives on the need to reframe migrant issues in a more balanced approach for 

positive change. While this approach requires enormous time investment and effort, 

the Nigerian media must move away from reinforcing stereotypes that consistently 

portray irregular migrant women in an entirely negative light to framing a more 

holistic and individualised narrative.

Conclusion
The paper examines media portrayal of migrant women, particularly those who 

travel the irregular routes from Nigeria. Through content analysis and social semiotic 

analysis of 3 online dailies Vanguard, Sahara Reporters and Punch, the summary of 

findings showed that Punch had more frequency of coverage, followed by Vanguard, 

with Sahara Reporters having the least frequent coverage over a 7-month period. 

Coverage increased in November 2017 and peaked in December 2017 with only 8 per 

cent of headlines dedicated exclusively to women migrants. Exclusive coverage of 

women migrants was scarce in the months before and after the death of 26 women on 

the Mediterranean in November 2017. It appeared that media frames used in the 

foreign media set the tone for the Nigerian media's portrayal of migrant women 

during the period. 
Overall, the study found three negatively dominant media frames: 

trafficking, violence and victim frames resulting in ten themes. The trafficking 

frame, which was the most dominant, revealed five themes: sexual exploitation, 

prostitution, coercion, deception and abduction, whereas the violence frame had 

three themes: torture, sexual abuse/rape and murder. The least dominant was the 

victim frame, which evoked two themes: extortion and slavery. 
The frames in this study, confirm the tendency of the media to reinforce 

existing stereotypes in issues relating to women migrants. This perhaps, was made 

possible as deeper understanding of the gendered complexities of migration, border 

surveillance, and media systems have been frequently been neglected (Hegde, 2011). 

This has to change. It is perhaps time to for the Nigerian media to harness their 

influence to improve perceptions of migrant women. However, while the need for the 

media to report the facts is understandable, it is also important to frame the message 

in a balanced, holistic and accurate manner that show an understanding of the 

motives of migrants, particularly irregular migrant women. In conclusion, this 
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approach serves to engender a more positive perception of migrant women in the 

origin, transitory and destination countries.

Limitations and Recommendations for Further Studies
Despite the intention to reduce limitations, the research had some obvious 

limitations. A major limitation was methodological as evidenced in the purposive 

selection of the media. The manual coding of contents proved time consuming. These 

limitations clearly point to further research directions. Future studies can investigate 

a cross-national sample of media effects of portrayal of women in empirically 

selected traditional and online broadcast media. Future studies can also explore the 

differences in media frames and portrayals of regular and irregular migrant women 

using mixed methods. Nevertheless, the paper made important contributions as it 

applies the framing theory and aspects of social semiotic analysis to study media 

frames of migrant women from the Nigerian perspective. 
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