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Abstract 

The current paper examines the dissimilarities that have occurred in news framing by state-

sponsored news outlets in their different language versions. The comparative framing analysis 

is conducted on the news coverage of the Russian intervention in Syria (2016) in RT and Radio 

Liberty in Russian and English languages. The certain discrepancies in framing of this event 

are found in both news outlets. The strongest distinction between Russian and English versions 

occurred in framing of responsibility and humanitarian crisis in Syria. 

The study attempts to explain the identified differences in a framework of public diplomacy 

and propaganda studies. The existing theories explain that political ideology and foreign policy 

orientation influences principles of state propaganda and state-sponsored international 

broadcasting. However, the current findings suggest that other influence factors may exist in 

the field – such as the local news discourse and the journalistic principles.  

This conclusion is preliminary, as there are not many studies with the comparable research 

design, which could support the current discussion. The studies of localized strategies of the 

international media (whether private networks or state-funded channels) can refine the current 

conclusions and bring a new perspective to global media studies. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
The Russian government anticipated the increasing ‘cooling’ in the relations with the West 

in connection to the Ukrainian crisis, which started in 2014, and the Russian intervention in 

Syria, which started the year after. Recently, the Russian Prime Minister Dmitryi Medvedev 

named the status of affairs in Russia’s international relations as ‘the new Cold War’ (Sanchez 

et al. 2016). In a period of growing political tension, international broadcasting became an 

important tool for promoting the Russian diplomatic agenda and looking for supporters among 

the Western publics (Simons 2014, 2015, Vitopoulos 2015). 

The international news channel RT is a flagship for the Russian public diplomacy program 

targeting mainly the Western countries. Some researchers named RT a ‘Russian propaganda 

machine’ implying that the channel is trying to manipulate public opinion in the West (Weiss 

& Pomerantsev 2014). The American policymakers denounced the Russian international 

broadcasting accusing RT and Sputnik News of “disinformation campaigns” (RFE/RL 2016).  

Since 2014, the US has increased funding for its broadcasters operating in the Eastern 

Europe. The main objective of American Radio Liberty and Radio Free Europe is “to promote 

democratic values and institutions by reporting the news in countries where a free press is 

banned by the government or not fully established” (RFE/RL Mission Statement 2016). The 

deficit of media pluralism in today’s Russia is indeed noticeable due to the recent restriction of 

foreign investment in the Russian media market (Sinelshikova 2015).  

Assumingly, the American state-sponsored news outlets should introduce a higher standard 

of news reporting to Russia and other countries with a democratic deficit. However, the quality 

of the news content provided by the American governmental media in various languages has 

not been systematically studied. The supposition that the US is delivering the same quality 

content to audiences in different parts of the world was a kind of a priori knowledge. This 

supposition is rooted in the theory of “democratic propaganda” (Taylor 2002, 2011) and public 

diplomacy (Melissen 2005, Cull 2013), determining the general principles of state-sponsored 

broadcasting such as transparency and the orientation to dialogue.  

Some doubts about the variances in agenda and news framing have been voiced concerning 

non-Western international networks – in particular, al-Jazeera (Abdul-Mageed and Herring 

2008) and RT (Pomerantsev 2015). However, the dissimilarities of news framing in the different 

language versions might occur in both Western and non-Western state-sponsored media. One 

possible reason for this is the difference in the relationships established with other countries. It 

is possible that the public diplomacy programs directed to the countries perceived as allies and 
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opponents are inevitably disparate. Then, the disparity should be the most evident in the 

coverage of international conflicts (see in Nossek 2004), and the current study seeks to test it. 

1.1. Aim and research questions 

The aim of the current study is to investigate whether the state-sponsored news outlets 

indeed frame the news dissimilarly when sending them to the audiences speaking different 

languages.  

The theoretical developments suggested that the situation might be different in the media 

sponsored by the democratic and non-democratic countries, so Russian RT and American Radio 

Liberty seemed to be suitable media sources for the analysis. In order to make such comparison 

feasible, the study is focused on one mediated event that received significant attention from 

both news outlets. The international conflict, in which the senders take direct interest, was the 

most promising topic for comparative study of news framing. The initial intention was to deal 

with the coverage of the Syrian Civil War, but later the scope was reduced to the Russian 

intervention in Syria. The observations of the materials provided by RT and Radio Liberty on 

that topic helped to formulate the initial hypothesis.  

The initial hypothesis was that the news coverage in Russian language was subordinated to 

propaganda purposes to a greater extent than the coverage in English language. The 

“propaganda purposes” here refer merely to the assumption that the sender has systematically 

promoted certain reading of the news. However, this characteristic is hard to measure, so the 

refined hypothesis is that Russian-language news outlets are more oriented to one-sided 

framing than the English ones. 

In order to test the hypothesis through empirical research, the paper addresses the following 

research questions to the news framing at RT and Liberty: 

1. What framing techniques does Radio Liberty employ in reporting on the Russian 

intervention in Syria in its English and Russian versions?  

2. What framing techniques does RT employ in reporting on the Russian intervention in 

Syria in its English and Russian versions? 

3. What differences (if any) occur in framing of the event in Russian and English 

versions of these news outlets? 

4. Is framing of the event more inclined towards one-sided framing in Russian language 

news at RL and Radio Liberty than in the English counterparts? 

Regarding the last question, it is necessary to clarify the concept of “one-sided framing.” The 

study follows Entman’s theory of framing and operationalizes his definition of one-sided, or 

“slanted” framing that “emphasizes some elements and suppresses others in ways that 
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encourage recipients to give attention and weight to the evaluative attributes that privilege the 

favored side’s interpretation” (Entman 2010: 392). The advantages of Entman’s approach is 

that it allows revealing and estimating slant in the news considering different interpretations 

within one frame.  

This method is promising for the current study as the state-sponsored international media 

seek to promote the governments’ agenda abroad, yet it should not mean that any opposite 

opinions and agendas are completely silenced. The rhetoric tenets for news reporting (see at 

Cohen & Roeh 1992) oblige journalists to present opinions of all parties and maintain the 

balance between them. However, the opposite opinions can be outweighed through certain 

“evaluative attributes” attached to each frame (Entman 2010). Chong and Druckman (2007) 

suggested a formula for estimating the salience of framing attributes, which Entman later used 

to examine slant in the news. The current study generally follows this methodology (see in 

Chapter 4). 

1.2. Object and subject of the study 

The object of the study is the international news outlets RT and Radio Liberty in their 

connection to “public diplomacy” or “propaganda” programs.  

In the academia, the Russian external broadcasting is sometimes perceived as a successor of 

Soviet totalitarian propaganda (Weiss & Pomerantsev 2014), while the American broadcasting 

is portrayed as “democratic propaganda” (Taylor 2011) or public diplomacy instrument 

(Pamment 2014). In fact, both American and Russian programs for information influence 

combine different approaches and tools. Robin Brown (2003: 9) named the following American 

programs: “Military concepts of information warfare, foreign policy of public diplomacy, and 

approaches to media management drawn from domestic politics”. Similar elements can be 

found in the Russian information confrontation strategy (Presidential Decree 2000) and the 

“soft power” programs (Simons 2013, 2014, Evans 2015).  

RT, originally Russia Today, is a Russian government-funded media network that runs cable 

and satellite TV channels directed to audiences outside of Russia as well as providing Internet 

content in various languages, including Russian. The flagship channel RT International was 

established in 2005 by the state-owned news agency "RIA Novosti" through its subsidiary non-

profit organization "TV Novosti". Later the network was expanded with the news channels in 

other languages, news agency Ruptly, documentary channel RT Doc and various online 

services.  

Currently, RT operates 24-hours news channels in English, Arabic, and Spanish, as well as 

online news outlets in 6 languages (same as TV, plus Russian, German, and French). The 



4 

 

network is financed from the Russian federal budget. In 2016, the funding amounted to 250 

million U.S. dollars, according to the RT’s public reports (RT 2015). The current paper analyses 

the news content published at the online platforms RT International in English (rt.com) and at 

RT Russian (russian.rt.com).  

Radio Liberty is a non-profit media organization that receives U.S. government funding and 

is supervised by the Broadcasting Board of Governors, an agency overseeing all U.S. 

government international broadcasting services. Radio Liberty broadcasts in 28 languages to 23 

countries of Eastern Europe, Central Asia and the Middle East. In addition to broadcasting, 

Radio Liberty also conducts broadcasting via the Internet, and creates television programs. The 

Radio Liberty’s broadcasting service in Russian language has been on air without interruptions 

since 1953.  

In 2014, the Broadcasting Board of Governors increased the funding for Radio Liberty’s 

operations in Russian and Ukrainian languages under the Ukraine Freedom Support Act of 2014 

(BBG 2014). The new strategy included the evolution of online news services, growing 

presence on Russian social media platforms and special project Crimea Realities. A budget of 

organization amounted to 103 million U.S. dollars in 2016 (BBG 2015). The current paper is 

focused on the online news services offered by Radio Liberty in English (rferl.org) and in 

Russian (svoboda.org). 

The Chapter 1 describes different theoretical accounts concerning state-sponsored 

broadcasting, and the Appendix 1 provides additional information about history, organizational 

structure and objectives of RT and Radio Liberty.  

The subject is the differences in news framing of the Russian intervention in Syria in English 

and Russian language versions of RT (rt.com) and Radio Liberty (rferl.org). 

The Syrian Civil War is an ongoing multi-sided armed conflict with international 

interventions taking place in Syria. The unrest began in the early spring of 2011 within the 

context of the Arab Spring protests, with nationwide protests against President Bashar al-

Assad's government. The mediated event discussed in the current paper is the Russian 

intervention in Syria, which started in September 2015. Although the Syrian government 

received technical and political support from Russia in the earlier stages of the Civil War, 

Russia started its own air campaign in Syria in the late 2015. The detailed information about 

timespan of the selected news articles is provided in the Chapter 3. 

The Western and Russian coverage of the Arab uprisings and the Syrian Civil War has 

always been distinctly different (Brown 2014a, 2014b). The Western journalists and 

policymakers expressed their sympathy to the Syrian opposition, framing the uprisings as 
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initially peaceful civil protest. The Russian media followed the Kremlin’s line portraying the 

opposition as radicals and Islamic jihadists attempting to overthrow the government: 

“The dominant Russian narrative holds that such radicals have played a significant part in the 

uprising from almost the beginning, the Western discourse maintains that they only emerged 

much later in the conflict as a response to the regime’s unconstrained brutality and are still not 

representative of the broader opposition movement. (Brown 2014a: 59). 

These findings were used as background material for the current research. Yet taking a 

comparison of media narratives to the international level is not the main purpose of this study. 

The aim is to understand whether the contradictory framing emerges in the news “packages” 

produced by the international media for different audiences, and what tendencies can be traced 

in English and Russian language coverage. However, the complexity of news material makes 

the study difficult to approach without any background knowledge of the Syrian War coverage. 

Therefore, the Appendix 2 provides some information about the conflict developments and the 

tendencies in coverage by the Western and Russian media.  

1.3. Chapters’ outline 

Chapter 2 (Theoretical framework) discusses the theoretical developments made in 

propaganda studies. The key concepts reviewed are the democratic and authoritarian 

propaganda, and the public diplomacy as a concept that is seemingly opposed to propaganda. 

The goal of this chapter is to review how the dominant ideology is reflected in propaganda 

techniques and news framing. The chapter also highlights the research gap associated with the 

regional strategies of international media. 

Chapter 3 (Method and material) reviews the methodological approaches in framing 

theory that are relevant for the current study. Starting with key definitions and approaches, the 

chapter proceeds to explanations on how method was applied to the materials retrieved from 

RT and Radio Liberty. The chapter also points at reliability and validity of the findings and the 

means used to improve these indications (including double coding and interviews).  

Chapter 4 (Findings) presents the key empirical findings made in the attempt to answer the 

research questions. The framing of the Russian intervention in Syria is compared between the 

studied news outlets and their language versions. The general trend is that the news coverage 

significantly differs in Russian and English versions of both news outlets in question. 

Chapter 5 (Limitations and implications) explains the limitations of the study, potential 

implications of findings and the perspective directions for future research. The main limitations 

are associated with material (in terms of sampling and data mining), and employed method 

(methodological lacunas and research design), as well as with the ethical issues. The 

implications are discussed in the framework of propaganda theory and global media studies.  



6 

 

Chapter 6 (Conclusion and perspectives) chapter briefly summarizes the findings, key 

theoretical implications and outlines some perspectives for the future research.  

Chapter 7 (Bibliography) lists the sources used in the current study, including theoretical, 

methodological, and applied studies, as well as statistical and documental sources. 

Appendix 1 provides the detailed information on RT and Radio Liberty. 

Appendix 2 reviews the Western and Russian coverage of the Syrian conflict. 

Appendix 3 provides additional information about sampling. 

Appendix 4 includes the coding book used in the study. 

Appendix 5 includes parties of the conflict. 
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Chapter 2. Theoretical framework 

The history and development of international broadcasters are undoubtedly connected to the 

use of state-sponsored media in the “propaganda war” (Fred 1987) or “information war” (Taylor 

2011). The theoretical field discussing the state broadcasting directed at foreign publics is 

crowded with various concepts, such as propaganda, public diplomacy, media war, “soft 

power”, and hybrid war – to name a few. The reviewed sources do not offer integral explanation 

of the grounds and principles of external broadcasting.  

One divide in terminology can be associated with the use of media in wartime and peacetime. 

Usually, but not necessarily, the state broadcasting, directed at the enemy’s population during 

the war, is described as propaganda, psychological or information warfare (Brown 2003, 

Hiebert 2003, Powers & al-Azran 2015). The “peaceful” communication is conceptualized as 

public diplomacy (Melissen 2004) or soft power (Nye 2004). However, this separation is not 

precise, as feuding nations are not only those fighting in a declared war.  

Another theoretical standpoint is that political ideology determines the strategy for foreign 

broadcasting. Democratic countries are said to be engaging in “democratic propaganda” (Taylor 

2002, 2011, Taylor & Snow 2006) or exercising soft power (Nye 2013). The term “propaganda” 

most often appears in the scholarly literature on state-sponsored broadcasting, but then the 

definitions of propaganda vary, as there are “democratic” and “authoritarian” (Taylor 2011), or 

“black” and “white” propagandas (Guth 2008).  

The current chapter reviews the relations between propaganda and ideology, distinctions 

between propaganda and public diplomacy, and propaganda effects in news framing. The goal 

of this theoretical survey is to explain how the dominant political ideology can influence news 

framing in state-sponsored media.  

2.1. Propaganda and political ideology 

The word “propaganda” is the gerund form of the Latin verb “propagare”, which means “to 

spread”, “to disseminate” or “to promote”. Thereby, propaganda means “something to be spread 

or promoted”, and it is an etymologically neutral term. Use of propaganda in 20th century was 

often associated with totalitarian regimes, so the term consequently acquired negative 

connotations. Philip Taylor is one of the most prominent theorists, who advocates for these 

negative connotations to be removed from the term. Taylor (2011) argues that propaganda is a 

neutral tool that can be used for deception as well as for informative communication. The 

scholar offers the following definition of propaganda: 
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“Propaganda is the planned use of communications to manipulate words, images, 

symbols, and ideas that encourage a target audience to think and act in a manner desired 

by the source” (Taylor 2011: 916). 

This definition as well as several others offered by “neutralist” scholars (Taylor 1993, Cull, 

Culbert, & Welch 2003) appeared to be well-grounded and comprehensive, so the concept of a 

value-neutral propaganda spread in the academic works (Pratkanis & Aronson 1992, Riegert 

2003: 14-16, Melissen 2005: 17-18, Pamment 2011: 38-39). Arguing that neutral propaganda 

can be used with different intentions, Taylor (2011) offers the concepts of “democratic” and 

“authoritarian” propaganda as the two communication types, adhering different values of the 

respective political systems. Table 1 below presents the main differences between these two 

types of propaganda, according to Taylor’s criteria (Taylor 2011: 916-917). 

In the context of the “War on Terror”, Snow and Taylor (2006: 390) argued that “the enemy 

conducts propaganda as ‘in ordinary practice’ while democratic media ‘tell the truth’, or at least 

as much of the truth as can be told to achieve victory while preserving those fundamental 

democratic values so cherished in normal times”. In times of international crisis, Snow and 

Taylor justify democratic propaganda to “inject false, misleading or slanted information into 

the media in order to influence the behavior of populations at home and abroad” (Ibid: 396). 

Table 1. The differences between democratic and authoritarian propaganda  

CRITERION DEMOCRATIC 

PROPAGANDA 

AUTHORITARIAN 

PROPAGANDA 

VALUES AND 

ETHICAL 

PRINCIPLES 

“Possible” benefits for the 

audience;  

“Verifiable credibility where the 

means justify the ends” 

“Intolerant of alternative 

viewpoints”; 

Machiavellianism (“the ends justify 

the means”) 

 

MEANS 

Fact-based communication that 

“avoids deliberate untruths” 

 

“Repetition instead of credibility”; 

Security services, surveillance, 

censorship, and coercion  

VIEW OF THE 

RECIPIENTS  

“Audience as a group of individuals” Audience as a “collective 

subordinate to a state” 

Jaques Ellul (1973) developed a consistent critique of propaganda, explaining that all 

propaganda was based on myths in contrast to journalism, based on facts or opinions. According 

to Ellul, democracies often use “myths of Freedom, Justice and Peace” for their external 

propaganda, because a fact-based reporting cannot influence foreign audiences, separated by 

various barriers such as “national antipathy”, historical and cultural factors, or opposite 

propaganda (Ellul 1973: 242-244).  

Even if democratic and authoritarian myths are different, the techniques for propaganda can 

be similar, as “even authoritarian governments are aware that in propaganda the truth pays”, 
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Ellul notes (Ibid: 246). However, propaganda does not undermine authoritarian regimes, 

because they are based on belief and myth. Yet opinion-based democracy fails to operate on 

myths, because a myth cannot be questioned or debated. Ellul concludes, “Once democracy 

becomes the object of propaganda, it also becomes as totalitarian, authoritarian, and exclusive 

as dictatorship” (Ibid: 249).  

Another counterargument against the “neutralist” theory points out that propaganda is 

inherently unethical even if it is used with “good intentions.” Cunningham (1992: 243) 

criticized the selective utilization of truth as one of the means of propaganda: “[…] 

propagandists prefer to tell the truth — selectively, of course, and as long as it suits their 

purposes.” Indeed, the neutralist approach adopts a “pragmatic” way of thinking about the truth 

and its use for propaganda:  

“Democratic propaganda is guided by avoiding deliberate lies, by telling as much as the truth 

as can be told (within, for example, the confines of national security)” (Taylor 2011: 918)  

The moral stance towards the use of “selected truth” is rooted in the general understanding 

of “truth”. Idealists explain the “truth” as indivisible, stating that half-truth is essentially false, 

as postulated in the classical epistemology of Aristotle and his successors (see in Taylor 1990). 

The pragmatic epistemology of Charles Pierce and William James allows discussing the truth 

as relative and conditional. Cunningham’s (1992: 241-243) sharp criticism of propaganda is 

largely based on the classical epistemology and the Hegel’s idealistic ethics: 

“Hegel’s principle of metaphysical transition, by linking the amplitude of propaganda 

phenomena to the domain of ethical qualities, provides an interpretive overlay for reading off 

the immorality of propaganda” (Cunnignham 1992: 244). 

2.2. Propaganda and public diplomacy 

The concept of “public diplomacy” emerged in the US in the 60s. The Department of State 

(1987: 85) defined it as “government-sponsored programs intended to inform or influence 

public opinion in other countries; its chief instruments are publications, motion pictures, 

cultural exchanges, radio and television.” Media practitioners and scholars picked up the term, 

although it was often used interchangeably with “propaganda” (see in Waller 2007). Blitz 

(1986: 95-96) argued that public diplomacy was a “substitute for public information or public 

communication as the decent term for what would otherwise be called propaganda.” 

In the post-Cold War era, media relations became an important tool for public diplomacy. 

Robert Entman (2004: 89) coined a term of “mediated public diplomacy”, defined as “the 

government’s attempt to shape and influence their framing in the international news media”. 

The scholar suggested an integrated approach to the analysis of the role of the media in power 
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distribution that employed agenda setting, framing, and priming concepts (Entman 2007: 164). 

The objective of mediated diplomacy is to improve the country’s perception by the foreign 

audiences and influence foreign policymakers.  

The latest developments in the governments’ attempts to influence foreign publics are 

conceptualized as the “new public diplomacy” (Melissen 2014, Pamment 2011, 2013). 

Pamment (2011: 55-56) argues that the Cold War external broadcasting models, adopted by 

Voice of America and Radio Liberty, can no longer be successful, and that modern policymakers 

should “engage in online conversation about their policies in order to influence [foreign 

public].” Several scholars argued that today’s (new) public diplomacy replaced external 

propaganda and traditional PR technologies in foreign relations (Zaharna 2004, Zaharna & 

Rugh 2012, Cull 2013). Zaharna (2004) defines principal distinctions between “propaganda” 

and “public diplomacy”, presented in Table 2. 

Table 2. The differences between “propaganda” and “public diplomacy”  

CRITERION PROPAGANDA  PUBLIC DIPLOMACY 

TRANSPARENCY Discreet  Open / Transparent 

COMMUNICATION FLOW One-way flow Dialogue-oriented 

GOALS AND VALUES Coercion & control Trust & credibility 

REASONING TECHNIQUE  Manipulation Persuasion 

MAIN PLATFORMS Radio and TV Web and social media 

The key principles of the new public diplomacy are described as transparency, participation 

and audience inclusion (Pamment 2011: 80-88). These criteria are applicable for the analysis 

of communication policy (e.g., cultural diplomacy, nation branding), but their impact on 

broadcasting practices is less obvious. The proponents of the new public diplomacy do not 

explain in detail how this new policy changes broadcasting objectives, except that social media 

are evidently getting more attention. Contradictory, social media and web platforms are 

associated with the “open and trustable” diplomacy (Zaharna 2004, Pamment 2011), although 

unregulated online platforms provide immense opportunities for deception and disinformation 

(Hancock 2007, Mintz 2002). 

At the same time, the media scholars noticed that “propagandistic” approach in foreign 

policymaking had been once again put to extensive use since the US declared the “War on 

Terror” after the 11/9 attacks. In particular, some studies confirmed that the State Department 

exerted a significant influence on media framing of the Iraq War in 2003 (Robinson 2005, 

Hammond 2007, Guth 2008, Boler & Nemorin 2013). A few scholars noticed that strategies for 

“information war” and “mediated diplomacy” could co-exist and interpenetrate each other in 

the modern international relations (Brown 2003, Powers & al-Azran 2015).  
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Garth S. Jowett and Vitoria O’Donnell (2014: 311-312) discuss several components of 

modern public diplomacy and the cases when public diplomacy comes close to propaganda. 

The scholars notice that international broadcasting, as the “cornerstone of public diplomacy”, 

usually subordinates to propaganda purposes. According to Jowett and O’Donnell, “Not all 

forms of public diplomacy would fit into a strict definition of propaganda”, as cultural and 

exchange programs encourage dialog-oriented communication (Ibid: 311-312). Nevertheless, 

public diplomacy is often entailed by propaganda in media, as it helps to gain the maximum 

advantage in foreign policymaking. The scholars argued, that new international media culture 

made it more important “to say what a nation is doing, than to do it” (Ibid: 312). 

2.3. Propaganda effects in news framing 

A large number of studies describe how national interest and dominant ideology affect news 

framing. The national interest here relates to a broader concept of “foreign policy orientation”, 

defined as “attitudes to participation in the international system, national interest and general 

foreign policy goals” (Knudsen 1987: 105). The ideology is understood as “a set of ideas by 

which men posit, explain and justify the ends and means of organized social action, irrespective 

of whether such action aims to preserve, amend, uproot or rebuild a given social order” (Seliger 

1976: 14). 

Riegert (1998) argues that foreign policy orientations are reflected in national differences in 

foreign news coverage, and Herman and Chomsky (1988) claim that ideology is profoundly 

constructing the news reporting practice in terms of topics selection and framing. Regarding 

the foreign news reporting, Nossek (2004: 343) argues that when an international event is 

relevant to the country’s own interests, it is marked as “ours” and national loyalty supersedes 

journalistic “independence”; however, when it comes to “theirs” events, in which the country 

doesn’t take any direct interest, then these events are reported impartially.  

Furthermore, Brewer (2006) explains how national interests frames in the news coverage 

influence the public opinion on foreign affairs. Brewer argues that national interests are 

embedded into three main types of media frames: conflicting interests frames, common interests 

frames, and reciprocal exchange frames. Conflicting frames outline the disagreement and 

contention between the countries, whereas common interest frames point at the common 

interests and areas for cooperation. 

Jang (2013) describes how dominant ideology and national interests affect the international 

conflicts reporting within the framework of propaganda studies. He concludes, “Propaganda 

influences on the media coverage are interconnected with the relationship between the media 

system and national interests within the framework of the dominant ideology” (Jang 2013: 199). 
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Jang reconstructs the democratic and communist models of propaganda in relation to the theory 

of media systems developed by Siebert, Schramm, and Peterson (Ibid: 194, see at Picture 1). 

This model emphasizes that “journalistic ideology” is one of the main influence factors in 

democratic propaganda following the arguments of Akhavan-Majid and Ramaprasad (1998; 

2002), who distinguish three ideological components of the news framing: dominant political 

ideology, elites ideology (government’s and foreign policymakers’ interests), and professional 

ideology of journalists. In the communist model, the leader’s ideology replaces the journalistic 

one as the main source for news framing of international events, because “journalists must 

uphold the position of the leader and the Party” in order “to fulfill the role as communists” (Jang 

2013: 199).  

Picture 1. Democratic and communist propaganda model 

 
The impact of propaganda in the international news framing is associated with two effects: 

1) the coverage of international news aligns with government’s perspective and serves foreign 

policy interests; 2) the conflict coverage does not represent middle ground, e.g., only two sides 

are allowed in the discussion – standing for or against the conflict (Jowett and O’Donnel 1992). 

For instance, war framing can attributes responsibility for conflicts to the other governments 

connecting their actions with the reasons of conflict, while the country’s own (“our”) actions 

are being portrayed as solutions to the problem (see in Nohrstedt et al. 2000).  



13 

 

2.4. Local orientation in international broadcasting: Research gap 

Despite the major networks (e.g., BBC World) offering news in many languages, a few 

studies go beyond the “traditional” comparison of English-language global news networks. The 

case of Al Jazeera network has already attracted some attention of the scholars, who note that 

journalistic practices in Al Jazeera Arabic (AJA) and Al Jazeera English (AJE) might 

significantly differ. Marwan Kraidy focused mainly on institutional comparison of AJA and 

AJE, which he did not consider being the two “distinct entities” (Kraidy 2008: 23). Kraidy did 

not find any crucial policy differences between Arabic and English channels in the network, 

probably because he addressed the topic at the early stage of AJ’s development, when both 

channels operated from one international newsroom in Doha.  

The differences between the AJ’s coverage in English and Arabic were later observed in two 

other studies. Abdul-Mageed and Herring (2008: 284) found that the news coverage at the 

English version of Al-Jazeera online news outlet “gave second priority to the Arab world” and 

was “sufficiently different” in the coverage of other topics. Focused on news programming at 

AJE and AJA TV channels, Al-Najjar (2009) also found differences in terms of regional and 

thematic diversity in the news coverage. The scholar concluded that AJE mainly targets 

English-speaking viewers in Europe offering them a new perspective on the Middle East. He 

wrote, “AJE showed a clear interest in Europe including Scandinavia, for this region was the 

subject of 24 percent of the channel’s news items” (Ibid: 23). 

These media studies suggest that state-sponsored broadcasters can expand their global 

influence offering more “customized” news services to different audiences. The multilingual 

external broadcasting has been around since the 1950s, as seen in the case of RL/RFE, but there 

has been no systematic studies comparing the messages and framing strategies in the news 

programming of one sender in several languages. The current paper seeks to feel this research 

gap comparing the Syrian war coverage in Russian and English languages provided at online 

platforms of Radio Liberty and RT. This method can probably contribute to the existing 

approaches in media studies, as Cottle and Rai (2008, 2010) argue that the theoretical 

framework, currently adopted in the discipline, needs to be refined in order to understand the 

complexity of the new global media landscape. 

As it comes to public diplomacy, there are reasons to believe that news framing in state 

broadcasting can be dissimilar depending on the target audience, as the objectives of foreign 

policy also differ in the specific regions. Hypothetically, the role of “journalistic ideology” in 

democratic propaganda can be replaced with the dominant “leader’s ideology”, when 

propaganda is directed towards foreign audiences during the conflict. Ray Hiebert claimed that 
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the US policy is communicated through independent media only inside the country, “but outside 

America, the U.S. government feels free to take its message directly to foreign populations” 

(Hiebert 2003: 247). Therefore, it is possible to assume that American democratic propaganda 

does not always rely on objective journalism to win the foreign public’s support, and to test this 

assumption in the current study. 

On the other hand, the leader’s ideology in authoritarian propaganda has to be supplemented 

with journalistic ideology, whereas this propaganda is directed towards the audiences in the 

democratic countries. This strategic basis explains RT’s constant appeals to the concepts of 

opinion pluralism and press liberty aimed to win credibility among the Western audiences 

(Surganova & Glinkin 2015). These RT’s efforts have been at least partly successful as some 

authors recognize RT as a “public diplomacy” instrument (Saari 2014, Vitopolous 2015). 

2.5. Chapter summary 

The undertaken theoretical review helps to understand that international broadcasting, 

sponsored by the democratic countries, is conceptualized as a part of the public diplomacy 

program or as democratic propaganda; with no or little difference in these terms’ usage. Not 

only the practitioners and some scholars use it interchangeably, but the different theoretical 

accounts have common grounds. Thus, the concept of “mediated public diplomacy” (Entman 

2004) substantially correspond with the “democratic propaganda model” (Jang 2014).  

In theory, both democratic and authoritarian propagandas use news framing to sender’s 

advantage, but the editorial ethics are different. In practice, it is possible that democratic and 

authoritarian models do not exists in their pure form in a globally connected world. Namely, 

purely “ideological” propaganda can circulate only in closed societies such as North Korea 

(Jang 2014).  

The actual propaganda practices, whether initially democratic or not, are objects for influence 

by the ideology of the sender and the foreign policy orientation. The policy objectives may vary 

in different regions, and this fact is often overlooked in propaganda studies since very few 

sources highlight that the news coverage by global news outlets changes depending on the target 

audience (Al-Najjar 2009, Abdul-Magged and Herring 2010). This paper strives to contribute 

to this aspect of global media studies by comparing the conflict framing by RT and Radio 

Liberty in the English and Russian versions of these news outlets. The next chapter will describe 

the used research methods and analyzed materials. 
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Chapter 3. Method and material 

Framing theory is a popular approach in political and media studies, so framing analysis has 

eventually gained many interpretations and applications. This paragraph briefly explains 

several key developments in framing theory that are relevant for the current study. Starting with 

key definitions and approaches, the chapter then proceeds to the key facets examined in the 

study and explains the method, applied for the materials retrieved from RT and Radio Liberty.  

3.1. Relation to previous framing research 

The term “framing” goes back to works of social anthropologist Gregory Bateson (1972), 

who explained the cognitive and communicational aspects of framing: 1) frames as cognitive 

models allow interpretation and evaluation of messages; 2) frames as meta-communications 

provide messages necessary for understanding the verbal and nonverbal communication 

actions. The cornerstone of framing theory is the assumption that a frame is a necessary 

property, present in every text (Gamson & Modigliani 1989). This standpoint comes along with 

the understanding of a text as being coherent and “comprised of packages of integrated idea 

elements held together by unifying central concept, called a frame” (Creed et.al. 2002: 37).   

Adopting framing analysis means sharing this interpretation of a text, e.g., assuming that 

there must be a coherent set of ideas in the analyzed texts. This is not only a guideline for 

determining the study object (e.g., not any discourse fragment is considered a text as framing 

theory sees it), but also an epistemological statement. Saying that any interpretation is possible 

only through the lens of a “frame”, framing theory denies the universal meanings outside certain 

preset “packages” (whether linguistic or cultural). The theory relates to social constructivism 

by saying that the knowledge is a product of social and cultural construction. 

Framing analysis is widespread in political and media studies, and appears as a 

multidimensional approach to news discourse studies. Dietram A. Scheufele (1999) developed 

a classification of different approaches to framing analysis that helped dealing with the lack of 

common ground in media research. The parameters used for classification are the types of the 

examined frames (individual or media frames) and whether the frames are examined as 

independent or dependent variable (Scheufele 1999: 103, 109).  

The current study is primarily interested in media frames that are understood here as 

dependent variables. Scheufele (1999: 109) listed five factors influencing news framing: “social 

norms and values, organizational pressures and constraints, pressures of interest groups, 
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journalistic routines, and ideological or political orientations of journalists”, referring to the 

studies of Shoemaker & Reese (1996) and Tuchman (1978). Van Djik (1985: 70) also suggested 

that the choice of frames was a result of the “social and professional routines of journalists”, 

while Edelman (1993: 232) argued that news framing was “driven by ideology and prejudice.” 

The study does not analyze all of the factors, because some of them are not relevant to public 

diplomacy and some are evident (e.g., interest groups are governments, and the impact of 

political ideology is taken into account in the propaganda theory). The factor examined is the 

foreign policy orientation that arguably has more impact than organizational routines. 

Hypothetically, it would be much easier and cost-effective to employ one crew of journalists 

and several professional translators to deliver the news to every audience, as CNN International 

presumably does (Fingenshou 2014). Still, state-sponsored broadcasters such as BBC World, 

RL/RFE, Al Jazeera and RT do not use this cost-effective model (Ibid). Thus, the discussion 

section offers assumptions made concerning the impact of foreign policy on news framing. 

3.2. Key definitions and concepts  

Erving Goffman (1974: 82) described the frame’s structure as having two levels or, in his 

words, layers: “One is the innermost layering, wherein dramatic activity can be at play to 

engross the participant. The other is the outermost lamination, the rim of the frame, as it were, 

which tells us just what sort of status in the real world the activity has.” Goffman also outlined 

directions for the linguistic analysis of framing, which Gail Fairhurst and Robert Sarr (1996) 

later developed identifying main framing techniques as metaphors, stories, traditions, slogans, 

jargon and catchphrases, artifacts, contrast and spin.  

Among the first to discuss news framing were Gamson and Modigliani (1987: 143), they 

defined a frame as “a central organizing idea or storyline that provides meaning to an unfolding 

strip of events weaving a connection among them, also discussed process of news framing.” 

The further media research engaged with attempts to define framing as a process related to news 

selection and production.  

Robert Entman (1993: 55) describes framing as the process of selection and emphasizing: 

“To frame is to select some aspects 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 for the item described.” The 

“salience” in framing ensures that audiences can easily understand the meaning of covered 

events and memorize it (Ibid: 56).  

More importantly, this early Entman’s definition relates to the frame setting process, e.g., it 

explains “how media provide audiences with schemas for interpreting events” (in Scheufele 



17 

 

1999: 107). Frame setting was initially opposed to frame building that identifies the influence 

on media made by organizational pressure, ideology, professional ethics, etc. (Shoemaker & 

Reese 1996). Sometimes these terms were used inconsistently in media research. Supposedly, 

Entman also recognized the difference between the “setting” and “building” aspects, as he later 

offered two distinctive terms: 

The general definition of framing as “the process of selecting a few elements of 

perceived reality and compiling a narrative that emphasizes the connections among them 

to promote a specific interpretation” (Entman 2007: 164); and 

The concept of mediated public diplomacy as “the organized attempts by a 

government to exert as much control as possible over the framing of the country’s policy 

in foreign media” (Entman 2008: 89). 

Mediated public diplomacy relates to frame building in terms of understanding of Shoemaker 

& Reese (1996), e.g., as influence on creation or changes of the frames, applied by journalists 

(in Schoeffle 1999: 115). Pan and Kosicki (2001: 40) explained frame building as a strategic 

“maneuver” helping in achieving political and communicative objectives to “get messages 

across and win arguments”. Talking about the news framing by RT and Liberty, the current 

study implies “frame building.” Thus, the study examines framing as the sender’s effort to 

promote certain views to foreign publics by exploiting existing media frames or constructing 

new ones through state-sponsored news outlets.   

3.3. Key approaches  

According to Gamson and Modigliani (1989), the news frames are constructed using framing 

and reasoning devices: the former refer to language techniques or rhetorical figures, e.g., 

metaphors, catchphrases, etc., that help conveying a particular view on issue; the latter provide 

reasons and justifications for the issue. The reasoning devices usually include diagnostic and 

prognostic components, e.g., explain the roots and consequences of events. 

Robert Entman (1993: 55) identified five cues in news reports that set a certain reference 

frame on the covered event: importance judgments, agency (meaning involved actors and 

parties), identification with potential victims, categorization (“the choice of labels for the 

incidents”), and “generalization into a broader national context.”  Based on these findings, 

Entman (2004: 57) later defined the key functions of frames in public diplomacy: problem 

definition, causal analysis, moral evaluation, and remedy promotion. These basic framing 

functions were traced in other works on news framing and served as the foundation for the 

current analysis. 
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In addition, Shanto Iyengar (1987, 1991) analyzed how political and economic issues were 

framed in the TV news and suggested distinguishing “episodic” and “thematic” frames. Iyengar 

(1991: 14) described that episodic frames appeared on TV more often and “focus on discrete 

events that involved individuals located at specific places and at specific times”, while thematic 

frames “placed public issues in a broader context by focusing on general conditions or 

outcomes”. The responsibility is assigned in the reasoning and treatment components of the 

frame: the “causal responsibility” focused on the origin of the problem, while “treatment 

responsibility” showed “who or what has the power to alleviate (or forestall alleviation of) the 

problem.” (Iyengar 1991: 8) 

The study also uses Entman’s concept of one-sided, or “slanted” framing that “emphasizes 

some elements and suppresses others in ways that encourage recipients to give attention and 

weight to the evaluative attributes that privilege the favored side’s interpretation” (Entman 

2010: 392). The advantages of Entman’s approach are that it allows revealing and estimating 

the slant in the news considering different interpretations within one frame.  

This method appears promising for the current study as the state-sponsored international 

media seek to promote the governments’ agenda abroad, yet it does not mean that any opposite 

opinions and agendas are completely silenced. The rhetorical tenets for news reporting (see 

Cohen & Roeh 1992) oblige journalists to present the opinions of all parties and maintain the 

balance between them. However, the opposite opinions can be outweighed through certain 

“evaluative attributes” attached to each frame (Entman 2010). Chong and Druckman (2007) 

suggested a formula for estimating the salience of framing attributes, which Entman (2010) 

used to examine the slant in the news. The paper adheres to this method of framing analysis. 

3.4. Sampling 

The sample includes the materials, relevant to the comparison of frame building by RT and 

Radio Liberty in their Russian and English news covering the Russian intervention in Syria. 

The study also had to take into consideration the specific characteristics of publishing practices 

at the online platforms. Analyzing online news, the researches face the challenges of extracting 

the news items from the continuous news flow when working with online platforms (see in 

Macmillan 2000, Hester & Dougal 2007). 

The sampling objectives were to collect sufficient number of materials covering the Russian 

role in the Syrian conflict and to embrace the changes of framing over time. The coverage tone 

slightly changed after the events that took place in March (the partial withdrawal of Russian 

military and the Geneva ceasefire agreement). Thus, the final decision was to retrieve the 

materials from three full weeks: prior (February 8 to 15), during (March 8 to 15) and after 
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Geneva peace negotiations on Syria and Russian withdrawal (April 5 to 12). More information 

about sampling is provided in Appendix 2. 

The changes in coverage strategies are already evident in terms of attention given to the 

Syrian events prior and after the withdrawal. In April, RT English and Liberty were still 

providing similar volumes of articles covering the conflict in Syria, while Svoboda had nearly 

dropped the topic and RT Russian had limited the coverage to publication of short articles based 

on Russian military reports (See in Table 3). The final sample consists of 178 items or 402.926 

characters without spaces. 

It is necessary to notice that both RT and Liberty use different genres of opinion journalism 

such as blogs and analytical essays, or “op-edges.” These genres often contain important 

political comments and causal inferences concerning the news events, so they are included in 

the sample to enrich the study material. However, the news itself contains enough framing 

devices, so there is no real need to overweight the sample with blogs’ materials, as they are 

usually longer and more speculative than the news articles. The opinionated publications 

comprise some 15% of the sample size. More information about the functions of blogs and 

essays will be provided in the next chapter. 

Table 3. Sample size and sources’ shares 

  RT Russian     RT Eng     

  Units’ 

number 

Characters Share Number Characters Share 

April 9 24942 6,2% 17 29129 7,2% 

March 10 28122 7,0% 12 27683 6,9% 

February 17 61393 15,2% 20 48845 12,1% 

Sum per media 36 114457 28,4% 49 105657 26,2% 

Total  178 402926    5     

 

  Liberty     Svoboda     

  Number Characters Share Number Characters Share 

April 11 22415 5,6% 6 5529 1,4% 

March 15 30815 7,6% 9 28844 7,2% 

February 28 51521 12,8% 24 43688 10,8% 

Sum per media 54 104751 26,0% 39 78061 19,4% 

Total  178 402926    5     

3.5. Material mapping 

The quantitative analysis focused on identifying the actors and key issues, whereas 

qualitative analysis engaged in examining how framing allowed Russia and the United States 

to promote certain policies concerning the Syrian conflict. Entman (2004: 23) listed several 
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important objects of framing that together construct the news narrative: “frames in the news are 

typically a part of the reporting process for three different classes of objects: political events, 

issues, and actors.” Therefore, the initial step was to identify those issues, actors and events 

that were discussed in the news covering the conflict in Syria. 

The articles from RT and Radio Liberty covered two major events, namely the civil war in 

Syria and international intervention in Syria with multiple actors involved. The identification 

of actors was laborious due to the number of parties inside Syria as well as international forces, 

including military parties, international diplomats and activists. The study prefers to distinguish 

the actors into “conflict parties” (actors that were clearly involved in military action) and 

“groups of interest” (actors that were taking interest in the conflict, such as the United Nations 

or Human Right Watch). The total number of identified actors and groups of interest is well 

above 100.  

As it was not possible to track all of the actors, the study focused on the news senders 

themselves as well as their actions in connection with the two main events: the Syrian Civil 

War and the international intervention with counter-terror goals. This factual background 

suggests that four meta-narratives, presented in Table 4, are likely to be found in the news 

articles. The main outcome of quantitative analysis is the identification of speakers and persons 

mentioned, conflict parties, groups of interest, mentioned social groups, and volume provided 

for discussion of the key events.  

Table 4. Meta-narratives in the Syrian military conflict coverage in Feb-April 2016 

Event / actor Russia  The US 

The civil war in Syria Russia intervenes in the civil 

war in Syria 

The US intervenes in the civil 

war in Syria 

The international counter-

terror operation 

Russia takes part in the 

international counter-terror 

operation 

The US takes part in the 

international counter-terror 

operation 

The qualitative part strives to unfold the policy options or preferences stated in the news 

articles, published by RT and Radio Liberty. This can be done through the analysis of the 

thematic structures in news stories that reveal responsibility attributions and causal inferences 

(Iyengar, 1991). Entman (1993), Iyengar (1991), Gamson & Modigliani (1989) noticed that 

causal reasoning often emerged in the news discourse explaining the roots of a problem, 

attribution of responsibility and suggestions for solutions and treatment. The framing analysis 

relates to these general directions to identify the trends in media framing of policy issues (see 
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in Boydstun and Glazier 2013). However, the results differ considerably, as many scholars 

follow the inductive approach in framing analysis advocated by Gamson (1992).  

Overall, there is little external correspondence in framing research and sometimes outwardly 

the same frames end up titled differently (e.g., “Solution frame” and “Remedy frame”). There 

were also some attempts to unify the approach to framing analysis. A few studies of 

international coverage of the Iraq War in 2003 analyzed the same set of eight frames, associated 

with the main issues of this armed conflict (Strömback & Dmitrova 2005, Dmitrova & Colleen 

2007, Carpenter 2007). In particular, this included the examination of the general thematic 

frames of human interest and violence of war, responsibility, diagnosis (causes) and prognosis 

(solutions). There were also specific frames associated with the Iraq war: the anti-war protest 

and media self-references.  

This study partly adopts deductive logic, expecting to find the frames, relevant for conflict 

reporting and appearing in the studies mentioned. Related to the Syrian conflict, these frames 

appear as: 1) Responsibility frame (attribution of responsibility for the effects of the Syrian 

war); 2) Prognostic frame (long-term effects of and possible solutions for the conflict in Syria); 

3) Diagnostic frame (reasons behind the Russian intervention in Syria). The results of the 

qualitative analysis are presented in quantitative terms (e.g., by weighting frames presence in 

the sample). 

This deductive logic helps to relate the study to basic framing functions in public diplomacy, 

outlined by Entman, and to achieve higher external validity. However, the research does not 

close the doors for inductive logic as well, and the two specific frames were identified at the 

quantitative analysis stage: Humanitarian frame (humanitarian aid and the actors involved); 

Anti-terroristic operation frames (the role of the Western coalition and Russia). 

The coding sheet has been developed to analyze the quantitative distribution of these frames 

in the materials retrieved from the primary sources (see in Appendix 4. Coding book). The 

unit for qualitative analysis is a news story. In the majority of cases, one article composes the 

unit, but sometimes the unit includes a few articles that have been published separately on the 

website. These articles are combined into one unit based on criteria of their close thematic 

relation and the possibility to recognize the story sequence. 

For instance, one unit “Military helicopter crash” can include the two following articles: 1) 

the initial report on the helicopter crash published in the morning; 2) the follow-up report on 

the crash explaining recent investigations published in the evening. One unit combines only 

small-sized articles (below 1000 characters) published on the same day. If two articles smaller 
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than 1000 characters and published on the same day discuss different news stories, they are 

coded separately and comprise two separate units. 

3.6. Validity  

Validity is a property that “indicates whether a measure properly captures the meaning of 

the concept or the construct it represents” (Bruhn Jensen 2002: 212). Validity of the current 

research is theory-based, since the conclusion that the measured frames really represent the 

phenomenon in question (“framing of Russian intervention in Syria”) relies on developments 

made in framing theory. Validation of findings here depends on the definition of frames and 

reading of the material.  

Several media researchers argued that “qualitative analysis of frames does present the 

possibility of idiosyncratic analysis” (Reese et al. 2001: 154). The scholars explained that the 

cultural competence of the researchers influenced the interpretation of symbolic content and 

suggested to check the researcher’s insights against the external standards by double coding 

and use of expert interviews. “Interviews with activists, members of groups portrayed in the 

texts, insights from other researchers, […] and analysis of text by other coders” are said to be 

valuable for improving quality of framing analysis (Ibid: 154-155). 

The suggested double coding is employed in the current study (see in paragraph below), as 

well as several interviews with media practitioners. Four editors from different editorial offices 

(Russian, American, Spanish and International Newsroom of RT) participated in semi-

structured in-depth interviews. However, the interviews’ results are not incorporated in the 

findings, and used mainly as an additional source for discussion (in Chapter 7). The reason for 

this was that there were only four respondents, the Liberty’s representatives did not participate, 

and the collected data was fragmented. Still, the information from interviews is useful for 

highlighting potential directions of the future research. The outcome of those interviews has 

partly supported the findings that the editorial practices and journalism ethics may vary in 

different editorial offices of the same news outlet. 

3.7. Intercoder reliability 

Gunter (2002) defines quantitative reliability as concerning “the dependability and 

consistency of the relationships between two variables and score obtained on a single variable 

at more than one point of time” (in Bruhn Jensen 2002: 212). Krippendorf (2004: 24) explains 

that content analysis findings are reliable when the [other] “researchers working at different 

points in time and perhaps under different circumstances” can achieve the same results if they 

apply the same research technique to the same phenomena.  
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Four other coders, invited to process the same material according to the given coding 

instructions (See Appendix N), confirmed the reliability of the results. There were two fluent 

English speakers and two native Russian speakers among the third-party coders. Each of them 

re-coded from 6 to 10 units, composed of the articles from different news outlets. E.g., each 

coder worked with two news outlets’ materials: RT English or Russian and Radio Liberty or 

Svoboda. The quantitative conformity of the results delivered by different coders ranges from 

90% to 94%. 

3.8. Chapter summary 

The methodology of the current study is largely influenced by Entman’s approach to framing 

and the developments he made analyzing the use of news framing in public diplomacy. Other 

methodological sources are the approaches to framing analysis formulated by Gamson and 

Modigliani (1989) and Iyengar (1992). The central concepts of framing theory used in the study 

are frame building, framing and reasoning devices, and one-sided framing.  

The framing analysis is employed to conduct a quantitative study of the material retrieved 

from the online news outlets RT and Radio Liberty. This method is chosen because some 

research questions require comparing the material from different news outlets and, therefore, 

bringing it to comparable form. In particular, both inductive and deductive logic guide the 

reconstruction of appearing frames, despite Gamson & Modigliani (1989) arguing for avoiding 

induction in framing analysis. Some limitations are associated with quantitative framing 

analysis, as it will be demonstrated later in Chapter 6.  

The following Chapter 5 presents the key findings made in the attempt to answer the research 

questions. The examined key frames are be weighted and compared among the studied news 

outlets and their language versions.  
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Chapter 4. Findings 

4.1. Presentation of the conflict parties  

There is not much agreement between Russia and the US on the conflict regulation in Syria, 

so their news outlets predictably criticize one another’s actions. Both RT and Radio Liberty 

provide more details describing the parties their stakeholders oppose rather than those they 

support. Therefore, the presentation of the parties involved in the military action has an entirely 

different focus.  

The news articles of RT in English give us the information about 16 different oppositional 

groups, mainly Saudi and Turkey-backed Islamists, while the portrayal of opposition made by 

RT in Russian is not so detailed. Concerning the opposition, Radio Liberty mentions only two 

militant groups: the Free Syrian Army and Jaysh al-Islam; and even those mentions are far from 

systematic. The opposition units are often generalized as “anti-Assad forces” or “moderate 

opposition” in Liberty’s coverage. Svoboda and Liberty are more precise when it comes to 

“pro-Assad coalition”, in which about 10 different forces and units are mentioned. The parties 

mentioned by different news outlets concerning the two main events (the Syrian Civil War and 

the international intervention) are presented in the Appendix 5. 

Some of the opposition units described by RT are said to belong to or cooperate with the Free 

Syrian Army by other sources. However, the Russian strategic narrative is to “split” the concept 

of united “moderate opposition” constructed in the Western media and political discourse. RT 

puts particular factions or units under the “magnifying glass” demonstrating the tension among 

the opposition as well as the rebels’ brutality. Great attention is paid to the clashes between 

different oppositional factions, for instance, between the Kurdish militia and Jaysh al-Islam.  

In order to convey such debatable messages as connection to terrorists, RT English uses 

quotes (often from the Syrian government) or the genre of “op-edges.” Op-edge is an 

opinionated article appearing in the form of the interview or blog, followed by a disclaimer 

(“The statements, views and opinions expressed in this column are solely those of the author and 

do not necessarily represent those of RT”). RT Russian does not use the op-edge format, 

preferring to reprint the materials from English news section blogs as the expert interviews from 

time to time. 

Similarly, Liberty “magnifies” the SAR’s units and international forces involved in the 

Syrian Civil War often mentioning the suspected participation of the Russian ground units and 

private contractors. Officially, Russia was prohibited to use any ground forces in Syria, private 
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or governmental, so this accusation is conducted through the quotes of some experts, but never 

American officials. Liberty also uses personal blogs and genres of opinion journalism published 

without disclaimer, but with the author’s signature. Generally, both RT’s op-edge and Liberty’s 

signed articles may be classified as publicistic essays. 

There are a few important trends in the choice of words associated with the presentation of 

the conflict parties. Radio Liberty tends to name the Syrian opposition as “rebels” and 

“insurgents”, while calling governmental forces “Assad’s army” or “Assad’s allies.” Liberty 

almost never uses such titles as “army of the Syrian Arab Republic”, as if denying that Assad’s 

forces are the legitimate representatives of the country. The doubtful choice of words is that 

Russian and Iranian forces are often referred to as “fighters” (instead of the neutral “soldiers” 

or “military force”).  

RT in English is usually calling the Assad’s side the “governmental forces” emphasizing their 

legitimacy. RT in Russian follows the line and uses the “SAR’s army” wording. The Russian 

and Iraqi militants are referred to as “military force” in English; the same words are used in 

Russian language. RT in English usually calls the opposition “militants” and “Islamists” (when 

referring to the Islamist and Salafist groups). It is important to note that the Russian version of 

RT never refers to anti-government forces in general as “terrorists”. At least, there are no direct 

“terrorist” or “criminal” labels found in RT’s texts in the current sample, but possibly, there is 

an implicit one. 

The word “boewik” (in English, “gunmen”) in Russian language has several meanings: from 

neutral “armed men” to “criminal group” and “terrorists”. The word “bojewik” / “gunmen” has 

been used interchangeably with the word “terrorists” in connection with Chechen militants in 

the 90s, so there is a clear transfer of the meaning from the latter. Hence, saying that someone 

is a “gunmen” can possibly mean that this someone is a member of an armed insurgent group 

(original meaning) or a member of a terrorist gang (transferred meaning). Still, if “gunmen” is 

used interchangeably with “opposition” (neutral in Russian) or “militia” (rather positive), than 

it is possible to conclude that the choice of words is not suggestive.  

RT Russian mainly calls the Syrian opposition “gunmen” (in about 90% of the cases); and 

the paper argues that this choice of words is deliberate and aimed to present the opposition in 

the negative context, e.g., as being connected to terrorists or criminals. The native Russian 

speakers, invited as second coders, confirmed these findings saying that some articles were 

“anti-oppositional” even in those cases, when the text itself did not contain any emotive 

adjectives (such as “violent” or “extremist”) or cover the rebels’ brutality. Notably, these 

findings are applicable to those oppositional groups that are formally recognized by Russia 
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(such as the FSA) in contrast with the case of Jaysh al-Islam, which is said to be allied with 

terrorists by Russian officials too.  

4.2. Differences between Russian and English versions 

Radio Liberty’s coverage in English was found to be the most balanced and neutral. Usually 

news articles follow the main rhetoric tenets of “objective journalism”, namely the rhetoric of 

facticity, balance and neutrality (Coen and Roeh 1992: 44). Practically, the balance in conflict 

reporting means that the “opposing parties or competing points of view are given more or less 

‘equal’ presentation” (Ibid: 44). This is usually the case of the Liberty’s news reporting when 

it comes to quoting the speakers and mentioning different conflict parties and opinions. The 

principles of neutrality and facticity appeal to letting “the reader read the story his or her way” 

(e.g., one should avoid making conclusions about mentioned parties or opinions) and “minimize 

the rhetorical presence of the reporter” (stick to the facts) (Ibid: 45). 

The use of language corresponds with these principles, as framing devices can be found 

mostly in the eloquent statements of the Western politicians using metaphors or emotive 

vocabulary. The implicit means of framing are the choice of nouns used for presenting the 

parties mentioned above. Clearly, this choice of words matters because the word “rebel” evokes 

more sympathy than the neutral “opposition faction.” Some examples of the framing devices 

used by Radio Liberty in English are given below. 

Radio Liberty 

Syrian government forces backed by Russian air strikes have laid siege to several rebel strongholds. 

(Liberty, Feb 15) 

"Instead, Russia has indiscriminately bombed civilians and moderate opposition groups for months 

with impunity," McCain said. (Liberty, Feb 14). 

German Chancellor Angela Merkel said she was "horrified" by the suffering being caused by 

Russia's bombing campaign among civilians. (used 2 times: Liberty, Feb 8 and Liberty, Feb 9). 

UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon called the [Russian] attacks "blatant violations of international 

laws." (Liberty, Feb 15). 

The rhetoric of the Western politicians was partly balanced by providing the quotes from the 

Russian side and avoiding the formulated conclusion regarding their statements. E.g., the 

framing might be inclined to favor the Western policymakers, yet the news articles do not 

completely dismiss Russian arguments and denials of targeting any civilians. There have been 

some ambiguous practices as referring to Al-Hurra as the “Middle Eastern news channel” (e.g., 

the fact that Al-Hurra is sponsored by the US is shadowed). The bias is more evident in 
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Svoboda, which uses expressive titles, metaphors, and emotive vocabulary in its writings 

(including headings and subheadings) often outside of the speaker’s citation. 

Svoboda 

Title: “На Алеппо по трупам женщин и детей” (Climbing Aleppo over the corpses of women and 

children). (Svoboda, Feb 9) 

Subtitle: “С глаз долой – из сердца вон: смерти заключенных в Сирийской Арабской 

Республике” (Out of sight, out of mind: prisoners deaths in the Syrian Arab Republic) (Svoboda, 

Feb 8) 

Госдепартамент ставит под сомнение готовность и способность России остановить 

дальнейшие проявления жестокости режима Асада против собственного народа. (The State 

Department doubts that Russia is capable of stopping Assad’s brutality against his own people) 

(Svoboda, Feb 15) 

Международные правозащитные организации обвиняют Россию в военных преступлениях 

при проведении военной операции в Сирии, в частности, в уничтожении мечетей, рынков и 

больниц и школ. (International human rights activists blame Russia for committing war crimes 

during the Syrian operation, particularly, for destroying mosques, markets, hospitals and schools). 

(Svoboda, Feb 11) 

The articles in Svoboda are more detailed in portraying the destructions caused by Russian 

military forces. For instance, the last example from Svoboda mentions “destroyed mosques, 

markets, hospitals and schools”, while its English counterpart is found saying only that Russia 

is accused of targeting (some unknown) civilian objects. Overall, the anti-Russian narrative in 

Svoboda is more visible and salient with graphic, emotionally charged examples. The 

consistence and rigidity of this narrative is so remarkable, that it does not change over time as 

much as the English one.  

In March, Radio Liberty expressed some cautious approval of the Russian withdrawal and 

featured an interview with the State Secretary John Kerry saying, literally, that “Russia has been 

constructive in Syria” (Liberty, March 15). This short interview did not appear in the Russian 

language version. Instead, Svoboda published a long interview titled “Putin waved his wings to 

Assad” by columnist Alexander Gostev (Svoboda, March 15). Gostev interviewed the Russian 

expert Yurij Fedorov, who said that the withdrawal was a sign of the country’s military 

weakness and a “dishonorable maneuver”, as Putin had failed to fulfill political promises given 

to al-Assad. This contradictory narrative of a “shameful retreat” was not developed in further 

publications, as Svoboda nearly dropped the topic after the Russian withdrawal.  

The strategic narratives in RT in English had also undergone some noticeable changes over 

the course of time. In February, RT voiced the support of Syrian President with quotes from 
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Russian politicians and diplomats putting forward the argument that al-Assad is a legitimate 

leader and the request of oppositional militants and their backers should not oust him. In 

particular, RT quoted statements made by Russian PM Medvedev, al-Assad himself and his 

government’s members. The further the campaign went, the less support was provided to Assad. 

He was less often quoted in March and almost never in April.  

In March and April, the Kurdish YPG forces1 were enjoying the highly attentive and 

sympathetic coverage by RT in English, despite the fact that they belonged to the opposition 

and seized a part of the Syrian territories proclaiming Kurdish autonomy in 2011. In spring 

2016, YPG was mainly fighting with the terrorist groups and Turkish militants, so the bias in 

coverage could be characterized if not completely “pro-oppositional”, than at the very least 

“anti-Turkish.” Meanwhile, RT in Russian was focused on covering the “counter-terror” 

campaign based mainly on the sources in the Russian Defense Ministry, and did not engage 

much with the civil war events.  

The use of language and narration perspective is exceedingly different, as RT in English 

relies on live reporting, commentary of eyewitnesses and evoking the “presence effect”, while 

RT in Russian provides an emotionally detached observation “from above”, as if it is describing 

merely a map with some moving dots on it. Overall, RT is more focused on the activities of 

terrorist groups and the civilian cost of their offensives in Aleppo. A few examples below 

demonstrate the differences in narrating techniques: 

RT in English: 

She [RT’s journalist] passed by the ruins of a building which was leveled the day before. A whole 

family died there – four women and three children. (RT, March 8) 

Walaat Mamu, doctor at a local hospital, said that several victims came to the hospital with 

symptoms of suffocation after the [Turkish] shelling. (RT, April 7) 

One of the victims described his physical state on camera: “Suddenly I felt dizzy and unwell. I could 

not stand up. And now, I still feel bad, I can’t stand up or walk, my entire body is weakened.” (RT, 

April 7) 

RT in Russian: 

В результате обстрелов со стороны боевиков «Фронта ан-Нусра» за последние семь дней в 

Алеппо погибли 82 мирных жителя, 266 граждан получили ранения различной степени 

тяжести. [82 civilians died and 266 citizens were wounded in a result of Al Nusra Front’s attacks 

in Aleppo during the last 7 days]. (RT, April 12) 

                                                      
1 Kurdish YPG forces (People's Protection Units) is a military branch of Kurdish PYD (Democratic Union Party). 
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Шестеро детей погибли и несколько пострадали в сирийской провинции Алеппо в результате 

взрыва мины, которую заложили боевики группировки «Исламское государство». (6 children 

died and several were wounded in Aleppo after the explosion of the mine planted by the IS’ militants). 

(RT, April 8) 

Боевики террористической организации «Исламское государство» обстреляли ракетами 

жилые кварталы сирийского города Алеппо. Атака унесла жизни 14 человек, ещё 50 получили 

ранения. (The IS’ terrorists shelled the residential districts in Aleppo. The attack killed 14, another 

50 were wounded). (RT, April 5) 

4.3. Framing of the Russian intervention in Syria 

Generally, the studied material illustrated so many differences in framing by RT and Radio 

Liberty in their Russian and English versions that it would be harder to spot the similarities. 

Therefore, the study needed to quantify the data on framing devices to answer the research 

questions three and four. Quantitative analysis in framing research usually refers to “counting 

the number of times certain categories are used”, and the challenge is to find a “particular set 

of concepts is clearly related to a frame.” (Reese et al. 2001: 153) This allows conducting a 

semi-automatic analysis employing special software such as Atlas.Corpo.  

The shortcomings of this method are that the automatic analysis can overlook the attempts 

to reframe certain associated events using (and restructuring) the “rival” concepts (Ibid: 154). 

The role of international broadcasting in counter-propaganda is one of the central issues in the 

current paper, so it cannot effectively use machine analysis. In addition, the author wasn’t able 

to find a relevant methodology for cross-language framing analysis. 

The initial step of quantitative analysis was to count various presented parties and quoted 

sources in order to ascertain the employed frames. The author took this step before identifying 

the central frames and their most frequent interpretations. For instance, the frame “Counter-

terror operation” (CTO) can have the following interpretations concerning the Coalition’s and 

Russia’s actions: 1) the CTO is effective; 2) the CTO is not effective, but not harmful either; 3) 

the CTO is harmful. These frame interpretations are isolated from the material taking into 

account the main framing devices (language means) and reasoning devices (quotes, rhetoric 

techniques and tenets). 

It is also possible that a frame is mentioned, but not fully “interpreted”. For example, certain 

event in the counter-terror operation can be reported without any particular explanation of the 

operation effects. This incompleteness is quite typical for the news frames, as they are not 

initially designed for argumentation, unlike political speeches. Entman (2004) highlights that 

only some of the four main framing functions (problem definition, causal interference, remedy 
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and moral judgment) are carried out by one frame at a time. Entman (2004: 23) points out the 

“voids in [news] framing, gaps that audience may fill by using tacit understandings… or that 

they may simply ignore.” 

However, the study deals with planned communication, so the number of interpretations is 

limited and their re-appearance is consistent. All shares below are counted as relative, unless 

stated otherwise. Relative share refers to how many times the answer appears out of all times 

the frame is discussed, and absolute share refers to how many times the answer appears out of 

all articles’ volume. The way to calculate the shares as relative is chosen to make the presented 

data more tangible and take into account the emerging clashes. Obviously, the same proportions 

will occur in the absolute shares, but on a larger scale. The absolute shares, showing how many 

times the frame did not appear at all, are indicating the significance of this frame in the whole 

sample. The frequency across the whole sample is that at least one frame is guaranteed to appear 

in the article, and usually more than one (2.4 per unit).  

 

4.3.1. Civil War frame 

The mentions of the civil war constitute the key divide between Russian and American 

propaganda. The strategic narrative constructed by RT is that Russian key interest in Syria is to 

confront the spread of global terrorism. Another important point is to communicate the Russian 

authority in the conflict regulation and the CTO as one equaling the American involvement. 

Assumingly, this is a part of the bigger “meta-narrative”, portraying Russia as one of the main 

global forces (Vitopoulus 2015). Hence, the Russian and American involvement in Syria are 

equally covered in both RT Russian and RT English. The differences in shares can be explained 

by the fact that the English version provides more context and “diagnosis” of the events, while 

the Russian coverage is more superficial.    

It is possible to claim that Svoboda’s key objective is communicating to Russian speakers 

that Russia intervenes in the Syrian Civil War trying to keep Bashar al-Assad in power. As 

much as three-thirds of all articles contain this frame, unfolded to a certain degree. Some articles 

discuss the Russian intervention as its central topics, some focus on the recent battleground 

developments and explain that Russia is there to back al-Assad as a context. The Liberty’s 

framing is quite similar to Svoboda’s as it devotes twice as much space to the Russian 

intervention compared to the American role in the conflict. The causal inference for Russian 

actions is discussed below, while the framing of the Coalition’s purposes lies beyond the scope 

of the current research.  
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Table 5. The civil war frame 

 SVOBODA LIBERTY 

CIVIL WAR FRAME* absolute share absolute share 

The Coalition intervenes in the civil war 

in Syria 15,55% 26,64% 

Russia intervenes in the civil war in 

Syria 76,29% 52,75% 

 RT Russian RT English 

CIVIL WAR absolute share absolute share 

The Coalition interferes in the civil war 7,59% 18,86% 

Russia interferes in the civil war 7,60% 17,66% 

4.3.2. Counter-terror operation frame 

Both RT and Liberty criticize the other parties (other than their respective senders) for 

unsuccessful or harmful actions in the course of the Counter-Terror Operation. It is evident that 

Svoboda mentions the Russian airstrikes only to say that they are harmful and not at all 

contributing to any counter-terror developments. The quote from the interview with Grigoriy 

Kosach in one of Svoboda’s articles perfectly illustrates the way, in which Russian role in the 

CTO is framed: “Russian airstrikes target ISIL only when ISIL fights Assad” (Svoboda, Feb 

9). Liberty, however, provided some minimum space for the “rhetoric of balance” concerning 

the Russian airstrikes, as 8% of the mentions were left without any interpretation (the articles 

did not say whether Russian strikes had any success or did any damage).  

RT in English portrays the Coalition actions as mostly harmful (19% out of 24% of the 

mentions). The main argument is that the there is no coordination among the Coalition 

members, as Turkey and Saudi Arabia claim that Kurdish YPG are terrorists and Turkey has 

attacked the Kurdish positions in Aleppo. At the same time, the Western members, including 

the US, confirmed that they did not recognize YPG as a terrorist group and urged Turkey to 

stop the shelling. According to RT, Turkish offensive led to numerous deaths and injuries 

among the Kurdish civilians in Aleppo. Another consistent criticism in RT is that the Coalition 

members fail to identify the connections between Saudi-backed Jaysh al-Islam and al-Qaeda 

factions (mainly, the al-Nusra Front). 

Unexpectedly, RT in Russian left more space for “non-negative” framing of the Coalition’s 

role in the CTO. This is explained by the fact that “domestic” RT promotes the narrative that 

Russia fights the terrorists in Syria in a close partnership with the US. Nearly one-third (30%) 

of the CTO interpretations in the Russian version mentions Russia’s counter-terror strikes – as 

opposed to only 6% in its English counterpart. This might be interpreted as the case of 

disinformation towards Russian speakers, yet the statistics-like reports of RT Russian make it 

impossible to isolate evidently false statements (providing untrue facts). The whole “anti-
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terror” frame in RT in Russian is constructed with the extended coverage of terrorists’ brutality 

and notions that Russia is set to put an end to those unhuman actions. 

Table 6. The interpretations of the CTO frame across news outlets 

COUNTER-TERROR FRAME SVOBODA LIBERTY 

The coalition is mentioned, including 15,21% 46,98% 

the Coalition is effective 14,05% 11,67% 

the Coalition is harmful 0,00% 0,00% 

Russia is mentioned, including 25,60% 35,69% 

Russian action is harmful  25,12% 27,32% 

Russian action is effective  0,00% 0,40% 

CTO is not mentioned (absolute) 33,02% 31,29% 

COUNTER-TERROR FRAME RT RUSSIA RT ENGLISH 

The coalition is mentioned, including 24,36% 24,57% 

the Coalition is effective 0,00% 3,38% 

the Coalition is harmful 11,90% 19,81% 

Russia is mentioned, including 29,49% 6,44% 

Russian action is effective  28,01% 0,01% 

Russian action is harmful 0,00% 0,00% 

CTO is not mentioned (absolute) 34,24% 45,79% 

4.3.3. Diagnostic frame: Reasons for the Russian intervention 

Svoboda and Liberty provide some diagnosis in the majority of articles. The most popular 

reasoning is that Russia wants to keep Assad in power. This frame “interpretation” is singled 

out because of its high frequency. In fact, the consistent repetition of the “al-Assad-backing” 

formula is not an actual explanation, as the fully developed diagnosis would provide the readers 

with the reasons why Russia is backing al-Assad. Liberty provides a deeper analysis in about 

20% of cases and Svoboda in about 25%. The mentioned reasons fall into four categories with 

some dissimilarity between the two languages (see in Table 7).  

Notably, Svoboda connects the campaign in Syria with the Ukrainian crisis more often than 

Liberty. Svoboda also offers original explanations that do not appear in the English version, 

such as “Putin wants to get back on Erdogan” (classified as “other reasons” in Table 7). In the 

majority of cases, RT avoids the explanation of the Russian intervention in Syria. RT in English 

highlights the counter-terror mission slightly more than RT in Russian. The frame 

interpretations that “Russia supports al-Assad as a legitimate leader in Syria” mostly appeared 

in the articles published in February and only once in March.  

Table 7. The diagnostic frame 

DIAGNOSTIC FRAME SVOBODA LIBERTY 

Russia is backing al-Assad, not clear why 32,34% 46,96% 

Russia is backing al-Assad to retain political 

influence in the Middle East 13,21% 8,81% 

Russia is fighting the terrorists because of 

national / global security interests 1,32% 2,57% 
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Russia is fighting the terrorists to improve 

the relations with the West 4,77% 7,08% 

Russia is “playing muscles” (shows off the 

military power) 4,67% 3,57% 

Russia wants to overcome isolation after the 

Ukrainian conflict 20,43% 9,17% 

Other reasons  8,14% 0,00% 

Reasons are not explained (absolute) 15,12% 

 
21,83% 

DIAGNOSTIC FRAME RT in Russian RT in English 

Russia is backing al-Assad, because he is a 

legitimate president 

5,01% 7,55% 

Russia is fighting the terrorists because of 

national / global security interests 
10,86% 21,62% 

Russia is fighting the terrorists to improve 

the relations with the West 

4,04% 1,08% 

Reasons are not explained (absolute) 79,09% 69,75% 

4.3.4. Humanitarian frame 

The significant difference found between the Russian and English coverage is the references 

to humanitarian aid provided by some parties to the Syrian people. RT in English never refers 

to the Russian aid in Syria, at least in the current sample. It is not an accidental trend since the 

narrative of “assisting in reconstruction of war-torn Syria’ is one the most popular leitmotivs 

on the Russian state TV echoed in 24% of aid mentions by RT Russian. Svoboda mentions the 

Western aid in 32% of cases compared to only 7% in Liberty probably trying to counter Russian 

state propaganda concerning the roles of different international actors in Syria.  

Table 8. The humanitarian frame 

HUMANITARIAN FRAME SVOBODA LIBERTY 

Western aid 31,68% 7,28% 

UNs aid 7,19% 0,83% 

NGOs aid 11,92% 7,76% 

Turkey's aid 1,38% 0,79% 

Humanitarian crisis is 

mentioned without connection 

to any aid (absolute) 20,43% 22,58% 

Humanitarian crisis is not 

mentioned (absolute) 28,97% 36,40% 

HUMANITARIAN FRAME RT RUSSIAN RT ENGLISH 

UNs aid 47,42% 73,07% 

Western aid 0,00% 6,16% 

Russian aid 23,53% 0,00% 

NGOs aid 23,45% 20,78% 

SARs aid 5,59% 0,00% 

Humanitarian crisis is 

mentioned without connection 

to any aid (absolute) 31,04% 34, 93% 

Humanitarian crisis is not 

mentioned (absolute) 40,11% 29,40% 
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4.3.5. Responsibility frame 

The attribution of responsibility was examined in connection with such effects of war as 

civilian death and injuries, forces displacement, and destruction of civilian infrastructure. The 

responsibility frame is the only part of the qualitative coding, where disagreements has emerged 

among the coders. The contradictory cases are marked in the Table 9 with asterisks (*) and 

commented below. 

Liberty is very cautions and precise in the responsibility attribution and only puts blame by 

quoting the renowned Western speakers such as Angela Merkel or the head of Human Rights 

Watch. Russia is said to be responsible in 21% of cases in Liberty’s framing. In contrast, 

Svoboda puts responsibility on Russian forces in as many as 48% of cases and the quoting is 

less accurate (for instance, the allegations sometimes appear in headings and subheadings 

without references or inverted commas). The Svoboda’s “blaming” language is more expressive 

than the one of its English counterpart. For instance, Svoboda has published the articles titled 

“The human cost paid for Palmyra’s liberation” (Svoboda, March 28) and “Climbing Aleppo 

over the corpses of women and children” (Svoboda, Feb 9). What the English and Russian 

versions have in common is that Radio Liberty never blames the Coalition members and puts 

very little responsibility on the terrorist groups. 

The terrorists’ brutality is an important part of the RT’s narrative, so the UN recognized 

terroristic groups are largely blamed for civilians’ suffering in both language versions. The 

Coalition is said to be responsible for some effects of war, mainly in association with the 

Turkish offensive against Kurds. In English version, the distinction between Turkey and the 

Coalition as a whole is more pronounced, so the second coders identified the blaming of Turks 

without tackling the Coalition as well. This distortion can be explained by a simple 

inattentiveness of the coders (the instructions mentioned that Turkey was a member of the 

Coalition). However, it can also signal that RT has managed to distance Turkey from the rest 

of the Coalition, so the paper uses the version provided by the second coders. 

Another important disagreement among the coders is the attribution of responsibility towards 

the opposition in the Russian version of RT. The author believed that blaming was transferred 

to the Free Syrian Army, as it was named among the fighting parties in Aleppo in the articles 

discussing civilian victims. Despite the fact that responsibility was attributed mainly to the Al-

Nusra Front, both the terrorists and the FSA were called “bojewiki” (gunmen) and mentioned 

in one line. However, this explanation may be too far-fetched, as the second coders do not 

follow the author.   



35 

 

Table 9. The responsibility frame 

 

RESPONSIBILITY FRAME 

 (Who is responsible for the 

effects of war?) 

SVOBODA LIBERTY 

SHARE 

 

SHARE 

 

Russia  48,35% 21,10% 

Assad’s government  26,19% 19,08% 

Terrorists  2,55% 1,58% 

The effects are mentioned, but 

the responsibility is not 

attributed 5,58% 19,83% 

The effects of war are not 

mentioned (absolute) 17,33% 38,41% 

RESPONSIBILITY FRAME RT Russian RT English 

UN recognized terrorists (ISIL, 

Al-Nusra Front) 

34,12% 41,46% 

Moderate opposition (Free 

Syrian Army) 

0.00% to 4,08%* 0,00% 

Islamists opposition (Jayash al-

Islam) 

14,59% 6,93% 

The Coalition including  28,16% 30,20%* 

Turkey 15,98% 23,05%* 

the US 11,06% 8,37% 

The effects are mentioned, but 

the responsibility is not 

attributed 4,34% 30,50% 

The effects of war are not 

mentioned (absolute) 

43,09% 28,34% 

4.3.6. Prognostic frame 

The prognostic frame demonstrates some agreement between the two senders in terms of 

frame interpretations. The similar solutions were offered including the ceasefire and peace talks, 

and the counter-terror operation. This frame seems to come as the closest to foreign policy 

objectives and is not influenced by the language to the same extent as the previous frames. 

Though, there is still some evidence of the one-sided framing as the solutions offered by the 

opponents do not appear in the news of RT and Liberty.  

Table 10. The prognostic frame 

Prognostic frame Svoboda Liberty 

al-Assad should step back 14,36% 26,83% 

Russia should withdraw  24,28% 13,39% 

Ceasefire & Peacetalks 13,59% 5,77% 

The CTO should continue 10,05% 1,18% 

Iran should agree on the 

ousting of Assad 0,00% 6,08% 

Other solutions 4,29% 1,18% 

No solution mentioned 

(absolute) 33,44% 44,60% 

Prognostic frame RT Russian RT English 

al-Assad should step back 0,00% 6,81% 

al-Assad should stay 2,87% 5,32% 
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the CTO should continue 13,51% 19,18% 

Turkey should withdraw  8,07% 16,25% 

Ceasefire & Peacetalks 8,12% 0,00% 

Invite Kurds to peace talks 9,47% 4,82% 

Exclude Jaysh al-Islam  from 

peace talks 

 

2,22% 7,99% 

Other solutions  2,90% 9,21% 

No solutions mentioned 

(absolute) 

 

52,84% 25,43% 

4.4. Chapter summary 

The current chapter presented the main findings concerning the framing of the Russian 

intervention in Syria by RT and Radio Liberty. The unfolded answers to research questions can 

be found in the material of the chapter, and the summary is presented below. The quantitative 

findings are surely a big part of the answers to questions, yet the numbers will not be repeated 

here. These brief answers summarize the main trends that are based on qualitative analysis and 

interpretation of quantitative data (see in Paragraph 4.3). 

RQ1. What framing techniques does Radio Liberty employ in reporting on the Russian 

intervention in Syria in its English and Russian versions?  

The materials published at Radio Liberty in English appear as the closest to the values of 

public diplomacy or “democratic propaganda.” Their reporting is the most accurate in terms of 

quoting, working with sources, and the principles of objective journalism (neutrality, facticity 

and balance). Svoboda is probably the most controversial case, since this news outlet combines 

the features of both democratic and authoritarian propagandas.  

The Liberty and Svoboda’s sources include both the Western and Russian media, and the 

opposite opinions are being voiced. Still, the dominance of the American opinion is more 

evident in Svoboda than in Liberty as the framing devices are employed differently: for 

instance, the metaphors and emotive vocabulary used in journalistic writing (e.g., outside the 

speaker’s quotes) and expressive catchphrases appear in headings and subheadings.  

There is an overall pro-American bias in Svoboda’s rhetoric, attribution of responsibility, 

and featured experts’ comments. As it comes to the invited experts, the authority of the speakers 

is sometimes doubtful. The author was able to recognize just one interviewee at a glance – 

Russian sociologist and publicist Sergei Kara-Murza. Several interviewees were unfamiliar and 

sometimes resembled the RT’s way of inviting the “Western experts” with low credibility.  

RQ2. What framing techniques does RT employ in reporting on the Russian 

intervention in Syria in its English and Russian versions? 

RT in English has managed to keep up to the public diplomacy standards in some cases, 

though the others reveal the clear preference given to the Russian sources in conflicting cases. 
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RT more often appeals to the emotions using live reports and the “presence effect” techniques. 

The civilian casualties are placed to the fore, while the context is missing. For instance, the 

diagnostic frame is not well developed in RT’s coverage. However, RT in English could be 

classified as “soft” authoritarian propaganda, because it avoids deception and sticks to the facts 

provided by legitimate, traceable sources.   

RT in Russian is much closer to the classic authoritarian propaganda, because it relies almost 

solely on Russian sources, including the Russian defense ministry (the main source by far), RT 

in English and other Russian media. The news translations to Russian are a messy adaptation 

with lost disclaimers and RT’s English columnists being called “the Western experts” 

sometimes. The original content in RT Russia is mostly drawn on the intelligence reports and 

interviews with the Russian military officers and policymakers. 

RQ3. What differences (if any) occur in framing of the event in Russian and English 

versions of these news outlets? 

The differences between the Russian and English versions were found in both news outlets 

on the different levels (framing and reasoning). Their appearances are quantified as various 

interpretations of the six key frames: Civil War and Counter-terror operation frames, 

Responsibility and Humanitarian frame, Diagnostic and Prognostic frames (see in the 

Paragraph 6.4). 

The general trends are that the news coverage by state-sponsored media corresponds to the 

foreign policy orientation, as well as considers the target audience. The prognostic frame is 

seemingly the closest to the general foreign policy objectives, as it appears to be the least 

influenced by the language. In other frames, English and Russian versions often highlight 

different aspects of the same event or issue addressed to the certain target audience. 

RQ4. Is framing of the event more inclined towards ‘one-sided framing’ in Russian 

language news at RL and Radio Liberty than in the English counterparts? 

Table 11 presents the evaluation of each frame depending on the frame attributes and 

interpretations. Although the slant in news coverage is found in each language version, there 

are still several noticeable differences in their framing strategies. The tendency to balance is 

interpreted here as a missing “closure” to the frame interpretation or the ability to provide some 

middle ground. For example, while framing the humanitarian crisis in Syria, the sender may 

avoid mentioning the sender’s contribution and provided aid altogether (“missing closure”). 

Similarly, while framing the CTO, the sender may recognize the other parties’ efforts in fighting 

the terrorism, not only the senders’ allies (“middle ground”).  
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This assessment allowed making the conclusions about the tendency towards more balanced 

or one-sided framing.  These findings partly confirm the initial hypothesis that the news in 

Russian language is more slanted and inclined towards one-sided framing, though each news 

outlet has specific reporting and framing strategies. 

Table 11. The tendency to balanced or one-sided framing 

News outlet 

/ frame 

Responsibility 

frame 

CTO frame Humanitari

an frame 

Diagnostic 

frame 

Prognostic 

frame 

RT Eng One-sided 

framing 

More balanced 

framing 

More 

balanced 

Nearly absent More balanced 

RT Rus One-sided One-sided One-sided Nearly absent One-sided 

Liberty More balanced  More balanced More 

balanced 

One-sided More balanced 

Svoboda One-sided  One-sided One-sided One-sided One-sided 

The potential limitations and implications of the study will be discussed in the following 

chapter. The implications here mean an attempt to conceptualize findings, e.g., to explain them 

from the perspective of existing propaganda and public diplomacy theories. 
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Chapter 5. Limitations and 

discussion 

The current chapter discusses the limitations of the study, the potential implications of 

findings and the perspective directions for future research. The main limitations associated with 

the material (in terms of sampling and data mining), and the employed method (methodological 

lacunae and research design), as well as the ethical issues. The implications are discussed within 

the framework of the propaganda theory and global media studies.  

5.1. Limitations  

5.1.1. Limitations associated with material  

As it was mentioned before, the current study has encountered significant challenges 

associated with sampling. In particular, it was problematic to isolate relevant items from the 

continuous flow of online publications in RT and Radio Liberty, and achieve compliance 

between the data collected from several news sources. The findings proved that significant 

differences occurred even within different language versions of outwardly the “same” news 

outlet, as they might had different sections and editorial practices. There was little resemblance 

in the RT’s and RL’s materials in terms of publication frequency, article volumes, genres, and 

the use of multimedia components.  

Therefore, the dissimilarity and features of the material itself (fragmented, loosely structured 

and open for updating by the owner) affect the accuracy of sampling as well as the possibility 

to retrieve the same material for another research. The study relies on the methodological 

guidelines provided by (Macmillan 2000, Hester and Dougal 2007) to improve the validity of 

sample. Still, the lack of widely recognized methodology for the analysis of online news limits 

the reproducibility, e.g., the ability to compare the current results with the others achieved 

through different sampling methods.  

The quantitative analysis provides more accurate and statistically representative results if 

performed on similar units (e.g., a TV newscast or a newspaper article). The study strived to 

remove some imprecision by “weighing” the frames accumulating in dissimilar units in 

accordance with the units’ volumes. The calculation formula is based on the knowledge that 

longer articles, including interviews and multimedia materials (photo, audio, video, social 

widgets), usually occupy more prominent places on the website.  

This constructed visibility of the online platform format can be very important for the 

editorial policy. Oksana Yukhim, the former editor of IA Russia Today, explained in the 
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interview that the articles representing Russia “in better light” were getting a better positioning 

on the website compared with neutral or partially critical articles. Although, it was not possible 

to track down which position each item had occupied on the website (the main page, header 

with preview or regular news column), the used formula tried to incorporate this knowledge by 

giving more statistical “weight” to longer articles with illustrations.   

5.1.2. Limitations associated with method 

The initial hypothesis was that Russian language news outlets were more oriented to one-

sided framing than the English ones. This hypothesis was partially proved as the study found 

several statistically meaningful correlations between the language and prevalence of one-sided 

framing. However, the findings also showed that all sources were inclining towards one-sided 

framing up to a certain degree, and that the opposite frames’ attributes did not appear often in 

every news outlet. This inexactness in the results should be associated with the limitations of 

the method, as the employed methodology is still relatively new and needs refinement. Entman 

(2010: 404) noticed that his findings pointed at “the substantial lacunae that remain in the study 

of media framing, bias, and political power.”  

The inherited shortcomings of the framing analysis are that the diffuse nature of media 

frames provokes multiple interpretations and lowers the reliability of results. Double coding 

was employed to prevent individual reading from influencing the analysis. The inter-coder 

reliability was different in connection to various types of questions. In particular, the coders 

failed to identify the alliances among the conflict parties, as many did not consider the Kurdish 

factions as a part of the Syrian opposition. The last question in the coding book had to be 

completely excluded from the analysis, as the answers did not provide the necessary 

repeatability (lower than 80%). The minor discrepancies in the understanding of the Coalition 

membership were considered acceptable and discussed in Chapter 4.  

An ambiguous decision in the current study is an attempt to reduce the diverse material to 

common denominator (e.g., conducting analysis of common frames and their attributes). Thus, 

the purposes of comparative study and its deductive logic could partly diminish the richness 

and diversity of the material. Other additional frames could be constructed through a separate 

analysis of the same texts driven by different purposes.  

Another limitation is associated with the cross-language analysis. As the author could not 

find any consistent methodology for revealing the frames constructed in different languages, 

the study is exploratory and does not purport to be an in-depth linguistic analysis. The methods 

of comparative linguistic could definitely enrich the findings, yet it was not clear how to 

correlate the framing devices emerging in one language and absent in another.  
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For instance, the grammatical category of voice is highly important in political 

communication in Russian, as it has been proved by CDA scholars (see in Seriot 1985). In 

particular, the statement in Russian passive voice does not seem incomplete even if both the 

subject and object are absent. E.g., the outwardly vapid header “The airstrikes have been 

performed in Aleppo” (meaning “Russia performed airstrikes in Aleppo”) is quite usual for the 

Russian press. The passive voice is a powerful framing device as it implicitly diffuses causal 

inferences. However, the current analysis interpreted the objectless passive voice as an attribute 

of incomplete framing following Entman (2004), who stated that the framing function could 

not be performed if the actor and object were missing.  

5.1.3. Ethical issues 

One research practice that may raise some ethical questions is the selection of the second 

coders. The majority of the second coders were acquainted with the author before their 

participation in the experiment. Despite the differences in their backgrounds, nationalities and 

languages spoken, it is possible to conclude that coders belong to same social group of young 

people (from 25 to 29 years old) with second-cycle education (bachelor, master of equivalent 

degree).   

Arguably, it leads to a higher intercoder reliability and makes the current study exclusive, as 

it does not consider the news readings that may occur among other social groups (older or less 

educated people). The current study recognizes this issue as a part of a broader discussion of 

the distorted presentation of social groups in the scientific experiments. Some scholars drew 

attention to the fact that the majority of experiments involved students or graduates as 

participants, who could not represent a broader society (Watters 2013).  

There is some evidence that higher education correlates with higher media literacy (Arke & 

Primack 2009), so the coders’ selection can be criticized as exclusive towards the people with 

lower education. Although this problem has been recognized from the beginning, the author 

had no resources to invite the third-party coders except those volunteering to participate. The 

call for participants was published on Facebook at the author’s personal page and several public 

groups. 

Theoretically, people of different backgrounds could become the second coders, as the only 

condition was the fluency in English or Russian. Practically, only one participant, previously 

unknown to the author, responded and took part in the double coding. At the same time, this 

study is concerned with a broader inclusion in the field of global media studies. The ethical 

consideration along with other factors motivated the research design and comparison of the 

news content delivered differently in English and non-English language. 
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It is necessary to note that the author is unattached, personally or emotionally, to the issue of 

propaganda conducted by (or against) Russia. The decision to analyze this particular topic was 

driven by the interest to the public diplomacy practices beyond the “traditional” Western 

paradigm. However, the language skills and background knowledge limit the scope of the 

phenomenon that can be approached by the author.  

The interviews with the current and former editors from the International Information 

Agency “Russia Today” (InIA RT) were conducted for collecting background information about 

practices in RT’s different editorial offices. However, the interviewed professionals mentioned 

a non-disclosure agreement with InIA RT banning them from sharing detailed information about 

the organizational structure and working routines in RT. Due to these organizational barriers, it 

is plausible that the interviewees may have concealed some information for the sake of their 

own security, and this study cannot incorporate the interviews outcome as findings.  

Nearly all participants preferred to stay anonymous, except the former online editor of the 

Spanish office, who declared her disapproval of some practices in RT and shed a light on the 

organizational biases and pressure put on the journalists of RT. However, Oksana Yukhim said, 

“the Spanish editorial office is probably the most mismanaged one [in InIA RT]”, so it is not 

possible to apply her comments to the entire organization. Thus, the author has decided to use 

the interviews outcome in the discussion of potential implications solely as background 

material.   

5.2. Discussion: Democratic and authoritarian propagandas revisited 

The findings of the current study suggest that the propaganda practices could be influenced 

by other factors than a political ideology of the sender and policy objectives. The first chapter 

presented the models of democratic and authoritarian propaganda as inheriting the values of 

respective political regimes (Taylor 2011, Taylor & Snow 2010, Jang 2014). An ideology is an 

undoubtedly powerful factor, influencing the domestic and foreign policies, public diplomacy 

strategy and, subsequently, state broadcasting objectives and practices. However, the other 

influential factors are the journalism ethics and orientation to target audiences. Ellul (1979) has 

already noticed that external propaganda, which is used by democratic regimes, differs from 

domestic communications. Later, a few similar arguments have appeared in connection with 

modern “war propaganda” (Hiebert 2003, Robinson 2005, Taylor and Snow 2006, Guth 2008).  

Figure 1 presents the potential implications the current findings bring to the theory of 

international propaganda. The upper segments schematically ‘place’ the propaganda senders 

into the field of the English language news, which audience is presumably represented (mainly) 

by the populations of Western democracies. Here, Radio Liberty operates in its “native” 
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communication sphere, when the broadcaster also sets some “industrial” standards for the 

public diplomacy practices. The Liberty’s news coverage follows the policy objectives, but it 

is inclined towards more balanced framing (see in the Chapter 6).  

A former journalist of RT US, who preferred to stay anonymous, said to the author that RT 

largely followed the professional codes, which had been established in the American 

journalistic community. She also noted that the chief editors and other supervisors never 

interfered with the news production, so the content of each newscast was a result of journalistic 

teamwork. The interviewee admitted that the channel might express greater interest in the topics 

concerning Russia, which she characterized as “quite natural.” She completely dismissed the 

assumption that journalists in RT US were being told which news to cover.  

The reporting routines in RT are said to include the editorial conferences, where the 

newscasts content is discussed and planned, field reportages and studio work. Altogether, the 

interviewee, having an eight year background in American media, claimed she that felt no 

significant difference in the RT’s routines compare to work in the US media. On the contrary, 

she said that RT provided a valuable opportunity at the early step of her career and descried the 

senior colleagues as “great professionals, mostly the American journalists.” 

This commentary generally corresponds with the current findings. RT English, even labeled 

as “authoritarian” propaganda, is found providing “more balanced” framing of the Russian 

intervention in Syria, than RT Russian and Svoboda. There is still an evident pro-Russian bias; 

though it does not stretch much further than the pro-American bias in Radio Liberty’s content. 

It may seem that RT has silenced the reasons for the Russian intervention in Syria, but then 

there is no exact comparative material as the study excluded the diagnosis of the Coalition’s 

intervention in Syria. This limit was realized only on the later steps of the research. Roughly 

speaking, Liberty provided as little reasoning for the US intervention in Syria, as RT did for the 

Russian military presence, though the calculations to measure this were not made. 

Following the arrows on Figure 1, we see that the lower segments are not separated with the 

upper ones. This illustrates the fact that RT Russian and RT English have institutional 

connections, as well as Liberty and Svoboda have. There is an exchange of original materials 

among various editorial offices, and the content produced by journalists in one office can 

certainly be translated to other languages. However, RT’s English content was translated 

selectively, with significant omissions. As the results have demonstrated, one of the 

interpretations present in the CTO frame in English (“the Coalition is effective”) is missing in 

the Russian version. Similar discrepancies have occurred in other frames, and the overall 

framing is found to be one-sided.  
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The interviewee from the Russian editorial office of RT had worked as a foreign news editor 

and later as a social media editor for 4 years altogether. She said that RT Russia used to translate 

the content provided by their foreign colleagues, but also tried to approach the sources, 

especially the Russian-speaking ones, independently. RT’s mission in Russia was explained as 

being able “to lead the domestic news market and provide the fastest possible coverage on 

international news.” Evidently, the goal was to shape the narratives about to be picked up by 

other Russian media.  

The interviewee admitted that supervisors interfered with editorial policy concerning the 

news selection and framing. Thus, she recalled the case of the Ukrainian conflict when all of 

the editors and journalists were “said to avoid mentioning the Russian military in the Eastern 

Ukraine.” The editor said, “In the very beginning, we had to write that it wasn’t clear who the 

militants on the ground were. Later, Putin had publicly admitted that there were Russian troops, 

so we could mention this too.” However, the interviewee said that only particularly “sensitive 

topics” of foreign affairs were subjected to such censorship. She noticed that RT enjoyed a 

relative “freedom” in the domestic news coverage compared to some other state-funded media 

in Russia: “Unlike many other Russian media, we covered the Russian opposition and Navalny 

in the Bolotnaya protests.” 

Oksana Yukhim said that most of the stories published in the Spanish online news outlet had 

been “severely filtrated” by supervisors. A regular online editor had little to no authority in the 

topic’s selection, and even once approved and already published articles could be swiftly 

removed later after the “command from the top.” Yukhim recalled a case when she had featured 

a report from the Russian economic ministry discussing the economic crisis in Russia. “Usually, 

we check the number of views the article has and move popular stories to the main page. That 

story about the crisis was popular, so it was moved to a better position on the website. Later, 

my supervisor berated me for doing this, saying that only the stories portraying Russia in a 

favorable light appeared on the main page.” 

This commentary, together with the other findings, allows arguing that practices at Russia 

Today relate to authoritarian propaganda with its censorship, surveillance and deception. What 

effect could it have on Svoboda? Presumably, Svoboda should be guided by the values of 

democratic propaganda and the standards set by its English-language counterpart. Yet, the 

results show significant differences in the news framing in Svoboda in comparison with Liberty. 

It is possible to assume that systematic hardline propaganda, which is conducted in the Russian 

state media (see in Dougherty 2014, Pomerantsev 2015), forces Liberty to “lower the bar” and 
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adopt the similar style of propaganda with repetitive one-sided news framing and expressive 

language.  

Figure 1. The interplay between democratic and authoritarian propagandas 

 
Selectiveness seems to be one of the most important tools in Svoboda, as it has been quite 

evident that this news outlet has almost dropped the whole topic of Syrian civil war after the 

withdrawal of the Russian forces. Certainly, the limited resources and the necessity to focus on 

other events concerning Russia could explain it. However, Svoboda also chose not to feature 

John Kerry’s comment, in which he said that “Russia has been constructive in Syria” (Liberty, 

March 15) as Liberty did. These facts suggest a possible interpretation that Svoboda has fallen 

into a trap of its own making. After its previous narrative’s claims that Russia’s actions in Syria 

were purely destructive, voicing any support was no longer possible. Unfortunately, the author 

did not get a chance to interview any employees of Radio Liberty. 

5.3. Chapter summary  

The distinction between authoritarian and democratic propagandas seems to include some 

unresolved tension. The authoritarian propaganda is said to be intolerant to the alternatives, 

while the democratic one is meant to be more tolerant and “informative”. Taylor (2012) also 

argued that propaganda is the most effective when the recipient does not register the bias, e.g., 

when offered information appears as impartial and balanced. Yet it is difficult to imagine any 

strategic communication tolerating completely opposite viewpoints, since such “pluralized 

propaganda” will be self-refuting. Democratic propaganda can describe different standpoints to 

build trust, but it also ensures that the sender’s “truth” prevails: 

•Authoritarian 
propaganda in 
neo-
autoritharism

•Democratic 
propaganda in 
authoritarianism

•Autoritarian 
propaganda in 
democracy

•Democratic 
propaganda in 
democracy 
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rhetorically 

neutral

Adopts 
facticity and 

balance, 
imitates 

neutrality

Selective use 
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intensified 
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Strengthened 
rhretoric, 

selectiveness



46 

 

 “To project a truer, more balanced, image of that [democratic] society, governments need to conduct 

international information campaigns— which some may call propaganda—in order to ensure that 

their “truth” prevails” (Taylor 2002: 439). 

The effect of democratic propaganda is reflected in “hegemonic framing” as Jang (2014) 

called it. Thus, presenting the conflicting opinions and contradictory facts, the propagandist 

relies on unobtrusive framing devices to win the argument. At least, this theory can explain why 

the tendency towards one-sided news framing has been continuously emerging in the current 

findings. The lack of middle ground and the prevalence of the policy objectives over the balance 

in reporting were previously explained as effects of propaganda in news framing (see in Jowett 

and O’Donnell 1992, Nohrstedt et al. 2000).  

Traditionally, the foreign policy objectives and political ideology were seen as the main 

factors shaping the propaganda directed towards foreign audiences. However, the findings of 

this study suggest two other factors. 

1) The local news discourse seemed to have some influence on the foreign sender. This 

could explain why Svoboda used far more expressive language than Liberty did. Probably, 

Svoboda’s journalists consciously or unconsciously reproduced some discursive practices 

typical for the Russian media discourse. This assumption does not question their professional 

skills, but rather suggests that language can greatly influence the reporting style. 

2) The journalistic code of ethics can be very powerful in democratic societies. This can 

explain why RT’s reporting in English is seemingly more balanced. One reason is that use of 

deception would clearly lead to legal prosecution in the US or other Western countries, where 

RT operates. However, many Western journalists will not agree to become propaganda 

agitators, and they are more likely to cooperate in a form of “public diplomacy” practice (e.g., 

maintaining the certain level of editorial independence but engaging closely in issues related to 

Russia, as the interviewee from RT US has explained).   

Therefore, it is possible to argue that authoritarian propaganda operates to its full extent only 

in non-democratic societies, and has to be reconfigured to seemingly democratic propaganda, 

if it is directed towards democratic audiences. In fact, RT’s editor in chief Simonyan, educated 

in Columbia University, told that Russian leaders would prefer to have a tighter control over 

the RT’s narratives, but this would prevent the channel from gaining any sympathy in the West 

(Surganova & Glinkin 2016).  
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Chapter 6. Conclusions and 

perspectives 

6.1. Conclusions  

The current paper analyzed the framing of the Russian intervention in Syria by RT and Radio 

Liberty in the framework of propaganda studies. The differences between the Russian and 

English versions were found in both news outlets on the different levels (framing and reasoning 

devices). Their appearances are quantified as various interpretations of the six key frames: Civil 

War and Counter-terror operation frames, Responsibility and Humanitarian frame, Diagnostic 

and Prognostic frames. 

The general trends are that the news coverage by state-sponsored media corresponds to the 

foreign policy orientation, as well as considers the target audience. The prognostic frame is 

seemingly the closest to the foreign policy objectives, as it appears to be the least influenced by 

the language. In other frames, English and Russian versions often highlight different aspects of 

the same event or issue in both RT and Liberty’s coverage.  

This assessment allowed making the conclusions about the tendency towards more balanced 

or one-sided framing. These findings partly confirm the initial hypothesis that the news in 

Russian language is more slanted and inclined towards one-sided framing, though each news 

outlet has specific reporting and framing strategies 

The materials published at Radio Liberty in English appear as the closest to the values of 

public diplomacy or “democratic propaganda.” Their reporting is the most accurate in terms of 

quoting, working with sources, and the principles of objective journalism (neutrality, facticity 

and balance). RT in English more often appeals to the emotions using live reports and the 

“presence effect” techniques.  The civilian casualties are placed to the fore, while the context 

is missing. For instance, the diagnostic frame is not well developed in RT’s coverage. However, 

RT in English could be classified as “soft” authoritarian propaganda, because it avoids 

deception and sticks to the facts provided by legitimate, traceable sources.    

RT in Russian is much closer to the classic authoritarian propaganda, because it relies almost 

solely on Russian sources, including the Russian defense ministry (the main source by far), RT 

in English and other Russian media. Svoboda is probably the most controversial case, since this 

news outlet combines the features of both democratic and authoritarian propagandas. There is 
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an overall pro-American bias in Svoboda’s rhetoric, attribution of responsibility, and featured 

experts’ comments. 

The main theoretical implication of the findings is that the distinction between authoritarian 

and democratic propagandas driven solely by ideology should be revisited. An ideology is an 

undoubtedly powerful factor, influencing the domestic and foreign policies, public diplomacy 

strategy and, subsequently, state broadcasting objectives and practices. However, the other 

influential factors are the journalism ethics and the local news discourse. RT English, even 

labeled as “authoritarian” propaganda, is found providing “more balanced” framing of the 

Russian intervention in Syria, than RT Russian and Svoboda. 

Presumably, Svoboda should be guided by the values of democratic propaganda and the 

standards set by its English-language counterpart. Yet, the results show significant differences 

in the news framing in Svoboda in comparison with Liberty. It is possible to assume that 

systematic hardline propaganda, which is conducted in the Russian state media (see in 

Dougherty 2014, Pomerantsev 2015), forces Liberty to adopt the similar style of propaganda 

with repetitive one-sided news framing and expressive language. The news discourse itself can 

be a powerful factor as the journalistic work is conducted in certain cultural environment.  

The journalistic code of ethics can be another powerful factor, influencing the state-

sponsored broadcasting directed at foreign audiences. RT Russian appears as being quite close 

to “classic” authoritarian propaganda in the domestic coverage, while RT’s reporting in English 

is seemingly more balanced. Western journalists may not agree to become propaganda agitators, 

and they are more likely to cooperate in a form of “public diplomacy” practice (e.g., maintaining 

the certain level of editorial independence).   

This study has shown that state-sponsored news outlets may offer different news framing to 

different audiences. Instead of leveraging the integration, this localized strategy contributes to 

the information divide as the West audience enjoys more balanced reporting, while the 

audiences in neo-authoritarian countries such as Russia are bombarded by the polarized 

propaganda messages. Certainly, this is a broad generalization to make after one study, so 

further research is needed to confirm or challenge the current findings. 

6.2. Perspectives 

6.2.1. Coordination between international propaganda and foreign 

policy 

An incidental observation, emerging from the studied material, is the potential coordination 

between (authoritarian) propaganda and foreign policy, where the former prefigures the latter. 

In the earlier RT coverage, the Syrian Civil War and the negotiations initiatives are 
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accompanied by the implicit or explicit support of al-Assad. The SAR’s President is portrayed 

as a legitimate leader of the country, who cannot be ousted by request of the “foreign-backed 

rebels.” The echoes of this leitmotiv could still be heard in the RT’s reporting in February 2016, 

but in the beginning of March, prior to the Russian withdrawal, they nearly disappeared.  

In the RT’s narrative, the Russian withdrawal was not a “surprising move”, as the Western 

media had framed it. The withdrawal was prefigured by a transformation of the strategic 

narrative. This observation reminds of the fact that propaganda studies have always been 

serving the intelligence purposes. Alexander L. George (1959) developed a method for 

detecting the current and future policy objectives, studying the propaganda narratives. 

Certainly, these theory and methodology, designed during the Second World War, are old-

fashioned.  

However, the method itself may appear applicable to modern foreign propaganda employed 

by neo-authoritarian governments. The sudden U-turns in the news narratives, if studied 

systematically, may signal of the forthcoming policy changes. The academic interest here does 

not lie in predicting the policy developments, but rather in detecting the reproducible features 

of propaganda, which may not have changed as much as the proponents of the new public 

diplomacy have hoped. 

7.2.2. International propaganda on the global media map 

The tendency to globalization of the news broadcasting has been countered by just as strong 

localization trends (Figenschou 2014). The penetration of satellite TV technology resulted in 

the expansion of major Anglo-Saxon news broadcasters and, at the same time, stimulated the 

rapid growth of localized media channels challenging the Western commercial networks 

(Thussu 2007, Rai & Cottle 2007). Consequently, the competition among the news networks 

has intensified with the growth of new state-funded international and local channels 

(Fingenshou 2014). 

The political economy approach draws attention to the satellite networks ownership, 

highlighting the continuing domination of Western media in terms of global audience reach 

(Thussu 2008, Cottle and Rai 2010). At the same time, some evidence shows that globalization 

of Western news broadcasting has turned out to be a failing strategy (Sparks 2005, Hafez 2007), 

as the audience of global English news channels consists mainly of world elites (Sparks 2005: 

42). Lately, such major players as the BBC and CNN changed their global strategy, offering 

localized programming and translated or dubbed newscasts instead (Fingenshou 2014: 6). As 

parts of the global news media, state-funded broadcasters too offer local news coverage in their 

target regions, as well as their own perspectives on international affairs. 
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Several researchers initiated the discussion of region-specific strategies of the global news 

outlets (Hafez 2007, Abdul-Mageed & Herring 2008, al-Najjar 2009) and their ability to 

challenge the local media agenda (Orgad 2008). The studies of localized strategies of the 

international media (whether private networks or state-funded channels) should bring a new 

perspective to global media studies. 

6.2.3. Links between international broadcasting, social media and 

political mobilization 

International news channels have received more scholarly attention than online news outlets, 

as the latter is sometimes considered inferior to the TV content. Today, web platforms play an 

increasingly important role in the global news distribution, as they have a great capability to 

influence the national and international agendas. Open-access online platforms allow 

oppositional news sources to bypass the “gates” of the national media system, creating a crucial 

opportunity for “countering” the mainstream. Notably, this strategy can be effective in both 

democratic and authoritarian media systems. 

The international broadcasters’ essential contribution to media pluralism in non-democratic 

societies remains understudied. A limited number of empirical studies examine the ability of 

the international media to “re-frame” the local news (Orgad 2008) or to “accelerate the cultural 

diffusion” (Elasmar 2014). Many researchers acknowledge the role of social media in political 

mobilization in modern Russia (Entling et al. 2010, Koltsova & Shcherbak 2015) without 

making a connection with the tactics that international media use in Russian blogosphere.  

Pomerantsev and Weiss (2014: 17) argue that social media allowed RT to enter the Western 

public sphere with the channel’s allegedly leading positions on YouTube. Entertaining content 

tailored for news consumption habits of the young audiences (such as In the Now project or a 

feed at Coub) normalizes the use of RT’s content, “which is widespread even on conservative 

sites” (Greenfield 2015). Surprisingly, the top stories brought to Reddit blogs from RT.com are 

not entertaining but rather politically inclined (Reddit 2016), a fact that indicates some success 

of the RT’s social media strategy.  
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Appendix 1. RT and Radio Liberty: 

history and policies 
Even though the Cold War ended over 20 years ago, its legacy is still influencing the media 

discourse, having a direct impact on public opinion in both the US and the Russian Federation 

(Bayulgen & Arbatli 2013). In the academia, the Russian external broadcasting is sometimes 

perceived as a successor of Soviet totalitarian propaganda (Weiss & Pomerantsev 2014), while 

the American broadcasting is portrayed as “democratic propaganda” (Taylor 2011).  

The Russian policymakers were criticized for the limited understanding of state-sponsored 

external broadcasting as an instrument for “information war” (Nye 2013, Pomeratnsev 2015, 

Xie & Boyd-Barrett 2015). Their American counterparts partly share this combative spirit, 

resurrecting the Cold War atmosphere. Thus, Walter Isaacson, a former Chairman of the 

Broadcasting Board of Governors (2009-2012) said, “In this new struggle, just like in the old 

one, one of the most important arrows in our quiver will be the power of press in promoting 

democracy and freedom” (quoted in Powers & Samuel Azran 2015: 247). 

The modern American and Russian public diplomacy combine different approaches and tools. 

Robin Brown named the following American programs for information influence: “Military 

concepts of information warfare, foreign policy of public diplomacy, and approaches to media 

management drawn from domestic politics” (Brown 2003: 90). Similar elements can be found 

in the Russian information confrontation strategy (Weiss and Pomeratnsev 2014, Pomerantsev 

2015) and “soft power” programs (Simons 2013, 2014, Evans 2015). Figure 2 below illustrates 

a brief summary of those programs. The following paragraphs will discuss RT and Radio 

Liberty in connection to these strategic domains. 

1.1.Radio Liberty / Radio Free Europe 

External broadcasting played a significant role in the ideological confrontation between the US 

and the Soviet Union during the Cold War. Shortly after the WW2, the US established external 

broadcasting in the Eastern Bloc countries, supervised by the Broadcasting Board of Governors 

(BBG). Funded by the US Congress, the BBG is still in charge of the American external 

broadcasting activities.  

Launched in 1950, Radio Free Europe initially targeted five countries of the Eastern Bloc. 

Three years later, American broadcasting in the region expanded with the launch of Radio 

Liberty, which focused on the USSR nations and offered programs in 15 languages. During the 

long history of RL/RFE, the organization’s regional strategy underwent considerable changes. 

The two stations together used to work with programming in 63 languages (RL/RFE Archives 
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2016). Currently RL/RFE continues to broadcast in 28 national languages of Eastern Europe 

and Central Asia (Ibid). The news programs in Russian language has been on air without 

interruptions since 1953. 

Figure 2. The strategic approaches influencing international broadcasters 

 

 

Due to the lack of data on the audiences located behind the Iron Curtain, the immediate effects 

of American broadcasting remain understudied. Arch Puddington, a former deputy director of 

the New York bureau of Radio Free Europe (RFE), argues that the US officials commonly 

underestimate the American radio broadcasting contribution to the Soviets’ defeat in the Cold 

War (Puddington 2003). The journalist explained that RFE and Radio Liberty provided a 

valuable alternative to the Soviet propaganda and undermined the communists’ information 

monopoly in the USSR and the Eastern Bloc countries.  

Several years later, these claims were partially confirmed by the empirical evidence, collected 

by R. Eugene Parta (2007), that include over 50.000 interviews with the Soviet citizens who 

travelled abroad in a period between 1970 and 1991. The research proved that RL/RFE efforts 

“played an important role in the complex process of shaping Soviet listeners’ opinions on 

[international] events” (Parta 2007: 66). In particular, Radio Liberty’s programming in 1984-

87 was very effective in raising the disapproval of the war in Afghanistan among the Soviet 
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Nevertheless, the researchers admit that their data are limited, fragmented and not 

representative for the entire USSR population. To a great extent, audiences of Radio Liberty in 

the USSR consisted of urban elites, including dissidents, the intelligentsia and political workers 

(Ibid, 27-39). The analysis of RL’s programming showed that it was “essentially targeted at an 

educated urban audience” (Ibid, 30) with primarily male listeners from 30 to 49 years old. 

Soon after the collapse of the Soviet Union, external broadcasting to the former Soviet 

Republics was moved to the wayside, as the Clinton administration significantly reduced the 

funding for Radio Liberty in 1995 (Puddington 2003: 30). At the same time, the concept of 

“public diplomacy” emerged in the US. In 1987, the Department of State defined it as 

“government-sponsored programs intended to inform or influence public opinion in other 

countries; its chief instruments are publications, motion pictures, cultural exchanges, radio and 

television” (1987). 

In the post-Cold War era, media relations became an important tool for public diplomacy. 

Robert Entman (2004) coined a term of “mediated public diplomacy”, defined as “the 

government’s attempt to shape and influence their framing in the international news media” 

(Entman 2004: 89). The scholar suggested an integrated approach to the analysis of the role of 

the media in power distribution that employed agenda setting, framing, and priming concepts 

(Entman 2007: 164). The objective of mediated diplomacy is to improve the country’s 

perception by the foreign audiences and influence foreign policymakers.  

The struggle for the access to the international media and the pursuit to win the sympathetic 

coverage became central factors in the post-Cold War conflicts (Hammond 2007, Sheafer 

2009). The growing impact of the media coverage on foreign policymaking was conceptualized 

as the “CNN effect”, which was said to be one of the main factors that drove the West towards 

military intervention in Kosovo, Somalia and Rwanda (Bahador 2007, 2012). However, Entman 

(2004) and Robinson (2005) argue that the “War on Terror” has suppressed the CNN effect in 

foreign news coverage in the US after 9/11. 

During the presidency of George Bush, the American foreign policy was said to be 

“determined” by the global terrorism threat (Domke 2004, Robinson 2005). Piers Robinson 

wrote, “There are strong grounds for concluding that the threat of communism, which helped 

create an ideological bond between journalists and policy-makers during the Cold War, has 

been replaced by the ‘war on terror’ ” (Robinson 2005: 348). Under the current American 

Information Operations (IO) doctrine, the press offices for war reporters are incorporated into 

a military institution, which is also engaged in deception and secrecy. Robin Brown noticed, 
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“Despite military press officers insist they will not deceive the media, the doctrinal relationship 

between their work and other elements of IO creates suspicions” (Brown, 2003: 90). 

The public diplomacy theorists agree that modern media landscape requires working with not 

only traditional media, but also the Web and social platforms. In response to the conflict in 

Eastern Ukraine, the Broadcasting Board of Governors increased the funding for RL/RFE 

operations in Russian and Ukrainian languages under the Ukraine Freedom Support Act of 2014 

(BBG 2014). The new strategy included the evolution of RL/RFE online services, its growing 

presence on Russian social media platforms, such as @SvobodaRadio on Twitter and “Radio 

Svoboda” community on the largest Russian social network VK (https://vk.com/svobodaradio), 

and the development of new applications for iOS and Android in Russian.  

In 2014, RL/RFE launched a special project called “Crimea.Realities” (Крым.Реалии), 

consisting of radio broadcasting, reaching “a large part of Crimea’s territory” (RL/RFE 2014), 

and online news platform available at http://krymr.com in Russian, Ukrainian, and Crimean 

Tatar languages. The current journalistic mission of RL/RFE is to “provide […] uncensored 

news, responsible discussion, and open debate in countries where a free press is banned by the 

government or not fully established” (RL/RFE 2016). 

Today, RL/RFE actively uses new media technologies in its efforts to reach younger audiences 

in Russia and Ukraine. The BBG announced that the improvements introduced in 2014, such 

as news programming, social media engagement and extended live coverage, doubled the 

weekly reach of American state-sponsored radio in both Ukraine and Russia (The BBG Press 

Release 2014). According to the BBG’s annual report, RL/RFE together with Voice of America 

reached 7.6 million Ukrainian listeners weekly in 2014 as well as in 2015 (Report 2014, 2015). 

The data on Russian audience and demographic profiles of listeners were absent in these 

reports, or at least in the versions publicly displayed by the BBG. 

1.2.Russia Today / RT 

The Soviet regime saw propaganda as a legitimate and inexhaustible source of power, and 

Weiss & Pomerantsev argue that Russia largely adopts the old “propaganda toolkit” (Weiss & 

Pomerantsev 2014: 9). Despite the apparent continuity between the old Soviet and modern 

Russian media practices, there is also a significant change associated with the political shift. 

Ekecrantz (2009: 81) argued that the Russian media system combines neo-liberal and neo-

authoritarian features, and that “[the Russian] media environment seemingly based more on the 

pleasure principle, which is supportive of both nationalism and patriotism, than on the reality 

principle”. 

https://vk.com/svobodaradio
http://krymr.com/
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In the 1990s, the post-Soviet Russia experienced a significant cultural influence of the US 

through cultural products, consumer goods marketing, business ethics and other factors. Since 

the collapse of the Communist ideology, the Americanization of Russian culture, lifestyle, and 

language had been a major concern for many Russian intellectuals (Inozemtsev 2011). The 

conservative and anti-American sentiments arose as an opposition to the rapid changes in 

modern Russian society, and became a popular leitmotif accompanying Russia’s so-called 

“defensive” military intervention in Ukraine (Pomerantsev 2014).   

The Russian program for national information security is called the “Information 

Confrontation” (“Protivoborstvo”). The Protivoborstvo creates a legal and institutional 

framework for the “protection of the national information infrastructure, the integration of 

Russia into the global information space” (Presidential Decree, 2000). Weiss and Pomerantsev 

criticize the Protivoborstvo doctrine for the obsession with “conspiratorial” idea of Russia 

“being under mass information and influence attack from the West” (Pomerantsev & Weiss 

2014: 12).  

The protection of “media sovereignty” became one of the key strategies for the Russian 

information policy as well as the ambition to influence foreign audiences (Simons 2014, 2015). 

Over the last decade, Russia invested considerable efforts into the global communication 

strategy, that combined domestic and international media intended “to articulate Russian 

foreign policy” (Golan & Viatchaninova 2015). This information strategy included launch of 

the international news channel Russia Today in 2005 and restructuring the old-fashioned radio 

network “Voice of Russia” into online news platform Sputnik News in 2014.  

The satellite TV network RT (former Russia Today) is often portrayed as a main Russian tool 

for “information warfare” (Xie & Boyd-Barrett 2015, Pomerantsev 2015). Currently, RT 

operates 24-hours news channels in English, Arabic, and Spanish, as well as online news outlets 

in 6 languages (same as TV, plus Russian, German, and French). The media experts suspect 

that RT’s latest announcement of “distribution reach to about 700 million households in more 

than 100 countries” (RT, 2016) is nothing but a “figures juggling”, as no reliable audience data 

are provided (Zavadski 2015).  

RT’s Editor-in-Chief Margarita Simonyan describes her media service as a “liberal” one 

(Surganova & Glinkin 2015), claiming that RT “chooses topics uncovered by mainstream 

Western media and, therefore, contributes to opinion pluralism”; though she admits that this 

strategy is chosen for communicating Russian position to the Westerners more effectively 

(Ibid). Peter Pomerantsev (2015) argues that the allegedly “liberal” standpoint of RT is a 

delusion, used to cover the “ideological vacuum” behind the modern Russian propaganda. In 
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his opinion, RT’s mission to “question more” is, in fact, a mission to question everything until 

the whole idea of truth is undermined (Pomerantsev 2015: 39-42).  

The Russia’s efforts to improve its image with international PR and broadcasting, and gain “soft 

power” were assessed as a failure (Nye 2013, Simons 2013). Joseph Nye (2013) argues that 

Russia and China misinterpret the concept of soft power, as it is “a product of flourishing private 

sector and civil sector in a free society” that doesn’t exist in a “non-free” society (Nye 2013). 

Greg Simons concludes that Russian projects of public diplomacy, including the use of NGOs 

like Rossotrudnichestvo and international forums like Valdai Discussion Club, have not 

improved the country’s image (Simons 2013). The Russian external media are said “to use the 

outdated method of passive one-way mass communication” that is unlikely to attract the target 

audience (Ibid: 449).  

However, other studies confirmed success of at least some Russian communication programs. 

Guy Golan & Evhenia Viatchaninova (2014) analyzed the impact of Russian advertorials, 

featured in The Washington Post and The Times of India, on public discussions in the US and 

India. Despite the fact that Russia Beyond The Headlines used a paid channel for 

communication, the researchers argued that it was able to “influence and shape public opinion” 

in both targeted countries (Golan & Viatchaninova 2014: 1286). They emphasized, “The 

advertorials placed in the elite foreign media provide the organizations with the high perceived 

credibility and complete control over content” (Ibid, 1287). 

In 2016, RT won the Webby Award in “People's Voice” voting for Best Social Media in News 

& Information (Webby Awards 2016) beating such well-established Western networks as the 

BBC and the New York Times. Weiss & Pomerantsev (2014: 17) noticed that social media 

allowed RT to enter the Western public sphere with the channel’s leading positions on 

YouTube. Shuster (2015) estimated that “RT generates more YouTube views than any other 

news channel in the world” beating youth-oriented channel Vice News. Open-access online 

platforms allowed RT to bypass the “gates” of the Western media system, creating a crucial 

opportunity for “countering” the mainstream media. Entertaining content, tailored for news 

consumption habits of the young audiences (such as In the Now project or a feed at Coub), 

normalizes the use of RT’s content, “which is widespread even on conservative sites [in UK]” 

(Greenfield 2015).   
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Appendix 2. Western and Russian 

coverage of the Syrian conflict 

The uprising in Syria started with the “Arab Spring” protest movement in the beginning of 

2011. The Western media covered the events as an “initially non-violent resistance” repressed 

by severe government crackdowns. Erickson Nepstad (2011: 487) reports, “Disturbed by orders 

to attack unarmed civilians, [the Syrian military] troops began defecting during the summer of 

2011”. Later, some defectors established the “Free Syrian Army”, a militant group aiming “to 

overthrow Assad’s regime through an armed struggle” (Ibid: 488).  This group and its allies are 

usually portrayed as “(moderate) opposition” in the Western sources. 

In the beginning, the Western media covered the Syrian war with great sympathy for the 

protesters and condemned the regime’s brutality (Brown 2014a), despite the Western 

journalists’ limited access to the actual scene (Lynch et al. 2014). The Peace Works report 

highlighted that foreign journalists usually visited rebel-controlled areas under the “guidance 

and control of rebel handlers” (Ibid: 7). The footage aired by the Western media was often 

retrieved from the protesters’ social media as the “Syrian opposition worked hard to craft a 

narrative for the international media of a peaceful, pro-Western uprising” (Ibid: 8). Al-Ghazzi 

(2014: 449) argues that the Western media provided “universalized portrayal” of the Arab users 

on Twitter as the “citizen journalists” without delving into the cultural context. 

The al-Assad’s reported use of chemical weapons against moderate rebels in Damascus street 

fights in 2013 was extensively covered and criticized in the Western media (Brown 2014b). 

Brown notices that graphic images of dying and suffering non-combatants stimulated Western 

leaders to take urgent measures in providing military support for the rebels (Brown 2014b: 236). 

In 2013, Russia remained the main external power opposing the Western call for a “forceful 

response” in Syria at the UN Security Council, and Russia was often portrayed as “an obstacle 

to peace” by the Western media (Ibid: 241). Later that year, the US began providing training, 

equipment and intelligence for “moderate rebels” in Syria (Barnes & Entous 2015).  

The US-backed “moderates” were no longer the dominant force on the battleground since 2013, 

when the ISIL and Al-Nusra Front seized up to 80% of all rebel-controlled territory (The 

Economist 2013). The Free Syrian Army lost a significant amount of its weapons and vehicles 

to the ISIL and al-Qaeda factions (Sly 2014). The threat of global terrorism, associated with the 
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ISIL’s international operations, led to a greater involvement of the international forces in the 

war-torn region.  

In September 2014, ten NATO members supported the US-led counter-terror operation 

targeting the ISIL and Al-Nusra Front units in Syria with airstrikes, and supplying weapons to 

the “moderates” (Raddatz, Martinez, Ferran 2014). According to media reports, nearly all of 

the US-trained rebels from the Free Syrian Army, set to fight the ISIL, were killed, captured or 

missing by mid-2015 (Miklaszewski 2015). The uncertain results of the Western counter-terror 

campaign in Syria, as well as the growing threat of the ISIL terror attacks paved the way for the 

Russian intervention, started in September 2015 (Dearden, 2015).  

The Western and Russian media have had different perspectives on the events in Syria since 

the beginning of uprisings in 2011. James Brown (2014a) conducted a comparative analysis of 

the civil war in Syria coverage by Russian and Western quality newspapers in 2011-2012. 

Brown highlighted the differences in the Western and Russian narratives constructed around 

the events in Syria, which could be categorized into three main topics: 

1. The violence of the Assad’s regime gets much more attention in the Western newspapers 

comparing to their Russian counterparts, and the tones of coverage are different. The Western 

media present a “dramatic” picture of the crackdowns “to ensure heightened emotional impact”, 

while Russian journalists tend to avoid “affecting language” in their reports on opposition’s 

oppression (Brown 2014a: 58). 

2. Notions of oppositional violence and jihad have emerged in the Russian reports much earlier 

than in the Western, and the framing of extremists’ role in the Syrian opposition differs: 

“The dominant Russian narrative holds that such radicals have played a significant part in the 

uprising from almost the beginning, the Western discourse maintains that they only emerged 

much later in the conflict as a response to the regime’s unconstrained brutality and are still not 

representative of the broader opposition movement. (Brown 2014a: 59). 

3. Predictably, the role of Russia in the conflict is presented in a completely polarized way. 

The Western media tend to portray Moscow as “a close ally of Damascus, cold-bloodedly 

defending its national interests and defying the international community” (Brown 2014a: 59). 

The Russian newspapers put Moscow in a position of “an independent arbiter”, who seeks to 

defend “a fragile international order from the reckless adventurism of the United States” (Ibid: 

60). 

Later, Brown extended his study of the Western and Russian narratives in regard to the Syrian 

war with an in-depth analysis of coverage related to chemical attacks in Damascus in 2013 
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(Brown 2014b). This research confirmed his earlier findings about the strong contrasts 

occurring in various aspects of the Western and Russian coverage:  

“These variations have been shown to be most apparent in three areas: the details and style of 

reporting; the attribution of responsibility and assessment of motivations; and the representation 

of the roles of Russia and the Western powers” (Brown 2014b: 242).  

Brown (2014: 242) made the general conclusion that “the Russian newspapers’ account of the 

Ghouta attacks is no more discernibly propagandistic than that of the Western newspapers.” 

However, there are concerns about propaganda of the Syrian campaign, emerging in the Russian 

state media later in 2015. Thus, Dmitryi Stovsky (2015: 141) portrays the “anti-ISIL campaign” 

on Russian federal TV as “an apotheosis of propaganda and hysteria.” The scholar argues that 

Russian leadership “aggressively” primed the domestic audience for a military intervention in 

Syria, mongering the fear of terrorist attacks (Ibid: 141-142). These contradictory conclusions 

should not be generalized, since very few media studies are available and the knowledge is 

limited. 

Brown’s findings were used as background material for the current research on the Syrian 

conflict coverage in the Russian and American international media, targeting each other’s 

audiences. Yet taking a comparison of media narratives to the international level is not the main 

objective of this study. The aim is to understand whether the contradictory framing emerges in 

the news “packages” produced by the international media for different audiences, and what 

tendencies can be traced in English and Russian language coverage. 
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Appendix 3. Additional 

information about sampling 

The sample had to include the materials relevant to the comparison of framing strategies 

employed by RT and Radio Liberty in their Russian and English news covering the 

developments of conflict in Syria. Therefore, the sample is not meant to connect with some 

particular event or issue raised during the Syrian conflict but rather to grasp the overall strategy 

of the Syrian war coverage.  

The study also had to take into consideration specific characteristics of publishing practices at 

the online platforms. One sampling strategy is collecting materials during a certain consistent 

period (e.g., all of the materials published in one week/month) or using “constructed weeks” 

for online news (Hester and Dougal 2007). These strategies proved to be effective for 

broadcasting media, where the news is packed in specific podcasts or programs. However, the 

researches face the challenges of extracting the news items from the continuous news flow 

when working with online platforms (Macmillan 2000). 

All online materials available at RT.com or Svoboda.org are interconnected through links, 

thematic categories, references, and other means of structuring the news flow. If the phrase 

“conflict in Syria” is used as a search query, the samples include reporting on Syria as well as 

a great number of side materials referencing the topic (including reporting on “refugee crisis”, 

“global terrorism”, “human rights”). Therefore, this strategy is not very effective for the study 

goals, providing too many materials and distorting a thematic connection.  

Searching through all of the materials published at RT and RL online platforms from January 

to April 2016 in connection with the Syrian conflict helped to understand the timeline and key 

events of the military campaign and international negotiations. The decision was to focus on 

the battles in Aleppo, since all of the main parties of the conflict had been active in this 

strategically important area. Additionally, the connection with a bigger context (truce 

negotiations, civil war in Syria and international regulation) is not missing from the selected 

materials, since it usually comes up in news reports and blog articles discussing battles in 

Aleppo. 

Another typical feature of the online news environment is the prompt publication of 

amendments and additions to previously published news. Online news outlets compete with 

each other in reporting speed and sometimes publish small pieces of information before the 
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story fully develops. If the “constructed week” approach is used for online news, it will not be 

possible to connect small “pieces of the puzzle” into a coherent storyline. Because of that 

feature, it is preferable to collect the news from a consecutive period. 

On the other hand, the changes of framing over time are also important for the study purposes. 

The framing of events slightly changed after the events that took place in March (the partial 

withdrawal of Russian military and the Geneva ceasefire agreement). Thus, the final decision 

was to retrieve the materials from three full weeks: prior (February 8 to 15), during (March 8 

to 15) and after Geneva peace negotiations on Syria and Russian withdrawal (April 5 to 12).  

The changes in coverage strategies are already evident in terms of attention given to the Syrian 

events prior and after the withdrawal. In April, RT Eng and RL Eng were still providing similar 

volumes of articles covering the conflict in Syria, while RL Rus had nearly dropped the topic 

and RT Rus had limited the coverage to publication of short articles based on Russian military 

reports (See in Samples ENG RUS in table form). 

Thus, it is necessary to note that the sample of RT’s and RL’s reporting is structured by thematic 

connection (“Russian intervention in Syria through the reports on battles in Aleppo”) and time 

development. This sampling strategy has been employed to provide rich and varied material 

suitable for the goals of our study. The final sample consists of 178 items or 402.926 characters 

without spaces. The quantitative characteristics of the sample are presented in Table 3. 

Table 3. Sample size 

  RT Rus     RT Eng     

  Number of 

items 

Charact Share Number Charact Share 

April 9 24942 6,2% 17 29129 7,2% 

March 10 28122 7,0% 12 27683 6,9% 

February 17 61393 15,2% 20 48845 12,1% 

Total per media 36 114457 28,4% 49 105657 26,2% 

Overall 178 402926    5     

 

  Liberty     Svoboda     

  Number Charact Share Number Charact Share 

April 11 22415 5,6% 6 5529 1,4% 

March 15 30815 7,6% 9 28844 7,2% 

February 28 51521 12,8% 24 43688 10,8% 

Total per media 54 104751 26,0% 39 78061 19,4% 

Overall 178 402926    5     

Both RT and Radio Liberty use different genres of opinion journalism such as blogs and 

analytical essays, or “op-edges.” These genres often contain important political comments and 
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causal inferences concerning the news events, so they are included in the sample to enrich the 

study material. However, the news itself contains enough framing devices, so there is no real 

need to overweight the sample commentary materials, as they are usually longer and more 

speculative than the news articles. The opinionated publications comprise some 15% of the 

sample size. More information about the functions of blogs and essays will be provided in the 

next chapter. 
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Appendix 4. Coding book 

Code Code description and instructions 

  TECHNICAL CODES 

A1 Article number  

А1_1 Coder (write your name) 

A2 Date published 

A3 News outlet (RT Eng = 1, RT Rus =2 , Liberty Eng = 3, Liberty Rus = 4) 

А3_1 Article title 

A4 Author (if mentioned) 

A6 Article volume (in symbols without spaces) 

  QUANTITATIVE CODES (MATERIAL MAPPING) 

S SPEAKERS (who is cited), including 

S1.2 OFFICIALS, KNOWN PERSONS СITED (use names or codes) 

S2 ORDINARY PEOPLE CITED (write to which social group they belong) 

MP MENTIONED PEOPLE (who is mentioned but not sited), including 

MP1 OFFICIALS, KNOWN PERSONS MENTIONED (use names or codes) 

MP2 ORDINARY PEOPLE MENTIONED (write social group or use codes) 

MO MENTIONED ORGANIZATIONS (use codes or titles) 

MC MENTIONED PARTIES OF CONFLICT in Syria, including 

MC1 KNOWN PARTIES (use codes or write titles) 

MC2 

UNCLEAR PARTIES (put here those parties, whose role in the armed 

conflict is not  

  

clear, e.g. you can't say if they are militants or international observers or 

civilians) 

V VISUALIZATION 

  Put "1" for every type of visualization you find in the article 

B1.1 No visualization 

B1.2 Visualization - maps and diagrams 

B1.3 Visualization - photos 

B1.4 Visualization - video 

  INTERNATIONAL COUNTER TERROR OPERATION in Syria 

T1 

The US-lead coalition fights terrorists in Syria (mentioned = 1, not mentioned 

=0) 

T2 Russia fights terrorists in Syria (mentioned = 1, not mentioned = 0) 

  CIVIL WAR IN SYRIA 

S1 

The US provided military support to some parties in civil war in Syria (yes = 

1, no = 0) 

S2 

Russia provided military support to some parties in civil war in Syria (yes = 

1, no = 0) 

  QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS 
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CODE 

D DIAGNOSTIC FRAME (reasons for Russian intervention) 

  Put "1" for each suitable answer 

  Q: "Does the article explains WHY Russia intervened in Syria?" 

D1 The reasons are not at all explained (yes = 1) 

D2 If reasons explained, choose one or few of the following options 

D2.1. Russia is backing Assad, not clear why 

D2.2. Russia is backing Assad to retain political influence in the Middle East 

D2.3. Russia is fighting the terrorists because of national / global security interests 

D2.4 Russia is fighting the terrorists to improve relations with the West 

D2.5 Russia is "playing muscles" (shows off the military power) 

D2.6 Russia wants to overcome isolation after the Ukrainian conflict 

D3 Other reasons (please briefly explain which reasons) 

CODE 

C COUNTER TERROR FRAMES 

  Choose only one answer for C1 and C2 and mark it with "1" 

  Q: "What we learned about international counter-terror operation?" 

C0 Counter-terror operation is not mentioned at all (if yes = 1) 

C1 The US-lead Coalition fights terrorism in Syria (mentioned = 1) 

  If possible, explain what we learned about the Coalition's operations? 

C1.1. The Coalition's operation is effective against terrorism 

C1.2. The Coalition's operation is ineffective, but not harmful 

C1.3 

The Coalition's operation is both ineffective and harmful (for.ex.: strengthens 

terrorism) 

C2 The Russian role in counter-terror operation (mentioned = 1) 

C2.1. Russian operation is effective against the terrorism 

C2.2. Russian operation is ineffective against the terrorists, but not harmful  

C2.3 

Russian operation is both ineffective and harmful (f.ex.: Russia fights anti-

terror groups) 

C3 Other (please specify) 

CODE 

E 

EFFECTS OF WAR in Syria (=Civilian victims, forced displacement, 

destruction) 

  Choose only one option among E1, E2, E3 

  If you choose E1, you can mark few answers in E3.1-3.6 

  "Q: Who is responsible for the effects of war?" 

E1 The effects of war in Syria are not mentioned 

E2 The effects of war are mentioned, but responsibility is not attributed 

E3 The responsibility for effects of war is put on (choose one or few) 

E3.1. al-Assad's army and allies (Syrian govermental forces), excluding Russia 

E3.2 Syrian radical opposition (jihadists, including the ISIL, al Quaeda, Al Nusra) 

E3.3. Syrian moderate opposition (Free Syrian Army) 

E3.4. Syrian islamist opposition (Jaysh al-Islam) 

E3.5. the US-led coalition (including Western countries, Turkey, Saudi Arabia) 

E3.6. Russian army 

E3.7. Turkey 
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E3.7. others (please specify) 

CODE 

P PROGNOSTIC FRAME (prognosis for future) 

  Choose P1 or P2. In P2 you can choose few options 

  Q: How the conflict in Syria can be solved? 

P1 The article doesn’t mention how the conflict can be solved 

P2 

The article mentions the following conditions for reconcilliation in Syria (one 

of few) 

P2.1. al-Assad should step back 

P2.2. Russia should withdraw military forces 

P2.3. 

all parties, except terroristic groups, should be invited to peace 

negotiations 

P2.4. military operation against the ISIL, other terrorists should continue 

P3 Other solutions offered (please specify) 

CODE 

H HUMANITARIAN FRAME (human rights, rights of women and children) 

  Chose 1 among H1-3. If you choose H3, you can mark few answers 

  Q: "Who helped to solve humanitarian crisis in Syria?" 

H1 Humanitarian crisis in Syria is not mentioned 

H2 Humanitarian crisis is mentioned, but without connection to any help 

H3 

Human. crisis is mentioned along with those, who helped to solve it (choose 

one of few) 

H3.1. United Nations provided humanitarian aid 

H3.2 

Western countries provided humanitarian aid (the US, France, the UK, 

Germany) 

H3.3. 

International NGOs provided human. aid (Red Crescent, Doctors 

without borders) 

H3.4 Russia provided humanitarian aid 

H3.5 Other parties provided humanitarian aid (please specify) 

CODE 

F OVERALL BIAS IN FRAMING 

  Choose only one answer and mark it with "1" 

  Q: Could you attribute the overall bias in framing? 

F1 No, framing is balanced and neutral, all opinions have equal value 

F2 Not sure, there might be some bias, but I can't attribute it 

F3 Yes, there is overall pro-American bias 

F4 Yes, there is overall pro-Russian bias 

F5 Yes, there is a bias towards other party (Please identify which party benefits) 

E CODER'S COMMENTS 
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Appendix 5. Key parties of the 

conflict covered by RT and Radio 
Liberty 

 

News outlet / 

party 

OPPOSITION FORCES PRO-GOVERNMENTAL 

FORCES 

RT in 

English 

Free Syrian Army (FSA) 

Kurdish Militia (a.k.a. YPG or Kurdish 

People’s Protection Units) 

Jaysh al-Islam (also known as 

The Islamic Front) 

Liva Sultan Murad; Ahrar al-sham 

Al-Jabha al-Shameea; Jaish al Fatah; 

Sultan Faith Battalions; 

Fa Istaqim Kama Omirt Battalions; 

Nour ad-Deen Zinki Battalions; 

13th Brigade (a.k.a. 13th Division) 

al-Fau al-Oal (a.k.a. The First 

Regiment) 

166th Battalion; Abu Omara Battalions 

Al-Tawhid; Failak al Sham;  

Jaish al Fatah (The Army of Conquest) 

 

Wordings: militants, Islamists, fighters  

 

Main international backers: 

Saudi Arabia 

Turkey 

The US 

SAR’s Army 

 

Preferred wording: governmental 

forces 

RT in 

Russian 

Jaysh al-Islam (also known as 

The Islamic Front) 

Liva Sultan Murad 

Ahrar al-sham 

Kurdish Militia (a.k.a. YPG, People’s 

Protection Units) 

Wordings: gunmen, armed groups 

 

International backers: 

The US, Saudi Arabia  

 

SAR’s Army 

Preferred wording: governmental 

forces, Syrian (state) army  

 

 

Liberty Free Syrian Army; 

Jaysh al-Islam 

 

SAR’s Army, including following 

units: 

“Desert Hawks” brigade  

555th Brigade, 
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Preferred wordings: rebels, 

insurgents, fighters, anti-Assad forces 

 

International backers: 

Saudi Arabia 

The US 

“The Western countries” 

4th Mechanized Division  

 

International backers: 

Palestinian Liwaa Al-Quds militia 

(Jerusalem brigade) 

Golani Brigades 

Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps 

(IRGC) 

Peshmerga 

Lebanese Hizballah fighters 

Iraqi Shi'ite militias 

Russian private military 

contractors 

Russian air  

Russian ground units 

Svoboda “The Western backed” opposition  

 

Wordings: opposition, rebels 

SAR’s Army 

Wording: Assad’s Army / Assad’s 

allies 

 

International backers: 

Russian Air Force 

Russian Ground Units  

Iranian units  

Peshmerga 

Lebanese Hizballah 

Wordings: (foreign) military 

forces, militants 

 


