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Media Consumption and Immigration:
Factors Related to the Perception of
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Images and attitudes about immigrants are fed and shaped by the media, and their
effects are not innocuous. This study investigates the relationship between media
exposure and perceptions of stigmatization among immigrants. Drawing from social
identity, cultivation, and hostile media effect theories, it examines whether exposure to
the media from the host country compared to the country of origin is associated with
perceptions of negative media coverage and perceptions of discrimination among
foreigners. A survey conducted among 603 Latin American immigrants who live in
Santiago, Chile, found that many immigrants perceive that Chilean media promote
negative images about immigrants. The study also found that immigrants who are
exposed only to media of the host country have increased perceptions of discrimination
against them than those who are also exposed to media of the country of origin.
Keywords: media, immigrants, social identity theory, cultivation theory, hostile media
effect, stereotype, discrimination, survey, Chile
In the context of globalization, immigration has become an increasingly relevant issue for many
countries, and not only for those that traditionally receive foreigners, such as the United States. Many
places that in the past inhabitants left for abroad are now becoming immigration-receiving countries. Such
is the case of Chile.
According to an analysis by Chile’s National Institute of Statistics (Instituto Nacional de
Estadísticas, 2014), the country is no longer a transit country and has become a destination country for
immigrants. According to projections, the migration rate almost tripled between 2002 and 2012.1
Currently in this country of 17 million people, there are 441,000 immigrants documented by the Foreign
Affairs and Immigration Department in 2015, representing 2.7% of the population. More than three
fourths of them are from Latin America (Amnistía Internacional, 2015).
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Although research about immigration in Chile has had an eminently demographic or historical
perspective (Cano & Soffia, 2009; Cano, Soffia, & Martínez, 2009; Martínez, 1997; Martínez, Soffia,
Franco, & Bortolotto, 2013; Norambuena, 2004 Stefoni 2004), studies suggest that people’s reactions
toward this new facet of immigration are similar to those that exist in other immigration-receiving
countries. Certain sectors consider the influx of foreigners as an “invasion” that reduces work openings
available to the population and increases crime (Doña, 2001; Norambuena, 2004).
These images and attitudes about immigrants are fed and shaped by the media (Greenberg,
Mastro, & Brand, 2002; Igartua, 2013; Igartua, Muñiz, Otero, & de la Fuente, 2007). Studies consistently
find that immigrants are framed as being a burden for society and connected with negative issues such as
illegality and crime (Subervi, Torres, & Montalvo, 2005). Furthermore, some authors have concluded that
the media rhetorically represent immigration with negative labels, such as “invaders” and “floods”
(Cisneros, 2008), stereotype them (Correa, 2010a), or connect them with social problems (Igartua &
Muñiz, 2004). In Chile, the few studies that exist on the subject have arrived at similar conclusions (Doña,
2001; Norambuena, 2004; Poo, 2009). To date, most studies on media and immigrants conduct content
analyses of coverage about immigrants (e.g., Cisneros, 2008; Doña, 2001; Igartua et al., 2007; Igartua &
Muñiz, 2004 Subervi et al., 2005). But little research examines how the immigrants perceive their
representation in the media and how these images are associated with perceptions of stigmatization.
The media do not spread an innocuous image of immigrants. The media’s tendency to simplify
the portrayal of minority populations such as immigrants stems partly from a weak social identification
with minority groups (Correa, 2010a, 2010b; Heider, 2004. From a social psychology perspective, the
tendency to stereotype is a result of the fact that people perceive members of other social groups as less
diverse and more stereotypical than the members of their own group, with whom they have more
interaction, to whom they pay more attention, and to whom they are exposed to larger numbers of
(Linville & Fischer, 1993). So one could argue that for the media of the host countries, immigrants are
out-group members, and for the media of the countries of origin, immigrants are in-group members.
Thus, the media in receiving countries would portray immigrants in a more simplistic and negative way
than the media in the countries of origin.
The stereotypical images of minority groups also have effects on the audience. Cultivation theory
suggests that the media determine people’s images of the world (Gerbner, 1998). Therefore, exposure to
media stereotypes accentuates the prevalence of simplified and stigmatized images in the audience. At the
same time, hostile media effect theory predicts that people who are strongly identified with an issue or
social group such as immigrants tend to perceive that media coverage is biased against their group
(Gunther, Christen, Liebhart, & Chia, 2001).
Using the theories of social identity (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), cultivation (Gerbner, 1998), and
hostile media effect (Gunther et al., 2001) as a framework of analysis, this study examines the
relationship between media consumption and perceptions of stigmatization among immigrant populations.
Specifically, it (1) examines patterns of media consumption among immigrants and (2) establishes the
relationship between the perceptions of negative media coverage and discrimination among foreigners.
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Theoretical Framework and Literature Review
This study complements three theories that help us understand the effects of media consumption
on minority social groups such as immigrants: the theories of social identity (Tajfel & Turner, 1986),
cultivation (Gerbner, 1998), and hostile media effects (Gunther et al., 2001). But first we will describe the
context of immigration in Chile.
Immigration in Chile
Although Chile, throughout its history, has had considerably higher rates of out-migration than
immigration, there has always been an awareness of foreigners in the country. Until the middle of the
20th century, these groups were mainly of European origin—which grew during the two World Wars and
the Spanish Civil War—and the national population viewed them as positive and capable of enriching
national culture and the economy. But the 1982 census clearly revealed that the arrival of Europeans had
stopped, while the country attracted the arrival of groups from Central and South America. Diverse studies
reveal a new migration reality: an increase in the flow of immigrants from Latin America (Cano & Soffia,
2009; Cano et al., 2009; Doña, 2001; Martínez, 1997; Martínez et al., 2013; Villa & Martínez, 2001). In
2012, out of the total immigrant population in Chile, 37.8% were Peruvian, 15% were Argentinean, 5.1%
were Colombian, and 7.7% were Bolivian, and most say that they arrived in Chile in search of better
economic opportunities (Instituto Nacional de Estadísticas, 2014).
Research

on

demography

describes

this

migration

trend

as

an

“unprecedented

social

phenomenon in the country” (Ducci & Rojas, 2010, p. 95), where different groups of immigrants are
concentrating in some districts and recovering urban spaces in the capital city. These new groups have
generated new demands in different markets, including food and telecommunications among others.
Today, the main television cable companies are offering special packages that include, for instance,
Peruvian or Colombian channels. The consulates also offer news bulletins targeted toward their national
population living in Chile.
This immigration phenomenon has had an effect on the Chilean society. The Latinobarómetro
(2007) survey found that, at a regional level, only one-quarter of the population is in favor of immigration,
and Chile stands out as one of the most anti-immigration countries in the continent, with only 13% of
Chileans favoring immigration. In this same sense, surveys on intolerance and discrimination conducted in
the country by Fundación Ideas (Aymerich, Canales, & Vivanco, 2003 found increasing xenophobic feelings
toward Bolivians and Peruvians, to such a degree that they evince the highest accumulated discrimination
indexes in the region.
Social Identity, Media, and Immigrants
The media frame events and social groups through the inclusion or omission of certain words,
images, metaphors, and sentences to eventually offer a point of view (Entman, 1993). Stereotypes are
powerful framing devices, and the media are spaces in which stereotypes are reproduced and
disseminated. Stereotyping is a mechanism to manage and categorize new information, but it can
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generate an unfounded distortion in the perception of different social groups (Hamilton, 1975). As stated
by Lippmann (1922), it is difficult and exhausting to describe things in all their complexity, so the media
often rely on the use of stereotypes because it is more efficient. From the point of view of professional
routines, the media frequently fall into this kind of simplification owing to lack of space and time. From an
ideological perspective, cultural hegemonies are also powerful forces that infiltrate media discourses.
The theory of social identity, one of the most relevant in the social psychology of intergroup
relationships, establishes that individuals tend to generate important biases in their perceptions of others
depending on whether people are in-group members or out-group members. It predicts that there is an
in-group bias, in which individuals tend to not only see in-group members as more heterogeneous and
less stereotypical but to favor them and discriminate against out-group members (Tajfel & Turner, 1986).
People also apply cultural stereotypes to the self. That is, people’s beliefs about their own social group
influence how they perceive and treat themselves (e.g., Hogg & Turner, 1987). Interestingly, “minority
members are more likely than majority members to stereotype themselves” (Simon & Hamilton, 1994, p.
699).
Applying this theoretical focus, studies have found that (the lack of) social identification on the
part of journalists and media with minority groups, such as Hispanics and women, can result in a more
biased coverage of those minorities (Correa, 2010a; Correa & Harp, 2011). Due to this bias against outgroup members, one could expect that the media of any country would cover immigrants (out-group
members) in a less favorable way than the citizens of its own country. In this sense, studies consistently
find that the media construct, reproduce, and strengthen stereotypes about social minorities such as
immigrants. For example, immigrants are framed as a burden for society and are linked with concepts
such as illegality and criminality (Subervi et al., 2005; Van Dijk 2000, 2001). Van Dijk (2001) has
established that media information on immigrants tends to be limited to a narrow range of events, such as
reception problems; political responses to immigration policies; social problems such as crime, drugs, and
violence; and the (often conflicting) response of the population. But even when potentially “neutral”
situations are portrayed, they repeatedly tend to take on a negative dimension when referring to the issue
of migration as a threat to law, order, and cultural relations.
In other studies on the structure of media discourse, Van Dijk (2000) states that the media play a
central role in the diffusion and validation of what he calls “the new racism,” in which minorities are not
considered to be biologically inferior, but “different”—a concept that does not simply point to the existence
of different physical features or a different culture but to the presence of socially punishable behaviors,
such as single-parent families, drug use, and reliance on the assistance of social services.
In the United States, scholars have found that the media rhetorically frame the “flow” of
immigrants with negative metaphors such as invaders, destructive floodwaters, and pollutants that
contaminate American “purity” (Cisneros, 2008). Regarding Mexican immigration, a study revealed that,
over time, Mexican immigration was framed as part of the national agenda and became increasingly
associated with violence and economic costs for the United States (Johnson, 2003). In studies of European
media (the United Kingdom, France, and Italy), the economic consequences of immigration is the most
prevalent frame by focusing on labor market, asylum, and fiscal costs (Caviedes, 2015). In Spain, a
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country that has seen an increase in xenophobic tendencies after three decades of immigration, an
analysis of the coverage of Spanish newscasts and print press (Igartua et al., 2007) found that 66% of the
news about immigrants refers to negative and dramatic events. In addition, the news items that linked
immigration with crime were given better coverage space, especially in television, which is much more
sensationalist than the written media. The authors conclude that the privileged placement of negative
news makes immigration more visible, turning a social process into a “problem,” while the presentation of
decontextualized

individual cases can lead public opinion to have a simplistic and stereotyped view of

immigrants.
In Chile, the media coverage of immigrants has been underexplored and has been investigated
only with qualitative techniques. One study (Doña, 2001) examined the coverage of the press on the
migration phenomenon over a period of 11 years. This work stated that the Chilean press linked
immigration with five main subjects: the reasons behind immigration (economic crises in the countries of
origin vs. the stability of the Chilean economy); the description of migration flows (comparison between
the idealized European migration with the conflictive Asian and Latin American migrations); immigration
as a problem (the most frequent angle was illegality, marginality, poverty, and episodes of xenophobia
and racism toward immigrants); the emergence of new communities (especially Asian and Peruvian); and,
finally, migration legislation.
According to this study, the media have treated migration from the perspective of fear, which is
reflected in statements such as “foreigners are stealing the work of Chileans” with no supporting evidence.
The coverage also included quotations by “public figures” saying that the country is “besieged,” “invaded”
by an “avalanche of foreigners,” principally illegal. The author stated that the media, as expected, do not
admit that they discriminate against immigrants, but that those who appear in the media repeatedly offer
xenophobic arguments.
Finally, a study by Poo (2009) investigated the “agenda construction” process in relation to
immigration in three different national newspapers. She concluded that there is a recurrent presence of
immigrants in the crime pages and in news related to problems in the areas of education, housing, and
access to health services. The newspapers categorize undocumented people as “illegals,” which gives
immigrants a status related to criminalization. Although there are also analyses of news that accuses
Chilean citizens of “taking advantage of” the vulnerability of undocumented immigrants, the author
concludes that the journalistic discourse and editorial lines of the media construct images imageries of the
“other frontier people,” which are crossed by “prejudices, feelings of superiority, racial whitewashing, and
feelings of an Eurocentric world” (Poo, 2009, p. 2).
In short, the vast majority of immigration studies has focused on media coverage of immigrants
(e.g., Caviedes, 2015; Cisneros, 2008; Igartua et al., 2007; Subervi et al., 2005). Both international and
Chilean literature on the subject has found immigrants to be represented in a stereotypical and negative
form. This article, however, aims to step forward by analyzing immigrants’ patterns of media use and the
effects of this coverage on immigrants’ perceptions of media coverage and discrimination.
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Media Use Among Immigrants: Cultivation and Hostile Media Effects
Types of media use among immigrants may reveal different levels of integration within the host
society (Thompson, 2002), although research has found mixed patterns. For instance, Kim (1978) found
that immigrants’ use of ethnic media diminishes over time, while use of media from the host country
increases. However, other studies have shown a more complex pattern. More-integrated immigrants
increase their media use in general, including media from the host country, but they do not necessarily
decrease the use of the media from their country of origin. Less-integrated immigrants, on the other
hand, are more selective in their media use and tend to rely on their homeland media (e.g., Peters &
D’Haenens, 2005).
Patterns of media use among immigrants are relevant because the effects of the images to which
immigrants are exposed are not innocuous. Cultivation theory (Gerbner, 1998) suggests that the media
are far from having the power to dictate the thoughts of their audiences, although they do have the
capacity to socialize or “cultivate” their audiences about the issues they cover. In this way, the media
could establish common values, influencing beliefs and cognitive and emotional states regarding the
subjects portrayed. Although limited and gradual, the effect on audiences would be cumulative and
significant (Gerbner, 1998).
Several cultivation studies have explored how media exposure alters the images people have of
certain social groups. For example, several investigations have shown that media consumption affects
stereotypical attitudes regarding gender roles (Signorelli, 1989) and simplified visions of racial minorities
(Lee, Bichard, Irey, Walt, & Carlson, 2009; Lee & Tse, 1994). Based on the effects of media exposure and
framing, Igartua and colleagues (2008) conducted an experimental observation and found that
participants exposed to news that framed immigration as crime growth displayed a negative attitude
toward immigrants and considered immigration a problem, while those exposed to a more positive
outlook, such as the economic contribution of immigrants, tended to have more positive views of them.
Another study on the framing effects of immigration coverage conducted in the United States found that
people reacted more negatively when news about the costs of immigration portrayed a Latin American
immigrant than when it portrayed a European immigrant (Brader, Valentino, & Suhay, 2008).
Furthermore, in the United States, exposure to conservative news channels such as FOX News was related
to negative attitudes toward Mexican immigrants, even among liberals (Gil de Zúñiga, Correa, &
Valenzuela, 2012).
The hostile media effect theory (Gunther, 1992, 1998; Gunther et al., 2001) proposes that people
who are highly involved in an issue or strongly identified with a particular social group tend to perceive
that the news coverage of those topics or groups are biased against them. The first experiment published
on the subject was conducted by Vallone, Ross, and Lepper (1985), who explored perceptions of media
coverage of the Middle East conflict comparing Arab and Israeli students with nonpartisan students. They
found that nonpartisans considered that the news was neutral, but the two confronted groups believed
that news was biased in favor of the other side. Since then, the theoretical model has been successfully
tested with various controversial topics, such as the use of primates in laboratory research, genetically
modified organisms, and political issues (e.g., Feldman, 2011; Gunther et al., 2001; Gunther & Liebhart,
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2006), suggesting that partisans of different groups tend to evaluate the same news coverage in very
different ways. A meta-analysis of the hostile media effect research conducted by Hansen and Kim (2011)
reported that studies in various contexts and with a range of issues have been consistent with the theory.
As Gunther et al. (2001) describe, “people in a wide variety of social groups—for example, Catholics,
born-again Christians, Republicans, Democrats, Hispanics, and African Americans—perceived media
coverage to be significantly more unfavorable when it focused on their own group” (p. 297).
With this literature and these theories in mind, we ask the following research question:
RQ1:

What are the media consumption patterns of immigrants?
From social identity theory, it is possible to infer a media coverage bias against out-group members

such as minorities (Correa, 2010a, 2010b) or immigrants and a more favorable coverage toward in-group
members such as natives. Because in their country of origin, immigrants are natives, those that consume
the media of their original country are exposed to more diverse coverage than those who are exposed only
to the media of the host country. In addition, hostile media effect theory predicts that audiences who are
strongly identified with a social group perceive media coverage as unfavorable toward them. Thus, we test
the following hypothesis:
H1:

When immigrants consume the media of the host country (in this case, Chile), they will perceive
more negative media coverage of their group. And when they consume media of the country of
origin, they will perceive less negative media coverage toward foreigners.
The hostile media perception can be transferred to a negative perception of society or public

opinion in general. This is explained by a theoretical concept called “persuasive press inference,” which
suggests that “individuals often infer public opinion from their perceptions of the content of media
coverage” (Gunther et al., 2001, p. 298), because they assume that such content (and media content in
general) has a significant influence on others. It is also because people tend to think that the little amount
of content they consume is representative of the content that is published in all kinds of media (Gunther,
1998). Finally, they assume that this media content is also consumed by the majority of people.
In sum, cultivation theory predicts that media exposure affects people’s worldviews and images
of certain social groups, and the persuasive press inference suggests that people extrapolate their
perception of media content toward public opinion in general. Thus, we expect that immigrants who
consume media of the host country will have not only an unfavorable perception of their representation in
the media of the host country but a negative perception about how the host society perceives them.
Therefore, we test the following hypothesis:
H2:

When immigrants consume media of the host country (in this case, Chile), they will perceive
more social discrimination against them. When immigrants consume media of their countries of
origin, they will perceive less discrimination of the host country (in this case, Chile) against
foreigners.
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Method
To explore immigrants’ patterns of media consumption and perceptions of media coverage and
discrimination against foreigners, this study relied on a secondary analysis of a face-to-face survey of
immigrants conducted by Alianza Comunicación y Pobreza (Communication and Poverty Alliance), a group
of universities and nongovernmental organizations that work on poverty policies in Chile. 2 The
respondents were all over the age of 18 and had been living in Santiago, Chile, for at least six months.
The immigrants belonged to the nationalities that correspond to the migrations into the country according
to data provided by the Foreign Affairs and Immigration Department. The survey was carried out between
June 15 and July 8, 2012.
Because it is difficult to define a sampling frame in immigrant populations, a quota sampling of
603 cases distributed proportionally according to respondents’ nationality was taken. The survey was
conducted in the neighborhoods and districts of Santiago where, according to figures of the Ministry of
Interior, Latin American immigrants are concentrated.3 Thus, the interviewers visited these districts and
surveyed Latin American immigrants until the quota was completed. The results were weighted according
to gender and country of origin, following information on immigrants provided by the Foreign Affairs and
Immigration Department for 2011.
Description of Variables
Sociodemographic variables: Age was measured as a continuous variable (M = 35; SD =
11.34), and gender as a dichotomous variable (0 = male; 1 = female). Education was measured by the
question “What is your level of education?” Replies included seven categories, ranging from incomplete
basic or primary to postgraduate (M = 3.94; Mdn = 4.0; SD = 1.15). The average education level was
complete high school. Because the survey did not ask about income, possession of material goods was
used as a proxy of income. An additive index regarding the possession of 10 material goods was created.
Respondents were asked whether they had the following material goods: computer, mobile phone,
Internet connection, video camera, current bank account, pool, housekeeping services, car, cable TV, and
second house (α = .91; M = 2.71; Mdn = 3.0; SD = 1.82). The number of years living in Chile was
measured as a continuous variable (M = 5.62; Mdn = 4.0; SD = 4.95). We also created a variable of the
proportion of years living in Chile by dividing the number of years living in Chile over age (M = 0.16; Mdn
= 0.13; SD = 0.13). Proportion of years living in Chile was also included among the control variables,
because it is expected that experience in a foreign country can alter immigrants’ perceptions of
stigmatization in the media. This variable was created because the experience of three years living in Chile
for an 18-year-old person is different than three years for a 50-year-old person. Gender, education, and
income also acted as control variables in the analysis.
2

The Communication and Poverty Alliance is integrated by the School of Journalism at Diego Portales

University, the Foundación para la Superación de la Pobreza (Foundation to Overcome Poverty),
AméricaSolidaria (Supportive America), and Avina and Hogar de Cristo.
3

The districts were Quilicura (18.2%), Recoleta (10.1%), Independencia (8.7%), Estación Central (9.2%),

Santiago Centro (7.4%), Pedro Aguirre Cerda (12.8%), and Quinta Normal (6.4%).
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Perception of negative media coverage about foreigners: This variable was constructed
with an index based on the following question: “In general, using a 1 to 5 scale, in which 1 represents a
very negative image and 5 a very positive image, would you say that the image of foreigners portrayed by
the following media is…? The categories were: (1) newspapers, (2) broadcast television, (3) radio, (4)
Internet websites, and (5) magazines. The index was constructed based on the average scores in each
category (Cronbach’s  = .89, M = 2.98; SD = 0.82).
Perception of discrimination toward foreigners: The perception of discrimination toward
foreigners was measured by a 5-point Likert scale, in which 1 = totally disagree and 5 = totally agree.
Respondents were asked whether they agreed or disagreed with the following statement: “In Chile, being
a foreigner is frowned upon” (M = 3.14; SD = 0.97).
Personal experience with discrimination: The following question was used to measure
personal experience of discrimination: “During the time you have been living in Chile, have you been
discriminated against?” The response was dichotomous (1 = yes; 0 = no). This variable was used as a
control.
Exposure to the media of the country of origin: This exposure variable was created from the
combination of two questions: (1) “Normally, do you watch any television channel from your country of
origin to keep informed?” (2) “Normally, do you read any newspapers from your country of origin to keep
informed?” (1 = yes; 0 = no). (Spearman’s Brown coefficient = .50). These two variables were added and
then the new variable was recoded as a dummy variable. Thus, those who had answered yes to either of
the two questions were coded as 1, and those who had answered no were coded as 0.
Exposure to Chilean media: 97.1% of the sample consumed Chilean media. Only 2.9% of the
respondents (18 cases of the sample) said that they were not exposed to any Chilean media (see the
Results section). This low number did not allow for statistical comparisons. Given that we wanted to
compare those who had been exposed to the media of the country of origin with those who had been
exposed to Chilean media, in the bivariate and multivariate analyses, the 18 cases that had not been
exposed to Chilean media were eliminated from the sample. Thus, the sample included only people who
had been exposed to Chilean media. As a result, the no option to the variable measuring exposure to the
media of the country of origin was considered as a default measure of exposure to Chilean media only.
Those who answered yes to exposure of the country of origin consumed media from both the original and
host countries.
Description of the Sample
The study surveyed 603 immigrants, of which 56% were women and 44% were men. Ages
ranged between 18 and 74, with an average age of 35. The participants surveyed had been living in Chile
for an average of 5.6 years. No one was visiting the country. The average education level was secondary
school graduates or incomplete technical-professional education. Their nationalities were as follows: 65%
Peruvian, 14% Colombian, 13% Bolivian, 7% Ecuadoran, and 2% Haitian.
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Over half (57%) had immigrated to Chile in search of work, 12% traveled to Chile as tourists and
stayed, and 11% moved to Chile to be with their families. Eighty-seven percent were employed, and three
out of four respondents sent remittances to their country of origin.
Results
Media Consumption and Stigmatization
Regarding research question 1, which asked about patterns of media consumption among
immigrants, the results indicated that 27% of the immigrants were exposed to television and 20% to
newspapers of their country of origin. The combination revealed that 35% of immigrants were exposed to
media of their country of origin, and 65% were not. The analyses also found that exposure to the media of
their original country did not necessarily decrease as years living in Chile increased. About a quarter
(24%) of immigrants who had been living in Chile one year or less were exposed to the media of their
original country. This percentage increased to 40% for those who had been living in Chile between two
and eight years and then decreased to 35% among immigrants who had stayed in Chile nine years or
more.
Participants viewed Chilean TV channels as follows: 37% watched Chilevisión, 28% watched
Mega, 15% watched TVN, and 12% watched Canal 13. Only 4% said that they did not watch any of these
channels. Regarding newspapers, 22% read El Mercurio, 14% read La Cuarta, and 11% read La Tercera.
Thirty-four percent said that they did not read newspapers. The combination of exposure to Chilean TV
and newspapers revealed that only 2.9% of immigrants were not exposed to Chilean media.
With respect to perceptions of discrimination, most of the immigrants perceived that Chilean
newspapers and television promoted negative images of foreigners. The perception of media coverage is
different in radio and on the Internet, where about a third of the respondents said that these media
promoted a positive image (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Immigrants’ perceptions of
coverage about foreigners by type of media (N = 603).
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However, almost half (45%) said that being a foreigner in Chile is frowned upon, while 30%
disagreed with this statement (the rest neither agreed nor disagreed). Finally, 41% stated that they had
suffered discrimination against in Chile (and 59% stated the contrary).
To test hypotheses proposing a relationship between media consumption and perceptions of
media coverage and discrimination against foreigners, two types of analyses were carried out: a difference
of means test (t test) and a multiple regression.4 The purpose of the multiple regression was to test the
relation between media consumption and perceptions of discrimination, controlling for sociodemographic
factors, proportion of years living in Chile, and the possibility of having had a personal experience of
discrimination.
The difference of means test reveals that the immigrants exposed to the media of the host
country have a significantly higher perception that these media portray foreigners negatively compared to
the immigrants exposed to the media of the country of origin. They also have a higher perception that
foreigners suffer discrimination (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. Means of those who consume media of their country of origin
(n = 457, t = 2.79) and those who do not (n = 572, t = 2.29). p ≤ .01, one-tailed test.

For a more rigorous analysis, we conducted a multiple regression that controls for factors that
might affect perceptions of stigmatization in the media and perceptions of discrimination against
foreigners. We controlled for gender, income, education, the proportion of years that immigrants had
spent in Chile compared to their age, and whether they had been victims of personal discrimination. The
analyses revealed that, among the control variables, men were more likely to perceive negative media
4

In the bivariate and multivariate analyses, the 18 people who had not been exposed to Chilean media

were eliminated from the sample, and the no option to the variable measuring exposure to the media of
the country of origin was considered as a default measure of exposure to Chilean media.
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coverage, and women tended to perceive more discrimination against immigrants. The results also
revealed that immigrants who had personal experiences of discrimination were less likely to perceive
negative media coverage but more likely to perceive discrimination toward foreigners.
Regarding the hypotheses, the analyses revealed that the relation between media consumption
and perceptions of stigmatization remained the same. As shown in Table 1, consumption of media of the
country of origin (versus media of the host country) resulted in lower perceptions of negative media
coverage of foreigners and lower perceptions that immigrants are victims of discrimination, and vice
versa. Therefore, both hypotheses were supported.

Table 1. Multiple Regression of Media Consumption Factors
Related to Perceptions of Discrimination in the Media and in Real Life.
Linear regression: perception of
Linear regression:
negative media coverage of

perception of discrimination

foreigners

against foreigners in Chile

Model 1

Model 2

Model 1

Model 2









Education (continuous)

.03

.02

.01

.003

Income (continuous)

.09

.08

.07

.05

Gender (1 = female)

.14***

.14**

.12**

.12**

.001

.001

.05

.05

.19***

.18***

.12**

.13**

—

.11*

—

.09*

R2

5.3%***

6.4%***

3.6%**

4.3%***

N

456

456

571

571

Block 1: Control variables

Proportion of years in Chile
(continuous)
Experience of discrimination
(1 = yes)
Block 2: Media variable
Exposure to media of country of
origin (1 = yes; 0 = default
measure of exposure to Chilean
media)

* p ≤ .05, two-tailed. ** p ≤ .01, two-tailed. *** p ≤ .001, two-tailed.

International Journal of Communication 9(2015)

Media Consumption and Immigration

3613

Discussion and Conclusion
Given the current relevance of migration movements and how media representation of foreigners
pervades discourses and attitudes toward them, it is important to study the relationship between media
consumption and perceptions of media coverage and discrimination. Most immigration studies investigate
how media frame immigration by reproducing and spreading negative and stereotypical images of
immigrants (e.g., Caviedes, 2015; Cisneros, 2008; Doña, 2001; Igartua et al., 2007; Poo, 2009). The few
studies that have explored the effects of these images on the audience have found a negative effect on its
members (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2012; Igartua & Cheng, 2009). This study went a step further. In addition
to strengthening the literature that explores how exposure to certain media can affect audience attitudes,
it analyzed how immigrants themselves perceive their representation in the media and how these media
images affect perceptions of stigmatization toward their own group. On the basis of social identity (Tajfel
& Turner, 1986), cultivation (Gerbner, 1998), and hostile media effect (Gunther et al., 2001) theories, we
investigated media consumption patterns and explored to what extent the media consumption of the host
country (in this case, Chile) versus the country of origin is related to perceptions of negative media
coverage and perceptions of discrimination toward foreigners.
First, the results revealed that almost all immigrants consumed media from the host country
(only 2.9% did not consume Chilean media) and one-third consumed media from the country of origin.
The results also indicated that more years in the host country was related to a more diverse media
exposure, which includes an increase in the exposure to media from one’s home country. This diverse
media exposure is in line with previous findings, which have suggested that more-integrated immigrants
increase their media use in general, including media from the host and original countries (Peters &
D’Haenens, 2005). Although research has linked immigrants’ media consumption with levels of
assimilation (e.g., Kim, 1978; Peters & D’Haenens, 2005; Thompson, 2002), we cannot assume this
relationship in this case, because it is also possible that immigrants are consuming only the media
available to them. Although there is a sizable market of cable TV packages targeted toward Latin American
immigrants, the ethnic media market has not fully developed. Future research should investigate this
emerging media market and immigrant audience in Latin America, where migration processes are
increasing.
Regarding attitudes toward media coverage—the discovery of which was our main purpose-—we
found that immigrants perceived that Chilean newspapers and television promoted negative images of
them, but they did not perceive the same for radio and the Internet. Probably, this is related to the
number of voices that participate in each media industry. In Chile, two large conglomerates dominate the
press market and four national networks dominate the television markets, but radio and the Internet are
much more fragmented and niche-oriented. Thus, the immigrants perceive a more negative coverage in
industries that have fewer voices and, therefore, a more hegemonic discourse, in which immigrants
represent the “other” or out-group members. At the same time, immigrants have more possibilities to
choose from the Internet and radio and get exposed to content and discourses with which they may feel a
closer identification.
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As established in the first hypothesis, the results found that consuming media from the country of
origin is related to lower perceptions of negative media coverage. On the other hand, consuming media
from the host country, like Chile, is related to higher perceptions of negative media coverage. These
differences in perception, depending on the origin of the media, were maintained even when controlling
for sociodemographic factors such as gender, age, and education as well as for the proportion of years
living in Chile and for personal experiences with discrimination.
From social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), one can assert that the media of the host
country (i.e., the Chilean media) tend to reproduce more stereotypes regarding Peruvian, Colombian,
Bolivian, Ecuadoran, and other Latin American immigrants. This may be due to the existence of a weaker
social identification and less social contact with this group (Correa, 2010b; Tajfel & Turner 1986).
Therefore, the professional cultures, routines, and ideologies available tend to adopt hegemonic discourses
that stereotype and simplify the minority social group. On the contrary, the media of the country of origin
would portray their citizens as more diverse and heterogeneous because they have more contact and
social identification with them. So those immigrants who continue to be exposed to the media of their
country of origin will perceive the media coverage as less negative. Also, hostile media effect theory (e.g.,
Gunther et al., 2001) suggests that people who have a strong identification with a group tend to perceive
a negative media portrayal toward them. Thus, immigrants who are more exposed to the Chilean media
would perceive a society that portrays them negatively and stereotypically.
The results also indicate that media consumption is elated not only to perceptions of media
coverage but to a perception of discrimination. Cultivation theory suggests that media consumption affects
perceptions of reality (Gerbner, 1998), and research conducted by Gunther and colleagues (e.g., 1998,
2001) poses that people infer public opinion from their perceptions of media they consume. Thus, we
found that exposure to Chilean media (versus media from the country of origin) is associated with higher
levels of perception of discrimination against foreigners. In other words, if an immigrant consumes Chilean
media, which tend to portray foreigners in a negative light, the immigrant will tend to believe that
immigrants are discriminated against, even though this person might not have experienced discrimination
personally. The opposite also occurs: If foreigners consume the media of their country of origin, they will
tend to perceive that they are less discriminated against.
Unexpectedly, we found that one of the control variables—personal experience of discrimination—
had a negative relationship with perceptions of negative media coverage and a positive association with
perceptions of discrimination. Although the latter result is expected, the former seems counterintuitive.
However, it is possible that the experience of discrimination in real life is so much more negative than the
one perceived by media content that immigrants who have lived such experiences do not consider the
media content as negative as their vivid experiences.
The literature has shown that in societies in which stereotyping of minority groups is deeply
rooted, the effects of stereotypes influence not only how society in general sees the world but the
perceptions of reality among the members of those minority groups; and these perceptions generate selfstereotypes (e.g., Hogg & Turner, 1987; Simon & Hamilton, 1994). Therefore, immigrants who are
consistently exposed to negative ideas of themselves might become prone to self-stigmatization.
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In a context in which interaction between cultures and nationalities will intensify, as indicated by
research about immigration issues (Cano et al., 2009), it will become increasingly necessary to
understand how the different groups are perceived and the role played by the media in the integration
process.
This study relies on a secondary data analysis of a face-to-face survey conducted among
immigrants by a group of institutions that work on poverty policies. Thus, we had to work with the
available measures. Many variables were measured at the nominal rather than continuous level.
Therefore, the possibilities of analyses were restricted to the available questions. Future research could
explore similar relationships using frequency of exposure to Chilean media and media from the country of
origin. These better measures would likely lead to stronger associations. Also, further analyses should
improve the measures of the constructs of perception of discrimination toward foreigners and personal
experience of discrimination by creating multiple-item scales and not relying on a single item. Finally,
research on the topic could include psychological variables as moderators or controls.
In any case, this article represents progress in various respects: First, we studied the effect of
media consumption on the construction of stereotypes from the perspective of the audience—particularly
from the perspective of a minority group, such as immigrants in Chile. From a theoretical perspective, this
work applied the theory of social identity to the creation of stereotyped visions on the part of the media. It
also complemented this social psychology theory with cultivation theory to analyze how the media’s
stigmatizing view pervades their audiences.
Finally, in terms of methodology, a face-to-face survey of 603 people was carried out. Although
this is not a representative survey, given the impossibility of identifying its sampling framework, it
represents a step forward in the understanding of the attitudes and behaviors of an increasingly important
social group.
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