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Abstract
The Coronavirus pandemic saw a lockdown in the country. With 
the factories and workplaces shut down, many migrants in dif-
ferent cities of the country are stranded. The migrant workers 
were left with no livelihood. Many people traveling was stuck 
at stations or state. Amidst many other crises that the current 
pandemic situation brought about, the migrant exodus seen 
nationwide in India was an unprecedented crisis. Indian media 
covered this migrant crisis extensively through write-ups and 
photographs. This paper attempts to analyse the photographs 
covering the migrant crisis. Two hundred two photos published 
by Indian media houses were analysed for stylistic framing and 
visual patterns. More than 3000 migrants from north-central 
India were daily wagers and the workers majorly suffered. The 
extensive media coverage of the mass movements of the mi-
grants has ensured that the crisis is seen, heard, and felt. The 
study found that the most dominant frames were human interest 
frames, and they highlighted human suffering, grief, and misery. 
This paper tries to see how Indian media has visually framed the 
migrant crisis during the COVID-19 lockdown in India.
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1 Introduction
Most of the people are forced to reach their home 

villages by walking hundreds of miles on foot, finding 

no public transport. The biggest streams of mass mi-
gration in the country in recent times is the lockdown 
migration to stave off the pandemic turned into one 
of the greatest human tragedies in India’s recent histo-
ry. More than 3000 migrants from north-central India 
were daily wagers and the workers majorly suffered 
are shown in a telephonic survey. Nearly 42% were left 
with no ration. One-third was stuck in cities without 
food, water, and money; 94% don’t even have a work-
er’s identity card. The extensive media coverage of the 
mass movements of the migrants has ensured that the 
crisis is seen, heard, and felt. This paper tries to see 
how Indian media has visually framed the migrant cri-
sis during the COVID-19 lockdown in India.

2 Literature review

2.1 Framing theory
Framing is primarily oriented towards individual 

cognitive responses to analyse a topic. The framing 
theory explores how journalists and the media centre 
attention on such events and then position them into a 
meaningful context. While also closely linked to agen-
da-setting theory, which explains the news media’s de-
velopment of public knowledge and outrage regarding 
unresolved problems, framing theory goes beyond it 
by suggesting that the way news is portrayed provides 
a “context” for perceiving information. Journalists and 
journalists put “frames” on the knowledge they com-
municate to the public, not only telling their audiences 
what to think and how to think.

2.2 Photojournalism 
Photojournalism is a part of journalism that takes 

the help of visual reporting; capturing a moment or an 
event that speaks a thousand words and possibly tells a 
larger story. Photojournalism is defined as the practice 
of “communicating news by photographs [1]. 

The principal ideals frequently associated with the 
news ethos of elective democracy are public interest, jus-
tice, objectivity, autonomy, and immediacy. Such values 
are the reasons that journalists achieve their dedication to 
public service. It is closely tied to the principle of media 
being neutral, objective, and honest and supplying their 
audience with credible information sources [2]. Photo-
journalistic content is supposed to subscribe to these val-
ues too. The concept is to maintain the credibility.

ORIGINAL RESEARCH Submitted: 1.04.2022; Accepted: 5.05.2022; Published online: 20.08.2022



Issue 23. August 2022 | Cardiometry | 345

Journalism seems to be increasingly motivated by vi-
sual preferences in the modern century. The sheer scale, 
distribution, and re-inflection of newsworthy images 
spread rapidly, particularly across social media chan-
nels. In a specific Indian context, the images of the 26/11 
terror attacks in Mumbai, the anti-CAA protests in In-
dia, or the 2020 Delhi riots captured those moments’ es-
sence. However, the visuals are often less studied relative 
to the textual elements. This can be a troublesome ap-
proach as the textual material is affected and influenced 
by the graphics. Hence, the function of the visual ele-
ment is really important in framing theory [3].

2.3 Visual framing
By way of visual communication, the visual fram-

ing is the method of choosing certain aspects of truth 
highlighting them rather than the others, thereby en-
hancing their meaning [4]. The paper describes it as 
depicting the visual elements in the image and the 
interconnection of the elements within the image. In 
[6] explained the Visual Framing process as a contin-
uous sorting mechanism. The method includes taking 
choices ranging from the case’s location covered to the 
photos taken, with its importance. Made progress in 
inquiring what makes an iconic picture [7]. 

Iconic symbols are widely known, represent pre-
vailing ideologies, define the perception of particular 
events and periods, affect political policy [8], and sup-
ply figurative tools for future communicative action. 
Because of this last point of subsequent action, it be-
comes important to see the images and their context 
put out by media professionals [9].

The content of iconic images imprints itself on the 
public imagination [10], and the memory of a partic-
ular incident in the social consciousness is often re-
duced to this photo. The iconic’ photos of Aylan Kurdi, 
a Syrian refugee whose drowned body washed ashore 
in September 2015, captured during the Vietnam war 
or the 2002 photo of Qutbuddin Ansari, who is cap-
tured pleading for mercy during the Gujarat riots are 
etched into public memory and became faces of the 
respective crises[5]. 

When making decisions about the figures shown, 
the reader or observer may disregard perceptual choic-
es such as camera angle, accent, and distance. Still, this 
visual existence has implications for the reader’s reac-
tion. A photograph’s framing, the time-bound captur-
ing of a specific composition, is a moment caught in 
a ‘decisive moment,’ a frame from which the inferred 

viewer sees the world from the photographer’s per-
spective.

2.4 Migration and media framing
Frames are also the most researched part of the 

studies of media and migration. Frequent migration 
coverage frames are the ‘Economy’ frame and an im-
pact on the ‘political and legal’ processes forming the 
‘Political’ frame. The ‘Humanitarian’ framing was sa-
lient in a few countries, with more focus on empathet-
ic reporting [12].

According to previous literature, the economic in-
terest frame highlights the assistance provided, por-
traying the facilities, transportation, and rescue facil-
ities. It frames that show the economic circumstances 
in the country. The Political Frame is defined as results 
indicating that political figures can be framed to gain 
certain kinds of media coverage and those political 
power plays a role in the framing process [11]. 

Observed that the construction correlated with 
learning from the news and showed especially true for 
those stimulated by intimating, lighter element of other-
wise difficult news. Besides the statement, it is suggested 
that the human interest’s perspective affects news cover-
age by the peoples’ psychological interaction [13]. 

Given the importance and timeliness of the topic, 
it is worth reviewing how news media framed the case 
because news frames will determine what news view-
ers can hear, understand and reflect about the refugee 
crisis and how they interpret and respond to it [14].

2.5 The theoretical and analytical 
framework for the study

KOf visual frames can be examined in several forms. 
This analysis follows the model suggested by Rodri-
guez and analyses visual frames, including several stag-
es. The first level is stylistic framing, patterns in visual 
images, such as the nature with far or wide or close it 
is. The second is the denotative level that classifies the 
visual frames [15]. The third is the connotative level, 
which indicates the entities and objects depicted in the 
pictures. The fourth level describes the visual framing, 
thereby representing the concepts and ties of influence. 
This study, additionally, follows the research with ana-
lytical key components. It says the social distance in the 
images produces an impression of intimacy or space. 
In higher close-up shots, the pictures appear more per-
sonal, while the long shots give a more abstract and re-
mote perception of the matter [16].
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2.6 Research Questions
In the light of the short review of the literature 

above, the following research questions are framed. 
RQ1, what camera shots are mainly used to cover 

the migrant crisis in India due to lockdown?
RQ2: What were the visual patterns in the coverage 

of the migrant crisis in India?
RQ3a: Which prominent frames do the national 

media use to frame the migrant crisis visually?
RQ3b: To what extent themes of misery, grief, or 

trauma are used in the visual framing of the crisis?

3 Methodologies
This research paper was visual framing analysis 

methodology. The data was taken from the websites 
of both legacy and digital-only media outlets such as 
The Times Group, India Today Group, The Scroll, The 
Wire, and even news agencies such as Reuters, Associ-
ated Press, and The Press Trust of India. Both types of 
photos were selected- those that came with an associ-
ated written content, and those who were standalone 
(part of image galleries, etc.)

The sample of photos covering the Migrant Work-
ers crisis from these websites was taken from Lock-
down 1.0- Lockdown 4.0, is done in four phases. The 
first phase was from March 25th, 2020 to April 14th, 
2020. The second phase was from April 15th, 2020 to 
May 3rd, 2020. The third phase was from May 4th, 
2020 to May 17th 2020. Lastly, the fourth phase was 
from May 18th, 2020 to May 31st, 2020. 

Sample: A total of 202 photos were analysed. 
(N=202). The study is solely based on visual content 
analysis; hence only images were analysed.

3.1 Categorization and coding
The first research question answers that the photos 

were analysed for three basic camera shots: Long Shot, 
Close-Up Shot, and Medium Shot. 

For the second research question studying the vi-
sual pattern, multiple variables that constitute that vi-
sual pattern were used. 

The first was the number of people present in a 
photo [14]. 

The second variable was ‘presence of actors’, then 
coded into men, women, children, and objects. 

The third research question’s answer is to study the 
used variable, ‘dominant frame that was sub-coded as 
Economic frames, Political frames, and Human-Inter-
est Frames.

4 Results
RQ1: Stylistic level of visual framing

4.1 Camera shots
Out of the 202 photos analysed, 19(9.4%) of the im-

ages were captured in close-up shots. Thirty-six imag-
es (17.82%) were captured in medium shots, and 147 
of the photos (72.77%) were captured in long shots in 
Table 1. 

Table 1
Stylistic level of visual framing

Camera Shot Images Percentage
Long Shot 147 72.77
Medium Shot
Close-Up Shot
Total

36
19

202

17.82
9.5
100

RQ2: Visual Pattern
After the photos were analysed for what is the visu-

al pattern, 72 photos (35.64%) out of 202 photos, the 
migrant workers were captured individually, mainly 
as close-up shots and portraits or they captured indi-
vidually. Forty-eight photos (23.76%) were captured 
of migrant workers in small-sized groups (2-3 peo-
ple), 81 photos (40.09%) were captured of the medi-
um-sized group (4-15 people), 36 photos (17.82%) of 
the long-sized group (15- more) and, lastly five images 
(2.4%) of the objects which are the belongings of the 
migrant workers in Table 2. 

Table 2
Visual pattern

Groups Photos Percentage
Individual 72 35.64
Small-sized Group (2-3 people) 48 23.76
Medium-sized (4-15) 81 40.09
Long Sized (15-more)
Objects
Total

36
5

202

17.82
2.4
100

4.2 Presence of actors
Out of the 202 photos analysed, the men were 

captured more, and the prominent male photos were 
73 (36.13%); secondly, people in groups were captured 
more with 72 photos (35.64%), thirdly were children 
prominent frames with 26 photos (12.87%), and then 
came the women with 25 photos (12.37%), and lastly 
the belongings of the migrant workers with five pho-
tos (2.4%). Table 3 discusses about Presence of actors. 
Table 2 shows the Visual Pattern.
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Table 3
Presence of actors

Actors Photos Percentage
Men
Groups
Children
Women
Belongings
Total

73
72
26
25
05
202

36.13
35.64
12.87
12.37
2.4
100

RQ3: Visual Frames
The photographs were listed as those showing 

health services, transit services, food shelter, and res-
cue facilities in the Economic Frames.

The Political Frame contained photographs show-
ing government officials, security forces, lawmakers, 
and NGOs’ leaders in the background. The system 
also cantered on law enforcement and regulation.

The Humanitarian Frame included the photos in 
which the subjects are captured to touch the audience’s 
emotions, where the focus was on the facial expressions. 
The frame also showcases the category of misery and 
grief. In this study, the depiction of misery and grief was 
sub-coded from the human-interest frame variable. 

One hundred seventy-two photos (85%) out of 
the 202 photos were captured in the Human-Interest 
Frames. In contrast, 21 (10.5%) were captured in the 
Economic Interest frames, and 09 (4.5%) photos were 
captured in the Political interest frame in Table 4.
Table 4
Visual frames

Frames Images Percentage
Human Interest Frames
Economic Interest Frames
Political Interest Frames
Total

172
21
09
202

85
10.5
4.5
100

4.3 Depiction of misery, grief, and injury
One hundred sixty-two photos (80.19%) depicted 

the migrant workers in misery and grief, while four 
photos (1.98%) showed the frames of injured mi-
grant workers, and lastly, 36 photos (17.83%) showed 
no signs of grief, misery, or injury in Table 5. Table 4 
shows the visual frames.

Table 5
Depiction of misery and grief

Frames Photos Percentage
Misery/Grief
Injury
None of the above
Total

162
04
36
202

80.19
1.98
17.83
100

5 Discussions
This study showed that the long-shot depiction 

was mainly included in the reporting, used to depict 
a large number of workers migrating to thousands 
of kilometres they have to travel through. The long-
shot photographs showcase broad context rather than 
actuality, in comparison to giving the impression of 
closeness to an impression of suffering [6]. Long shots 
won’t automatically draw the viewer’s emotional reac-
tion focus in comparison to the close-up shots or the 
medium shots. The portrayal of subjects in a close-up 
shot contributes to audiences’ familiarity with the sub-
jects and generates a compassionate reaction from the 
public. Images that portrayed the migrant workers in 
close-up created an effect that can make the audience 
think more about the crisis, take action, or empathize 
with the migrant workers. The photos that showcased 
the migrant workers in medium shots focused on 
their facial expressions while still giving the audience 
the idea. While also showcasing the expressions, the 
medium shots showed the conditions that the migrant 
workers were subjected to in this case. The analysis 
highlighted the migrant’s sufferings from a closer an-
gle and a broader perspective. 

The migrant workers were captured individually, 
mainly as close-up shots and portraits. The photos 
were captured of migrant workers in medium groups 
and mass crowds. The photos captured individual-
ly clearly showed the facial expressions, the medium 
groups and the long groups clearly showcased the con-
ditions the migrant workers were subjected to and the 
number of people walking on the roads that were in 
thousands covering long distances. 

The frames in which the male prominence evident 
was captured are more, while the people captured in 
groups came proportionally equal to the prominent 
male frames. Children were prominent in 26 photos, 
while women seemed to have dominated the migra-
tion pattern. In [3] were captured less than others with 
25 photos, highlighting that women are not captured 
enough in the photojournalistic coverage. In [13] 
highlighted that women do move across the borders, 
but the debate also remains quiet on female experienc-
es in the process.

The dominant frame is mainly the ‘human interest 
frame’; it is understandable because the migrant crisis 
is an emergent issue after the lockdown imposed in 
India due to COVID-19. The frame captured images 
to form an emotional connection with the audience. 
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The migrant workers in this frame were mostly cap-
tured walking with their kids, belongings. They were 
also captured sitting by the side of the road or on the 
railway stations waiting for help to arrive. The frames 
were to capture the emotional aspect of the crisis. The 
focus was also proportionally given to the elderly, dis-
abled people, and the children as infants walking or 
resting. The frames captured the will-power of the 
migrant workers who walked thousands of kilometres 
without giving up; the frames gave the viewer a chance 
to introspect the migrant exodus and think of it as an 
emergent issue and an important one. 

The ‘depiction of grief, misery, and trauma’ was 
sub-coded from this frame. Most of the photos show 
cased misery wherein the migrant workers were shown 
walking with their belongings with a sense of helpless-
ness and tiredness and a sense of fear of the future. 
Families with kids as small as infants were captured on 
the side of the road or on the railway station, trying to 
make them smile or ease their tiredness. As compared 
to the frames of misery and grief, the frames of inju-
ry were less captured. The photos that were captured 
highlighted the injuries to the migrants due to acci-
dents that took place while walking on the roads or 
due to police brutality. Lastly, photos did not highlight 
any grief, misery, or injury since they were captured 
in a broad context or from behind to show the mi-
grant workers’ large distance to cover back home. The 
frames showcased the never-ending roads. 

Secondly, the Economic Interest Frames captured 
the migrant workers being subjected to the bad condi-
tion of the transport facilities being provided, also the 
food, shelter, and water. As far as transport facilities 
are concerned, people were captured cramped up in 
the vehicles defying all the social distancing advisory 
for COVID-19.

6 Limitations and further scope
Like any research trying to study the content qual-

itatively, this research has a limitation of subjective 
interpretation. The analysis of photos and ascribing 
frames results from the researchers’ subjective anal-
ysis, and hence the findings cannot be generalized. 
Additionally, the photographs were taken from var-
ious selected major media outlets, and hence the 
results too possibly cannot be generalized across all 
media across the country. The findings give a fair bit 
of idea about how Indian media framed the migrant 
workers’ crisis. The study only analysed these pho-

tographs’ content and not the effects they may have 
produced on the audiences. Further research can 
take up this work.

7 Conclusions
The study analysed how the Indian media visually 

framed the crisis of migrant workers due to CoVid-19 
induced nationwide lockdown. The analysis of stylistic 
levels of framing shows that maximum photographs 
used long shots; however, the close-up shots could 
have added a more emotional quotient to the coverage 
and allow the viewer to connect with the migrant exo-
dus more. Secondly, the visual pattern found that male 
presence was found most in the photographs, and 
there is a scope for more in-depth imagery of wom-
en migrant workers. The most dominant frames were 
human interest frames, and they highlighted human 
suffering, grief, and misery. They were also captured 
fighting for a seat and a place to stand in the vehicles, 
kids being pushed in the crowd. The analysis shed light 
on the government authorities failing to provide prop-
er facilities and transportation to the migrant workers 
traveling back home. 

In Political Frame, the photos showcased the mi-
grant workers asking for help from the police author-
ities. In some photos, the police helped the migrant 
workers. The photos were captured from the point 
of view of the migrants, showcasing them walking 
towards the police barricades, perhaps at the state 
borders. The photos also captured the inhumane be-
haviour the migrant workers were subjected to when 
sanitized using the sprays while waiting to board the 
trains back home [16]. It highlighted how the migrant 
workers were being subjected to police intervention 
and were exposed to sanitization’s inhumane be-
haviour.
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