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Abstract 

The mass media through their power of mass persuasion have an 

impact on the readers', viewers', or listeners' perceptions of social 

phenomenon. This paper reports on a quantitative content analysis of 

articles appearing in the Los Angeles Times, New York Times, Washington 

Post. and Arizona Daily Star between 1972 and 1978 that dealt with the 

subject of undocumented (illegal) immigration from Mexico to the U. S. 

In this way, it is an empirical study in the sociology of knowledge that 

examines the social reality constructed by the news media regarding this 

complex social issue. We found a significant increase in the number of 

articles appearing each year on this topic. Relatively few were written 

by Spanish-surnamed individuals or used undocumented immigrants as sources 

of information. In fact, most of the information presented in the articl~s 

was obtained from the Border Patrol, INS, and politicians. We conclude 

that news media coverage of undocumented Mexican immigration was not 

balanced and that the American public accepted the biased information 

they read as an accurate reflection of social reality. 



Although Mexicans have been moving across the border continuously 

since its political creation with the signing of the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848, and the structural .':.onditions that caused and 

supported this type of employment migration l:lillt'e the beginning of the 

20th century through the present have remained fairly constant, this 

phenomenon has not always been viewed in the same way. Historically, 

interpretation of the phenomenon of undocumented (illegal) Mexican 

immigration to the United States has been based on public perceptions 

of the issue, per~eptions that have often been biased by the emotional 

setting that is affected by the internal political and economic environment 

(Bustamante, 1972; Gamio, 1930; Garc{a, 1980: Samora, 1971). As internal 

economic conditions change, so too does the way in which undocumented 

Mexican immigration is perceived, defined, and resolved. 

In periods when the American economy is in a state of growth, illegal 

Mexican immigration is not viewed as a threat, in fact, the issue is most

ly ignored by the majority of Americans. However, as the country enters 

periods of economic decline, this same phenomenon surfal~es in the mal:lS 

media as a major "nt!ws" it(~m and is perceived and defined as bt!ing out o[ 

,~ontrol and highly problematic. This was certainly the case during the 

economh~ Crash of 1929, the Great Depression of the early 30's, and again 

in 1954. The result in each case was tighter enforcement of immigration 

laws, for exaluple, "Operation Wetback," a major Border patrol effort:. to 

roundup and deport illegal Mexican immigrants was conceived and implemented 

in 1954. 

Yet, at other points in time when the country experienced periudl:l 

of economic expansion or when it needed a source of chea~ labor, during 
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the early part of the 20th century and again during WWII, for example, 

Mexican campesinos were actively recruited and encouraged to enter the 

country. Almost 5 million Mexican nationals were contracted to work in 

the United States between 1942 and 1964 under the Bracero Program (a 

bilateral agreement between the Mexican and U. S. governments). During 

that same time period, over 5 million illegal Mexican immigrants were 

apprehended. Historically, the need for cheap labor in the United States 

has been continuous. The railroads, agriculture, and mining industry have 

all benefited from Mexican labor. 

In Arizona, to take one case, 2,500 Mexicans were recruited in 

1917 to work in the expanding cotton industry. Between 1918 and 1920 

almost 35,000 Mexican nationals were brought across the border to pick 

cotton (Brown and Cassmore, 1939). Transportation and meals in route 

to Arizona were paid by Arizona growers who were pleased to get as many 

Mexicans as possible since they were paid less and, in one grower's words, 

"were the best workers they ever had" (Brown and Cassmore, 1939). The 

availability of jobs for ~lexican nationals continues into the present. 

Again, to use the same state, the Arizona Cattle Growers' Association 

testified in 1978 before the Congressional Committee on the Judiciary 

that domestic labor was insufficient, that cattle growers in ArLzona 

were then employing undocumented Mexican workers, and that if given the 

opportunity they would hire more (Committee on the Judiciary, 1979). 

Independent of the need for cheap labor t::xprt::sst=d by t::mployers, 

during periods of economic decline Mexican undocumented immigration is 

perceived as a serious problem requiring a drastic and immediate 

solution. Undocumented Mexican workers are then det ined as the ('i.Hl~e 
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of the economic problems and the logical solution becomes to deport 

as many as can be ro~nded up. Unfortunately, in such periods of a 

faultering economy the emotional overtones are not conducive to formu

lating and implementing a "rational" policy/solution, hence the issue 

of undocumented Mexican migration is never fully resolved since during 

periods of economic stability or growth illegal immigration is not per

ceived as a problem and therefore not addressed as a public policy 

issue. 

During the 1970's the U. S. again experienced internal economic 

difficulties resulting in high rates of inflation and unemployment. 

This internal economic decline did not decrease the need for Mexican 

workers. It did, however, serve to call national attention to the 

phenomenon of undocumented immigration from Mexico. 

During the 1970's illegal Mexican immigration became a major "news 

item. All forms of mass media, television, radio, newspapers, magazines, 

etc. featured items on this phenomenon. The public was bombarded with 

"information," albeit not necessarily accurate information, on undoculO.:nte.d 

Mexican immigration. On a regular basis, one could pick up a newspaper or 

magazine, listen to the radiO, or watch television and encounter an item 

on ill~gal immigration. Whether they were i.dentified as illegnl aliens, 

undocumented workers, illegal immigrants, undocumented immigrants, wetbacks, 

or just plain illegals, the phenomenon captured the attention of the mass 

med ia and in tun,. of the American public. 

Even television "entertainment" programs dealt with this topic. Several 

popular programs, S4ch as "CHiPs" and "Lou Grant" devoted entire !.!pisodes to 

the theme of Mexican undocumented immigration. By the end of the dccaue 
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even a feature length commercial film appeared, entitled "Borderline," 

starring Charles Bronson as a Border Patrol Agent. The conclusion reached 

by such programs and news articles was that the problem of illegal Mexican 

immigration was out of control. Even National Geographic published a 

story in 1980 concluding that, 

Lack of jobs in Mexico, and the tendency of Americans to spurn 
work that seems socially unattractive, have turned the trickle of 
illegal aliens into a torrent (Smith, 1980:800, emphasis added). 

Illegal immigration became an issue of such importance that even th~ 

Gallup Poll began to report on public attitudes towards immigration. In 

a poll conducted for the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS), the 

Gallup Organization (1976) found that nationally over half of the sampled 

population had recently read dr heard something about "the problem of illegal 

aliens." Respondents living in the West and particularly those living in 

states bordering with Mexico were especially likely to have read .or heard 

about "the problem." Over two-thirds of the respondents living in this 

region indicated that they had read or h~ard something about this issue. 

In another national poll conducted in 1977, the Gallup Organization 

found that only 5 percent of the respondents had no opinion on the sub

ject. Presumably so much "information" had been generated in the mass 

media that 95 percent of sampled population had developed an opinion. 

Specifically. 44 percent favored decreasing immigration to the Unitt:!d 

States whereas only 7 percent favored an increase. This repre~ented a 

shift from an earlier Gallup Poll (1965) that found that 33 perct:!nt of 

the respondents wanted fewer immigrants while 8 percent favored an 

increase. Whether people had read something about the subject or 

not, the point is that almost everyone had an opinion; unducumented 

... 




5 


immigration was an issue that almost everyone knew something about or at 

least thought they knew something about. But what image did they have 

of this complex social phenomenon? 

A Content Analysis 

This paper reports on a quantitative content analysis of images of 

Mexican undocumented immigrants as portrayed in the news media. Berelson 

(1952:18) provided an early definition of content analysis as 

••• a research technique for the objective, systematic, and 
quantitative description of the manifest content of communication. 

This definition has changed little since then; Carney (1972:25) defines 

content analysis as a 

• • • Technique for making inferences by objectively and 
systematically identifying specified characteristics of messages. 

This technique of analysis provides a method by which one is able to 

~enerate both objective and reliable data to answer a set of questions about 

newspaper coverage of undocumented immigration (rom Mexico in such a way 

as to produce countable results. In other words, content analysis is a 

methodology that makes it possible to make fre~uency statements about the 

incidence of general themes and categories. 

Although Gutierrez (1978a and 1978b) conducted a similar study in 1978, 

his work was limited to newspaper converage over a period of only thirteen 

and one-half months and to California newspapers whereas our project ~overs 

a 7 year period (1972 through 1978) and looks at both national and re~ional 

newspapers. Moreover, our sample I"onsists of the total universe (N == 949) 

of articles dealing with undocumented Mexil"an immigration published til (our 

newspapers Los Ange~es Times, New York Times, Washington Post, and Ar~~9~ 

Daily Star whereas Gutierrez' analysis wa::; based on a ::;mall random sampl(; 
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of articles (N ~ 114). Finally, we generated data for the categories studied 

by Gutierrez (e,g., length of article, ethnicity of reports, etc.) as well as 

for several others not included in his analysis. 

One of the authors of the study reported herein has also published a 

paper on newspaper coverage of undocumented Mexican immigration (Fernandez, 

1979). That earlier study, however, was less systematic and comprehensive 

and more descriptive and impressionistic than the present. In some ways, 

though, it served as a framework. for the research reported herein. 

Theoretical Discussion 

This study can be thought of as falling within the theoretical framework 

of the sociology of knowledge as explicated by Berger and Luckmann (1966). 

Specifically, it is an empirical study of the image presented by newspaper 

articles of undocumented Mexican immigration. It is a study of the way in 

which the mass media mold popular perceptions by transforming and shaping the 

meanings of social phenomenon and thus construct social reality. 

The mass media do not simply mirror social reality, they also mold it; 

they reflect as well as shape public opinion. To a great extent, the modern 

consciousness is being formed by the mass media. The mass media have a direct 

effect on those who read, hear, or view the item and an indirect effect on 

others who although may not have read, heard, or watched the item discuss 

issues with someone who has. How often have we heard others and our:;elves 

say, -I just heard on the news ••• " or "Did you read about. ~ . in the 

paper?" Although the effect of anyone presentation might be minimal, the 

cumulative effect due to constant repetition is substantial. In this way, 

subjective meaning and bias -found in the mass media becomes objective fae':: 
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(Mills, 1963). Altheide (1976), Altheide and Snow (1979), DeMott (1980), 


Gans (1979), and Lester (1980), to name only a few, have shown that 


"newsworthiness" shapes what appears on television nt!ws programs and in 


newsprint. Moreover, "newsworthiness" is frequently based on subjective 


interpretation of complex social events. Information is then presented to 


the public as objective reality when in fact it is only one reality. Some 


of us may conjure up images of Joe Friday the plainclothes investigator of 


the long running television series, "Dragnet," saying, "The facts ma'am, 


just the facts," however, in the production of news, facts are not just facts. 


And although the news media would like us to believe their common phrase, 


"We don't make the news; we report it," there are a series of decisions and 


interpretations involved in the process of selecting and presenting news to 


the public that systematically bias the "facts" (Altheide and Sno~, 1979; 


Gans, 1979; Lester, 1980). Likewise, pres~nting the "facts" is not objective 

journalism because they are often somebody's facts. News messages may do more 

than inform readers about events; they may also change the meaning and 

significance of events. Hall (1973:86) notes that, 

It needs to be asserted that the news is a product, a human con
struction, a staple of that system of "cultural production" •.• 
we call the mass media. Journalists and editors select, from the 
mass potential news items, the events which constitute the "news" 
for the day. • •• News selection thus rests on inferred knowledge 
about the audience, infer.red assumptions about society, and a pro
fessional code or ideology. 

Theoretically, then, what we are presenting here is a stU?y in the 

sociology of knowledge that looks at the social reality constructed by 

newspaper articles regarding the issue of undocumented Mexican immigration. 

Note that we are not arguing for a conspiracy or conditioning model, that is, 

we are not implying that reporters and newspapers are intentionally biased, 

.. 
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in most cases we believe that they are attempting to be ojective and 

informative. In spite of this, however, reporting of an item over a period 

of time, particularly when it applies to ethnic minorities, can be biased and 

inaccurate (DeMott, 1980; Gans, 1979). Although "news" as a form of knowledge 

(Park, 1940) has been around for thousands of years and printed news for several 

hundred, and while news may turn a topic into a household word, in the process 

the mass .media does not necessarily shed light on the phenomenon and we are not 

necessarily becoming more educated, in the true sense of that word. 

Since news became an organizational product, especially on~ interested 

in circulation, sterotypes are often used in order to "inform" readers 

of what they already believe ("know"). This is why the more one reads 

newspapers, watches television news programs, or listens to radio news 

the more one may not know. The recent conflict over the Iranian 

hostage issue clearly showed the American public how the news media was 

distorting the situation, i.e., hardly anyone knew what was really going 

on, and in spite of the lack of new information the news media ~ontinued 

to report on the issue under the guise of "recent developments in the 

Iranian hostage issue indicate • It is important to understand that 

the mass media is an institution capable of not only deceiving, but of 

limiting conscious exposure to social life_ 

This study also falls within the theoretical framework of conflict 

sociology (Collins, 1975; Dahrendorf, 1959: Mills, 1956). Bas~~ally, 

while there are competing interpretations of undocumented immigration the 

one that emerges in newsprint is the one that originates frulll the "author

ity" (Border Patrol) and suits the dominant American public. As we 

shall see, illegal immigration is seldom prt:!sented in the news media in 
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a balanced form nor from the prespective of the participants themselves, 

nor is the presentation influenced by what might be considered sympathetic 

sources, e.g., Latino organizations, researchers, etc. 

Procedures 

Sample 

The sample for this study is comprised of all articles dealing with 

undocumented Mexican immigration that appeared between 1972 and 197tl in the 

three newspapers with the largest national circulation -- Los Angeles Time~, 

New York Times, and Washington Post -- and a local newspaper, Arizona Dajly 

Star, (published in Tucson, Arizona). These four newspapers provided both i.l 

national and local focus. Articles were initially selected using the indices 

of the three national newspapers from those listed under the heading of 

"Immigration and Kmigration." Only articles that made reference to Mexican 

immigrants directly or indirectly were included in our sample. Thus, 

articles that discussd immigration or immigration policy in general but 

did not mention Mexico or Mexican immigrants in particular were excluded 

from our sample. In addition, cartoons, even though they may have dealt 

with Mexican immigration, were also excluded from the analysis reported 

herein. Thus, the sample consists of letters to the editor, editorials, 

and "news" articles that dealt with this theme. 

It should be mentioned that although the Arizona Dai~t"r was not 

indexed, we were able to obtain access to their files Oll immigration. 

These files included clippings of all of their published articles on Mexi~a" 

immigration, which we were able to photocopy. Apart from this, tile !:>.:ll'll:! 

criteria, as des.~ribed above, were used in the sel!:i(:tion of t:ltt:: I:llla1 SClIlII,lc 
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for this newspaper. Finally, only a few letters to the editor are included 

for the Arizona Daily Star since they were not filed with their other items 

on immigration. 

Table 1 presents a breakdown of the number and percentage of artieles 

and letters to the editor for the four newspapers studied. Our overall sample 

consists of 949 items of which 101 are letters to the editor. This number 

is not simply a representative sample; it is the entire universe of cases 

for the four newspapers during the seven years studied. 

(Table 1 about here) 

!~:ding 
\,''---.----··---'The unit of analysis consists of both themes and categories that wt:re 

developed using the techniques of grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). 

Basically, the themes and categories emerged from the contents of the arti~les 

through several readings of a random subsample of 100 newstories from the 

larger sample of 949. Once the themes and categories had been established a 

detailed codebook was developed that was later used in coding the entire 

sample. This heuristic method, thus, gave rise to hypotheses phenomenologLf'ally 

grounded in observed fa<'t. 

Five undergraduate students were selected on the basis of interest in the 

project and classroom performance (participation and grades) to serve as 

coders. These students were trained in a two-stage process. During the first 

phase they received background information on the project, general information 

on content analysis and co~ing, and actual experience in coding. This first 

session lasted about three hours and included going through every item Oil the 

codebook and through several newspaper articles word-for-word. 



Table 1 

Number and percentage of articles by newspaper. 

Letters to 
Newspaper the Editor Articles Tot'.al N PE:lrcentagt! 

LA Times 58 340 398 42 

NY Times 29 182 211 22 

Washington 
Post 6 135 141 15 

Arizona Daily ---1L 191...:.. 199 -Z..L. 
Star 

Totals 101 848 949 100 
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Upon completion of this first phase of training. each coder received 

10 articles to take with them. They were instructed to code them and to 

return the comp.leted codesheets on the following day. This individual coding 

experience comprised the second phase of the training. The authors also coded 

these articles independently and then checked each other and subsequently the 

work of the undergraduate coders. Some initial problems were identified and 

corrected during this phase of the training. 

Final coding proceeded in the following way. Each coder was given 

approximately 50 articles at a time. The senior author coded 10 from each 

set of 50 independently in order to check for accuracy and reliabililty. 

Problems. if any. were identified and corrected prior to the coder recei'ling 

the next set of SO. This procedure was used with each coder throughout the 

two-month coding period. During this time, the senior author read all of 

the articles at least once. 

Intercoder reliability for both inclusion and direction (pro, con, or 

neutral treatment of subject matter) was checked using the folloWing formula: 

Percentage = ~gree'!~.-'!.t..!._I?.~t:.~ee!!....£.od~~_..~and G~~~.~ 
Agreement Agreementl:i [or A and Ii + Oisasgreements [or ;\ and I~ 

+ Omissions for A + Omissions for B 

In all equations, coder A represented the principal investigator and coder 

B the five undergraduate students, individually. of course. After each 

set of 50 articles was coded, an intercoder reliability factor was computed 

between the senior author and each of the other coders. We are pleased to 

report that the agreement scores for both inclusion and direction Were very 

high, ranging from 90 to 97 percent. 

Using descriptive and associational statistics, these data were cxam

ined in order to help conceptualize, describe and analyze the themes dis
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cussed in the newspaper stories about undocumented Mexican immigration. 

Headings were coded and analyzed separately for intensity (emotionalism or 

sentimentalization) and those findings are reported in detail in Fernandez 

(1981). That paper, incidentally, also includes an analysis and discussion 

of the photographs that appeared with the news I:Itories on undocument(:!d 

Mexh~an immigration. The analyses on social and aconomi.: impacts of 

undocumented Mexican immigrants as presented in the news media along with 

proposed solutions are reported in a third paper (Fernandez and Pedro~a, 

1981). In the present paper we examine several background variables, 

such as length of articles and reporter's ethnicity, and findings on 

identification labels, sources cited, and what the Border Patrol had to 

say when interviewed. 
• 

Findings 

Our hypothesis that news media coverage of undocumented ~lexiean workers 

increased dramatically during the 1970' s was clearly supported. Table 2 

prel:lents a breakdown of the news ;tems found i.n the four newspapers studied 

by year. In 1972, for example, 54 articles were published on this topi{~ 

compared to 214 in 1978, almost four times as many. 

(Table 2 about here) 

Reporters' Ethnicity 

Newspaper eoverage of undocumented Mexican immigrants dur~ng tht; 

period studied can best be summarized in Gutierrez' (1978a:4) wordl:l ~s, 

"Anglos quoting Anglos on ~lexicans" since the great majority oE reporters 

and sources were Anglo. We found that SO per.:ent of the articles in our 



Table 2 

Number of articles by year and perce~t. increase. 

Percent increase Percent. 
Year N from 1972 of tot.al 

1972 54 6 

1973 73 35 8 

1974 118 118 12 

1975 118 118 12 

1976 105 94 11 

1977 267 394 28 

1978 ill. 296 .2..3. 

Total 949 100 
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study were authored by non-Hispanics, 40 percent did not include a byline, 

and a mere 10 percent wt:re written by Spanish-surnamed individuals. Looking 

at only those articles that included a byline, we found that 83 percent were 

written by non-Hispanies and only 17 percent by Spanish-surnamed reportf:rs. 

The great majority of the articles written by Spanish-surnamed individuals, 

incidentally. were written by just one reporter. Mr. Frank Del Olmo, a 

staff reporter for the Los Angeles Times. In fact, of all of the articles 

authored by Spanish-surnamed individuals, 83 percent appeared in the 

Los Angeles Times. A significant proportion (20 percent) of the articles 

published in the Los Angeles Times was written by Spanish-surnamed reportf:rs. 

This was much higher than for any of the other papers studies which varied 

from 2 to 4 percent of their articles being written by Spanish-surnamed 

individuals. 

The importance of reporters' ethnicity in gathering information from 

undocumented Mexican immigrants should be self-evident. First and perha[Js 

foremost. reporters of Latin background are more likely to speak Spanish 

than non-Hispani~s whh'h means that they art! more Likely to be abl~ to )~a i.n 

access to undocumented Mexican workers. Keep in mind that illegal immmigrants 

live a clandestine existence, their survival depends on remaining anonymous 

and thus are not about to discuss their undocumented status with just anyone 

for fear of being identified and deported by la~..!£.ra (Border Patrol). 

Non-Hispanic Spanish-speaking reporters could presumably gain access 

to this population through the fostering of friendships, however, SUCII re

lationships take time to develop. time which the production of news in modern 

society does not have. Hence, as we shall see below, reporters. part i.(~ul<1rly 

non-Hispanics. turn to readily available sour(~es for their information even 

though_ often they do not have the most accurate information. 
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Length of Articles 

The length of newspaper artieles varied a great deal. Although a longer 

article may not n~cessarily have more of an impact on the reader, a complex 

issue such as immigration could presumably be presented in more complete 

detail in longer articles. That is, the quality of information on something 

as complex as Mexican nationals often requires some quantity to develop it. 

While every paper that we studied printed long feature stories on Hexir.an 

immigration, especially in the later years studied, 1977 and '78, overall 

coverage of undocumented Mexican workers during the period studied was 

rather cursory. 

We measured length of article in two ways: a) number of paragraphs 

in the story; and b) column inches covered by article. In terms of the 

first measure, fully 70 percent of the articles were 15 or fewer paragraphs 

in length, while only 12 percent were over 25. Small differences were found 

among the four newspapers. The Arizona Daily Star had the lowest proportion 

of longer articles. only t3 per(~ent of its articles were over 2) paragraphs 

in length compared to a high of 19 percent in the Washington Post. The oth~r 

two papers, Los Angeles Times and New York Times had 13 and 11 percent re

spectively in this category. 

In Table 3 we present the results on length of articles as measured 

by column inches. Overall, 32 percent of the articles covered 5 or fewer 

column inches while another 31 percent were 10 or less inches in length. 

On the other hand, only 5 percent of the articles were over 30 inch~s in 

length while 13 percent were between 15 and 30 inches long. Fully 6) 

perr.ent of th~ ilrti,~les were 10 or fewer inr.hes i.n length while onty 111 

percent were over 15. 

(Table 3 about here) 

.. 
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Table 3 

Length of articles by column inches and newspaper. 

Newspaper 5" or less 5"+ to 10" 10"+ to 15" 15"+ to 30" Ov~r 30" 

LA Times .28. .31 .18 .16 .07

NY Times .38 .19 .24 .15 .04 

Washington 
Post .32 .30 .16 .15 .07 

Arizona 
Star 

Daily 
.30 .45 .16 .08 .01 

Overall .32 .31 .19 .13 .05 

* Percentages total across 
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Some variation was found among the four papers studied in terms of 

this measure of length. The Los Angeles Times and the Washington Post 

tended to print longer articles than the other papers. For example, 7 per

cent of the articles published in each of these papers was over 30 inrhes 

long while only 4 percent of those in the New York Times and 1 percent of 

those in the Arizona Daily Star fell into this category. At the bottom 

end of the scale. 75 percent of the items in the Arizona Daily Star were 

10 or fewer column inches long compared to 57 percent and 59 percent for 

the New York Times and Los Angeles Times, respectively. 

Interestingly enough, then, although the coverage of undocumented 

Mexican immigrants increased (in terms of number of articles) during the 

1970's, it did not become more comprehensive. The information or "news" 

was represented in a short and simplistic fashion and thus, although the 

reader was seeing more items on this phenomenon in his newspaper, he was 

not becoming more informed. 

Identificati9n Labels 

What word or words are used to describe Mexican undocumented immi

grants, that is, how are they identified by the news media? Although, the 

term "wetback" was widely used as a derogatory label prior L:O 1970, 5 pcrc~nt 

of the articles studied still used this concept to identify Mexican workers 

in the U. S. during the 1970's. We did find, however, a steady decrease 

in the proportion of articles using this term over the years :;tudied, from 

15 percent in 1972 to 4 percent in 1978. Controlling for newspaper, 3 

per(:ent of the artieles published in both the Los Angeles Times and the 

Washington Post used the term wetbacks. On the other hand, almost twi~e 
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that proportion (7 percent) of the articles found in both the New York Times 

and Arizona Daily Star referred to Mexican illegal immigrants as wetbacks. 

Even less frequent was the use of the persons' names. dne could argue, 

of course, that reporters did not include names in order to keep the un

documented anonymous and thus protected from the Border Patrol. However, 

as we shall see below, reporters seldom used illegal immigrants as sources 

of information and thus, it is more likely that names were not used to 

identify the people being wr.itten about simply because reporters did not 

know their names. In short, most report~rs tended to be distant from the 

people and phenomenon they were writing about; too distant to present 

detailed information and a balanced image. 

Although the use of the terms "undocumented workers," "undocumented 

immigrants," and "undocumented aliens" have gained wide acceptance in the 

social science research literature, only 12 percent of the sample used 

these identifiers. We found wide variation in the use of these identifiers 

by newspapers. In fact, 52 percent of the arti.:les using the term "undocu

mented" were published in the Los Angeles Times, while only 10 percent of 

these appeared in the Washington Post. Moreover, only 2 percent of the 

articles published in 1972 used the term undocumented ~ompared to 22 

percent of those appearing in 1978. In fact, 90 percent of the articles 

that used this label were printed in just two years, 1977 and 1978. 

The most widely used term was "illegal alien," 79 per(~ent. of the 

articles used this concept. The second most common term was "aliens," 

over one half (56 percent) of thl:! sample used this label. The use ot 

the term illegal alien remained fairly constant over the seven years 

studied while the use of just "aliens" decreased somewhat. There was, 

... 
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however, much variation in the newspapers studied. For example, 78 

percent of the articles printed in the Arizona Daily Star used the term 


"aliens" compared to only 29 percent of those found in the Washington Post. 


lbese single item measures of identification labels were combined 


into three categories. The first included the terms 111egal aliens, 


illegals, aliens, and wetbacks, which are the more distant and negative 


identifiers. On the more positive side, the second category was composed 


of all of the labels that included the concept "undocumented." The third 


category was composed of the more neutral terms, such as "illegal immigrant" 


and "illegal migrant." 


Using these collapsed measures, we found a significant association 

2between year and labels (X - 102.88, 12 d.f., P .00), fully 83 percent of 


the identifiers fell in the distant/negative category while only 6 percent 


were in the positive category and 11 percent in the middle (mo.re neutral) 


category. Spanish-surnamed reporters were almost twice as likely to use 


positive identifiers as non-Hispanics, 11 percent vs. 7 percent. The lowest 


proportion, however, was in the no byline group. only 2 percent of the 


articles without a byline used positive labels to identify the subjects. 


On the other hand, artil~les without a byline had the highest proportion 

(90 percent) of negative labels compared to 81 and 75 percent of the arti.cles 

. written by non-Hispanic and Spanish-surnamed reporters, respectively. The 

association between reporters' ethnicity and labels was also s~atistically 

sigificant (X2 - 48.05, 4 d.F., p .00). 

The use of labels also varied by newspaper, for example, 7 percent of the 

identifiers used in the articles printed in the Los Angeles Times used positive 

labels compared to 4 percent of those found in both the Washington Post and 
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Arizona Daily Star. On the other hand, the Washington Post had the lowest 

proportion of negative labels (75 percent) in its articles while the Arizona 

Daily Star had the highest proportion (87 percent). In 	short, we found a 

2significant relationship between newspaper and labels (X • 53.39, 6 d.F., 

p .00). 

Our findings regarding identification labels can be summarized by noting 

that the print media relied on the double negative term "illegal aliens" 

almost to the total exclusion of positive symbols. Whether intentional or 

unintentional, the use of such a negative symbol creates and perpetuates nn 

image of the undocumented immigrant as a criminal and foreign object. The 

negative terms, also, do not foster empathy on the part of the reader nor are 

they neutral. Reporters and newspapers, through their use of such negative 

symbols, may be contributing to a climate in which harsh treatment of those 

associated with the symbols is warranted (e.g. a la well publicized Hannigan 

case). Treatment that, no doubt, the same print media would deplore in their 

editorial pages but which they would have been partially responsible for 

through their one-sided coverage. 

Headings 

Headings are an important category because it is the heading of a 

newspaper article that initially captures the reader's attention. Even 

if I:he individual does not read the entire artiele, reading the headings 

on a particular topic over a period of time can have an influence on the 

rea.der's perception of that topic. Although the detailed analysis 01: 

headings is reported elsewhere (Fernandez, 1981), we note here some of 

our major findings. A significant number (41 percent) of headings cr~ated 
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an immediatley negative image of undocumented Mexican immigrants. Only 

12 percent of the headings, on the other hand, portrayed these people 

in a positive way, while 47 percent tended to be neutral. 

A person reading only the headings over the seven years and across 

the four newspapers studied would come away with the image that the United 

States was being overrun by an "influx" of "illegal aliens." In addition, 

these "illegal aliens" were defined as being a tremendous drain on the 

American economy. We offer the following examples from the Los Angeles Times: 

Headline Date 

600,000 Illegal Aliens Apprehended by U. S. 1-17-74 
240,000 Illegal Aliens Picked Up in California 8- 6-76 
Aliens Reportedly Get $100 Million in Welfare 1-27-73 

from the New York Times: 

Million Illegal Aliens in Metropolitan Area 12-29-74 
More Than Million Aliens Caught at Mexil"'!an Border 11-24-77 
Unlawful Aliens Use Costly City Services 

Thousands Compete for Jobs and Get 
School, Hospital and Welfare Benefits 12-30-74 

from the Washington Post: 

Can We Stop the Invasion of Illegal Aliens? 2-29-76 
The Illegal Influx 2-12-77 
Aliens Said to Cost U. S. Jobs, Taxes 7-18-76 

and finally, from the Arizona Daily Star: 

Illegal Aliens Flooding Yuma, California Area 2- 3-73 
Illegal Entry of Mexicans At New High 3-21-74 
Mexicans' Bills Going Unpaid, Hospital Says 2-14-77 
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Sources Cited 

Most reporters neither have the time or the expertise to gather and 

analyze their own data, hence, they usually depend on secondary sources for 

information. In addition, once a source is used and ~~ited in one article, 

there is a good chance that it will be repeated or sought out again in 

subsequent reports since newspaper people tend to use their paper's own 

files as the basis for much of their "research." Thus, eertain images, 

themes, and sources keep coming up. In this way, the routine use of 

prior reports as the basis for new stories can perpetuate distortions. 

This was certainly the case in the reporting of "news" related to un

documented immigration. 

We were interested in studying who reporters' identified as the 

"experts" on undocumented Mexican immigration and thus coded references 

to sources of information mentioned in the articles. Table 4 presents 

a breakdown of the sources cited by reporters. Over half of the articles 

(51 percent) cited the Border Patrol or other officials of the Immigration 

and Naturalization Service (INS). Politicians were named as sources almost 

as often (49 percent). No other single category had such a high Er~quency, 

for example, the next category (police) only appeared in 8 percent of the 

articles. Few reporters used undocumented workers themselves as sources of 

information; only 6 percent of the articles identified illegal immigrants 

as sources. Even fewer (3 percent) turned to university professors and 

other researchers for their information. 

(Table 4 about here) 

The list of sources found in Table 4 was l~ollapsed into three cate

gories; a) Sympathetic Sources -- undocumented workers, and Latino 



Table 4 

Sources cited by reporters. 

Proportion of 
Articles citing 

Source these sources 

INS- and Border Patrol .51 

Politicians .49 

Police .08 

Labor Organization~ .07 

Latin Organizations .07 

Undocumented Workers .06 

General Public .05 

Employers .04 

University Researchers .03 

Others (clergy, attorneys, airline spokesman, .13 
KKK member, Me~ican official, poet, etc.) 

-Immigration and Naturalization Service 
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organizations or groups; b) Unsympathetic (Official) Sources -- INS, 

Border Patrol, politicians, and labor organizations; and c) Other 

Sources -- researchers, general public, employers and ochers. As can be 

seen in Table 5, the great majority (75 percent) of the sources cited 

were of the official/unsympathetic type while only 8 percent fell in 

the sympathetic category. Looking over the years studied, we found 

a pattern in which there was an increase in the proportion of unsympa

thetic sources cited and a decrease in the number of sympatheti'~ 

informants from 1972 through 1974. This pattt:!rn gradually r~vc.rs\:!d so 

that the figures for 1977 and '78 were very similar to those found for 

1972. 

(Table 5 about here)( 
analyzed these collapsed variables by ethnicity of reporter~so 

and newspaper. Spanish-surnamed reporters were more likley to cite sympa

thetic sources than non-Hispanil~ reporters (13 percent vs. 9 percent, 

respectively) and less likely to go to offic.ials for their information 

(66 percent VB. 74 percent for non-Hispani.~s). Artieles that did not 

include a byline were even more likely to cite officials (81 percent) 

and less likely to refer to sympathetic sources (5 percent). When we 

used the total number of sympathetic sources cited as the denominator, 

and the number of sympathetic sources cited by Spanish-surnamed reporters 

as the numerator, we found that Spanish-surnamed reporters accounted 

for 26 percent of the sympathetic citations. This was, indeed, a 

significant proportion given that Spanish-surnamed reporters wrote only 

10 percent of the articles studied. We conclude, tluin, that Spanish-

surnamed reporters had a wider and more balaneed range of sources chan 



Table 5 

Sources cited using the condensed variables, by year. 

Year Sympathetic Official Other 

1972 10 (.11) 65 ( .71) 17 ( .18 ) 

1973 4 ( .06) 54 (.77) 12 ( .17 ) • 

1974 5 (.04 ) 107 ( .89 ) 8 ( .07) 

1975 7 ( .04 ) 143 ( .81) 27 ( .15) 

1976 11 ( .07) 116 ( .76 ) 26 ( • 11 ) 

1917 36 (.08) 335 ( .71) 91 ( .21) 

1978 45 ( .12) 275 ( .74 ) 53 ( .14 ) 

Totals (.08) ( .75) ( .17) 

2
X = 35.64 12 d.F. p<.OO 
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non-Hispanic. This is consistent with Chavira (1977) who found that 

La Opinion's coverage of Mexican emigration and deportation was more 

sympathetic and balanced than that of the Los__~les Times~ 

In terms of the four newspapers, the Washington Post stood out as 

having a higher proportion (84 percent) of its articles citing officials 

than the other three papers which had 73 percent of their articles in this 

category. The reverse pattern was found for sympatheti.: sourees, that is, 

only 5 percent of the articles in the Washington Post cited undocumented 

workers and Latino groups, compared, fo! example, to 9 percent of those in 

the Los Angeles Times. These variations are understandable given the 

location of ,the two newspapers; reporters in the Washington, D. C. ar~a 

would naturaly have more access to politicians and other government 

officials while reporters in Los Angeles would be closer to the pool of 

undocumented Mexican immigrants, given historical patterns of migration 

to the Southwest from Mexico (Cornelius, '1978; Dagodag, 1975; Samora, 

1971). However, all four newspapers tended to rely primarily on govern

ment sources for their information. This is consistent with Chavira 

(1976) who found that In the 1930's and 1950's the Los Angeles Tim~ti 

tended to rely almost exclusively on official sour.~~ti of information 

regarding the issue of Mexican immigration. 

What the Border Patrol is Saying 

It can be argued that the Border Patrol and INS are not objective 

observers regarding illegal immigration, in fact, they have a very high 

stake in the game. In the case of the Border Patrol, their entire 

institutional existence depends on the "problem" of illegal immigration. 
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They are in a position, therefore, to be subjectively and emotionally 

involved in the process. Because of this, representatives of these 

agencies have a personal motivation to exaggerate the extent of the 

problem that they are supposed to solve. In order to justify their 

position, power, and annual requests for budget increases, the Border 

Patrol is likely to overestimate the need for their services. Becker (1963: 

157) describes the predicament of those who have to enforce the rules: 

In justifying the existence of his position, the rule enforcer 
faces a double problem. On the one hand, he must demonstrate 
to others that the problem still exists: the rules he is 
supposed to enforce have some point, because infractions 
occur. On the other hand, he must show that his attempts at 
enforcement are effective and worthwhile, that the evil he is 
supposed to deal with is in fact being dealt with adequately. 
Therefore, enforcement organizations, particularly when they are 
seeking funds, typically oscillate between two kinds of claims. 
First, they say that by reason of their efforts the problem they 
deal with is approaching solution. But, in the same breath, 
they say the problem is perhaps worse than ever (though through 
no fault of their own) and requires renewed and increased effort 
to keep it under control. Enforcement officials can be more 
vehement than anyone else in their insistence that the problem 
they are supposed to deal with is still with us, in fact is 
more with us than ever before. In making these claims, enforce
ment officials provide good reason for eontinuing the existence 
of the position they occupy. 

This theoretical statement clearly applies to the Border Patrol 

and their relationship to illegal immigration from Hexico. The souree 

of the most depressing stories regarding the "influx" of undocumented 

Mexican immigrants has been the Border Patrol. Following are a few examples 

that serve to illustrate the type of information that the Border Patrol, 

as an agent of social control, promoted during the past d~cade. 

Illegal aliens from Mexico are entering the United States 

across Arizona's border at a rt:!cord rate, Tucson's chh:E 

patrol agent with the U. S. Border Patrol said yet:>tt:rday 

(Rawlinson, 1974) • 


.. 
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Castillo [commiSSioner of IrS], in an interview, said the 

problem is that the agency Border patrol] has too little 

money and too few men to po ice the border effectively 

(Lindsey, 1978). 


"People think there has to be a limit, but the number of 

illegal immigrants keeps rising every year," said Dep. 

Chief Patrol Agent Richard Batchelor • . • • According 

to Batchelor, there has been ~no significant increase" 

in the number of border patrol agents since early last 

year (Los Angeles Times, 1974). 


Although Becker (1963) was not thinking specifically of the Border Patrol 

when he wrote the passage quoted above, the examples just listed and numerous 

others show that, in fact, such is the nature of this enforcem~nt agency. 

Theoretically, it is clearly to the advantage of the Border Patrol to I~onvince 

the American public that "the problem" is out of control. And sure enough, 

Border Patrol representatives continue to tell us that the problem is growing. 

In 12 percent (N - 113) of the articles studied, Border Patrol agents were 

quoted at stating that there was an "increase" or "influx" of illegal immi

grants from Mexico. If we look at only the articles that qu~te INS or 

Border Patrol agents, this proportion increases to 23 percent. That is, 

almost one in four of the Border Patrol agents interviewed during the sc;:ven

year-period studied were quoted as saying tllat the "illegal allen prublem" 

was growing. None, on the other hand, stated that it was under control 

or decreasing. 

The Border Patrol agents also said that they were doing a good job 

and repeatedly presented figures to corroborate this, figures that showed 

an increase in apprehensions over the previous week, month, qu~rter, ur 

year. At the same time, however, they talked about obstructions that kept 

them from doing even a better job, factors such as the lack of sufficient 

personnel, equipment, and money. The Border Patrol was almost as likely 



25 


to say that they were understaffed as that the problem was growing. Almost 

one-fourth (22 percent) of the agents interviewed indieated that they needed 

more personnel and half as many (11 percent) were quoted as saying that the 

Border Patrol needed more money while 5 percent mentioned that they were 

short of equipment (cars, helicopters, etc.). None, however, said that 

they had enough or too much equipment, money, or personnel. This is 

basically the image that the Border Patrol promoted about itself vis-1-vis 

"the problem." 

Discussion 

Undocumented immigration became a major "news" item during the 1970's. 

The news media, as exemplified by our analysis of newspaper coverage, made 

"illegal aliens" household words. We believe that the extensive interest 

in the phenomenon of undocumented immigration from Mexico was due in large 

part to the social, political, and economic environment of the period. 

That is, the U. S. experienced an economic setback about 1974 and again 

around 1978 leading to high rates of unemployment and inflation. Hence. 

as in other periods of Americ:an history. the public focused attention OIl 

what was believed to be one of the major causes of the internal econolll i,~ 

problems, illegal immigrants. Although such periods can focus negative 

attention and criticism on the Border Patrol for not having done its job, 

they are also opportunl:! times for this agency of social control in that 

it can take advantage of public sentiml:!nt in an effort to increase its 

funds, staff, and equipment. 

Most of the information presented in the newspaper articles studied 

came from the Border Patrol and other INS officials. Th!:! fiord!:!£" l'at£"ul 
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indirectly and the news media directly, convinced the American public that 

the "problem" of illegal immigration was out of control because of the 

"influx" of Mexicans. The Gallup Poll (1976), mentioned earlier, on the 

subject of undocumented immigration confirms that the American people had, 

indeed, accepted the social reality presented in the newspapers. When 

asked whether they thought the number of "aliens" entering the U. S. 

illegally each year was increasing, decreasing, or about the same, 58 

percent of the national sample indicated that they felt it was increasing 

while only 7 percent perceived a decrease. In the West and Mexican border 

states the proportions indicating a perceived increase were significantly 

higher than the national figure, 68 and 67 percent respectively. In both 

cases the proportion indicating a perceived decrease was only 5 percent. 

But the largest proportion (fully 75 percent) of respondents indicating 

a perceived increase was among those who also said that they had recently 

heard ·or read something about illegal immigration. Moreover, 53 percent 

of those who recently read or heard something about illegal immigration 

favored a policy that would allow fewer immigrants to enter the U. S. each 

year than were then admitted. In fact, about one in six (17 percent) 

favored stopping immigration altogether. 

Having heard or read about "the problem of illegal aliens" made people 

much more likely to regard them as a "serious problem" (50 per<~ent vs. 23 

per(:ent for the national sample). Moreover, this level of .:oncern was also 

directly related to the perceived number of undocumented immigrants ent~ring 

the country, that is, 51 percent of those who said that a large number of 

illegal immigrants was entering the U. S. indicated that "illegal aliens" 

were a "very serious problem." 

.. 
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~e image of undocumented immigration presented in the newspapers 

was threatening to Americans and the general feeling was one of increased 

enforcement; round up the "aliens" and send them back to their country of 

origin. When asked to indicate to what extent they agreed or disagreed 

with the statement, "Illegal aliens should be rounded up and sent back to 

where they came from," 64 percent of the respondents who had recently read 

or heard something about illegal immigration stated that they agreed with 

the statement while only 33 percent disagreed (Gallup, 1976). On the other 

hand, a significantly lower proportion (51 percent) of the people who had 

not read or heard something about this issue said that they agreed with the 

statement and 41 percent disagreed. Moreover, almost three times as many 

of the respondents who had not heard or read something about the topi.; as 

those who had stated that they did not know how they felt about the state

ment (8 percent vs. 3 percent respectively). 

In conclUSion, then, our study serves as an empirical example of the 

way in which the news media interpret and create social reality. In this 

case the news media led the American public to believe that there was a 

major influx of undocumented Mexican immigrants during the 197U's. This 

inforolation came from the Border Patrol and other INS officials inter

viewed by newspaper reporters. History, however, may prove that while 

there was, indeed, an increase in the number of apprehensions, it did 

not necessarily reflect a major increase in the number of undo~umented 

Mexican immigrants crossing the border. Rather, the increase in 

apprehensions may have been a result of other factors: 1) because of 

the depressed economic environment in'the U. S. during the 197U's, 

the Border Patrol had to illustrate to the American worker that it was 
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trying to get rid of the problem and thus worked harder to apprehend more 

undo~umented border crossers; and 2) the increase in apprehensions may have 

been due to improvements in Border Patrol technology. It is a documented 

fact that during this period the Border patrol installed additional electronic 

sensors along the border, acquired additional cars, four-wheel drive vehicles, 

helicopters, and light airplanes, and escalated its night patrol both in th~ 

air and on the ground. Hence, the probability of capturing more illegal 

immigrants increased even if the number of bordli!r r:rosses remained the same. 

Also, keep in mind that during the 1970's Mexico did not experience any social, 

political, or economic changes that would cause the number of emigrants to 

increase dramatically. In short, the point is that an alternative, more 

balanced, and accurate social reality was never promoted in the mass media. 

The social reality constructed and perpetuat~d by the mass media re

garding undocumented Mexican immigration to the U. S. was for the most part, 

neither informative nor objective. On the contrary, the coverage was cursory, 

predefined, and biased to a great extent by the subjective interpretation of the 

Horder Patrol and other INS officials. The newspapers studied were cont~llt 

to take whatever government representatives had to say about illegal Mexi(~an 

immigration as an accurate representation of this sociological phenomenon. 

Moreover, the public passively accepted and came to believe this interpreta

tion of social reality. In this way, the media shaped public consciousness 

on this complex social issue. A recent editorial in a local newspaper 

states: 

The Border Patrol operates under numerous restraints -- low 

budgets and insufficient personnel among the principal ones. 

About this, one may be sympathetic (Tucson Citi~_~. 1981). 
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These kinds of messages, we believe, had a greater impact in shaping 

public policy than the phenomenon they claimed to reflect. The American 

public came to believe that "the problem" of illegal Mexican immigration 

was growing and to a great extent responsible for the country's social 

and economic problems. Furthermore, it accepted, believed, and acted 

on the information the Border Patrol presented about itself, i.e., that 

it was understaffed, underequipped and most of all, underbudgeted. The 

American public, through its representatives, moved to alleviate these 

problems. For example, the final report of President Carter's Select 

Commission on Immigration and Refugee Policy (1981:47) states: 

The Select Commission recommends that Border Patrol funding 
levels be raised to provide for a substantial increase 1n the 
numbers and training of personnel, replacement sensor systems, 
additional light planes and helicopters and other needed equipment 
(emphasis added). 

And, after all, is this not what the Border Patrol wanted. 
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