
Abstract: This study examines media’s role in hybrid warfare by looking at the case study of the annexation of 
Crimea by Russia. Through a qualitative content analysis, using media framing theory, 30 articles from the 
news channel Russia Today were analysed. Six frames emerged from the analysis promoting a pro-Russian 
narrative. This narrative was significantly different from the facts researchers found by studying the course of 
events. This study also finds that every time a major event happened on the ground, a frame emerged in the 
media. The frames included elements of disinformation and intimidation. The study concludes that Russia 
Today was used as a weapon in Russia's information warfare. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

On March 18 2014, Putin announced that Crimea had joined the territory of the Russian 
Federation. In a referendum held two days earlier an overwhelming 97% of the Crimean people 
voted in favour of joining the Russian Federation. The annexation came shortly after the start of 
the Euromaidan, the protests against the incumbent government in Kiev that eventually grew 
violent and led President Viktor Yanukovych to flee to Russia. The referendum was condemned 
by many international actors and deemed unlawful by the UN. According to observers, it had 
taken place under doubtful circumstances involving hastiness, aggressive Russian propaganda, 
and military occupation. Russia on the other hand claimed that the people of Crimea had 
rightfully exercised their right of self-determination and that the referendum should be 
internationally acknowledged.   1

This bold move by President Putin took the United States, the EU and NATO by surprise. They 
all struggled to respond timely and strongly to prevent the annexation. Their inability to come to 
pre-empt Putin's actions brought about a crisis that would deepen the existing divide between the 
West and Russia.  2

Part of the reason why the West were unable to respond may be explained by the methods 
employed by Russia during the course of events. Russia used covert military actions mixed with 
an aggressive disinformation campaign, to obtain its political aims and annex Crimea. The hybrid 
warfare methods employed, including the use of information campaigns, have been of particular 
interest since the annexation and are worthy of more research.  

 Amandine Catala, 'The crisis in Ukraine, Secession and Annexation: The case of Crimea', German 1

Law Journal, Vol. 16 No. 3, 2015, pp. 581-586

 Ibid2
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1.2 Problem Statement 

This study aims at understanding the role of media in hybrid warfare by looking at the case of 
Russia’s annexation of Crimea.  

Scholars and military experts have described the Russian actions in Crimea and Ukraine as a case 
of ‘hybrid warfare’. The concept of hybrid warfare has gained importance in the research field 
since the annexation in March 2014. Scholars had been making the case for a couple of years that 
the overall nature of war is changing and Russia’s hybrid warfare methods leading to the 
annexation of Crimea is an example of this change. This shift can partially be explained by the 
absolute military superiority that the Unites States has built up since the end of the cold war. As a 
response, Russia have been forced to find new ways of challenging this unipolarity. The case of 
Ukraine and Crimea is of particular interest since a large and powerful state used non-traditional 
and irregular tactics to attain political goals. Hybrid warfare is irrefutably becoming an important 
topic of discussion, especially in a time when information is easily and quickly made accessible 
to a global audience.  3

Without officially firing a single gunshot Putin managed to annex Crimea. Putin neither officially 
acknowledge any military intervention, nor announced that the nation was involved in the 
conflict. Russia’s success in annexing Crimea was largely attributed to skilful use of hybrid 
warfare techniques. Hybrid warfare is a complex form of war and hence it is of great societal 
interest to gain a deeper understanding of its characteristics.  4

A particularly interesting aspect of the hybrid warfare conducted by Russia was their continuous 
disinformation efforts in media channels such as Russia Today to support the annexation of 
Crimea. It aimed at giving an alternative narrative of the situation to the English-speaking 
audience. The West struggled to fully understand, dissolve, and respond to the Russian 
information campaign. Information warfare appeared to be a tool extensively used by Russia, a 
country where media is closely tied to the government and where censorship is exercised.  This 5

became especially visible during the Ukrainian crisis in early 2014 and one can argue that it was 

 Lawrence Freedman, 'Ukraine and the Art of Limited War', Survival, vol. 56 no. 6, December 2014–3

January 2015, pp. 7–38

 Ibid4

 Rod Thornton, 'The Changing Nature of Modern Warfare', The RUSI Journal, 2015, 160:4, pp. 5

40-48, DOI: 10.1080/03071847.2015.1079047
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after this event Western powers realised that Russian information warfare presented a real threat. 
For instance, NATO set up a Strategic Communications Centre of Excellence in Riga after the 
annexation in order to counter the Russian information warfare. This body characterised the 
Russian information warfare as “forceful, synchronised messaging of the Russian government” 
and difficult to counter as the West has free media.  NATO explicitly stated that they want to 6

“pop Russian myths that are propagated”.   7

The West is facing a complex and sophisticated Russian information warfare machine. It is 
therefore of interest to analyse the messages and narrative conveyed by Russian news channels 
such as Russia Today in order to understand how Russia wanted to frame the events in Ukraine 
and Crimea.  

 'Analysis of Russia’s Information Campaign Against Ukraine', NATO StratCom Centre of 6

Excellence, p.4, bit.ly/1HMFkiW, accessed November 22, 2015

 Sam Jones, 'NATO Leaders Prepare Response to Russia's Information Warfare', Financial Times 7

(website), July 14, 2014, www.ft.com, accessed November 13, 2015
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1.3 Purpose and Research Question 

Following the Euromaidan, a rather aggressive information campaign was initiated in the Russian 
news channel Russia Today. A framing contest between Russia and the West started, where 
Russia aimed to “manipulate, strategise, and fight to have their frame accepted as the dominant 
narrative”.  In 'framing contests' interpretations, or narratives, are either sponsored or denied by 8

actors. In this crisis the political actors pushed certain elements while omitting other. During the 
Ukrainian crisis the Russian press was accused of bias, insufficient reporting quality, and 
propaganda.  9

This study aims at examining how disinformation and intimidation elements emerged in the 
Russian media directed towards the West in the wake of the crisis in Ukraine. The study will 
compare the narrative constructed in the news channel Russia Today during the crisis and the 
actual course of events as described by researchers after the crisis to analyse how framing and 
information warfare unfolds during a crisis. By looking at how Russia Today framed the Crimean 
annexation, this study aims to map out the pattern of frames in Russia Today during the crisis 
period from February to April 2014 to understand how information warfare was used as part of 
hybrid warfare by Russia to support the annexation of Crimea. 

The academic purpose of this essay is twofold. Firstly, gain deeper understanding of how frames 
are constructed in media following a public crisis by illuminating the pattern of frames that 
emerged in RT during the annexation of Crimea. Secondly, understand how these frames were 
used as a weapon in the hybrid warfare conducted in Ukraine by comparing the frames with the 
actual course of events. Previous research has focused on extracting different frames from 
Russian media, with a focus on the domestic messaging in the Russian language. This study will 
look at the Russian framing directed towards the West, identifying and extracting media frames 
and contextualising them in relation to the actual course of events. 
  
This essay will attempt to answer the following research question:  

How did Russia Today frame key events during the course of the annexation of Crimea?  

 Arjen Boin, Paul 't Hart & Allan McConnell, 'Crisis exploitation: political and policy impacts of 8

framing contests', Journal of European Public Policy, 2009, 16:1, 81-106, pp 82

 Ibid9
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1.4 Structure of the Paper 

This paper is structured as follows.  
• The first part of the paper summarises previous research conducted in this field and define 

the relevant concepts.  
• The second part lays out the theoretical frameworks with framing theory and crisis 

management theory.  
• The third part describes the methodology including the choice of case study, presents the 

content analysis methodology employed in the paper as well as the operationalisation and 
tools used to analyse the articles.  

• The fourth part describes the empirical findings of frames found in Russia today to then 
contrast them to the actual course of events and discusses the findings.  

• The fifth part draws out the conclusions of the findings and reflects on the limitations of 
the findings and potential implications in terms of future research that would be 
interesting to pursue based on the findings of this paper.  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1.5 Concept Definition and Previous Research 

1.5.1 Hybrid Warfare and Information Warfare 

Hybrid warfare was defined by Frank Hoffman as “a tailored mix of conventional weapons, 
irregular tactics, terrorism, and criminal behaviour in the same time and battle space to obtain 
their political objectives” . As Freedman writes, this suggests an authority able to “choreograph 10

the various operations to achieve the greatest synergy in pursuit of specified goals”. Hybrid 
warfare is described by Freedman as an “approach that draws upon a number of types of force 
from across the full spectrum, including terrorism, insurgency and regular combat, along with the 
extensive use of information operations.”  Hybrid warfare blurs the lines between peace and war, 11

modes of conflict overlap and it is unclear whether the state of war prevails and who the real 
enemy is.  These definitions highlight how information operations are an important and 12

integrated part of hybrid warfare.  

The aspect of hybrid warfare that this study will examine closely is information warfare. New 
information technologies such as digital media, online news channels, and social media provide 
new possibilities to quickly distribute information in the process of war. This non-military mean 
offers great opportunity to achieve national objectives in a more efficient and less lethal way.  13

According to Brian Nichiporuk, information warfare is “the process of protecting one’s own 
sources of battlefield information and, at the same time, seeking to deny, degrade, corrupt, or 
destroy the enemy’s sources of battlefield information.” The goal of information warfare is to 
divert the attention from certain facts and promote the spreading of information favourable to 

 Frank Hoffman, ‘On Not-So-New Warfare: Political Warfare vs Hybrid Threats’, War on the Rocks, 10

28 July 2014, http://warontherocks.com/2014/07/ on-not-so-new-warfare-political-war- fare-vs-
hybrid-threats/, accessed Nov 14, 2015

 Lawrence Freedman, 'Ukraine and the Art of Limited War', Survival, vol. 56 no. 6, December 11

2014–January 2015, pp. 7–38, p. 11

 Rod Thornton, 'The Changing Nature of Modern Warfare', The RUSI Journal, 2015, 160:4, pp. 12

40-48, DOI: 10.1080/03071847.2015.1079047, p .41

 Brian Nichiporuk, 'U.S Military opportunities: information-warfare concepts of operations', 13

Strategic Appraisal: United States Air and Space Power in the 21st Century, RAND Corporation, 
2002, p.187
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one’s military objectives. Information can be a powerful weapon as it is cheap, its reach has no 
limitations, and its potential impact is massive.  14

 Ibid, p. 188-18914
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1.5.2 Russian information warfare 

Russia realized the potential and power of hybrid warfare and it has led to a major change in 
Russian military doctrine. Russia calls its new warfare “voina novogo pokoleniya” (“a new 
generation of warfare”). In this new generation of warfare, the use of information is of great 
importance.  Since Russia adopted a modern view on information operations over the past 15

decade, it has been increasing its information security as well as investing in state-owned 
information channels promoting a pro-Russian narrative. Russia seems to view the reach and 
great potential influence as important characteristics of these methods. “Improving Russian 
information security” and “Building a positive image of the Russian Federation” are two 
examples of presidential programmes launched in these past few years to reinforce Russia’s 
influence and protect the country from the informational aggressions supposedly directed towards 
them. Russian hybrid warfare relies broadly on information warfare. The country has used 
information operations to attain political objectives and the successful annexation of Crimea is a 
very applicable example of that.   16

Valery Gerasimov, the Chief of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of Russia, has been the 
front figure of Russia’s new information warfare since his appointment in 2012. He rethought the 
future military strategies of Russia. Russian information warfare strategy was developed in 
response to the new generation of Western warfare concepts.  Gerasimov stated in a 2013 article 17

that the rules of war had changed and that non-military tools had exceeded military weapons in 
effectiveness for attaining political goals.  In a speech early 2013, Gerasimov even said that 18

wars today are “not declared but simply begin”.  19

Latvian analyst Janis Berzins noted that “the Russian view of modern warfare is based on the 
idea that the main battle space is in the mind and, as a result, a new-generation wars are to be 

 Rod Thornton, 'The Changing Nature of Modern Warfare', The RUSI Journal, 2015, 160:4, pp. 15

40-48, DOI: 10.1080/03071847.2015.1079047

 Maria Snegovaya, Putin's information warfare in Ukraine, Russia Report I, Institute for the Study 16

of War, September 2015, p. 9

 Ibid, p.1017

 Michael Kofman and Matthew Rojansky, 'A closer look at Russia’s “Hybrid War”', Kennan Cable, 18

Wilson Center, Apr 2015, No 7

 Lawrence Freedman, 'Ukraine and the Art of Limited War', Survival, vol. 56 no. 6, December 19

2014–January 2015, pp. 7–38, p15
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dominated by information and psychological warfare” . Information and psychological 20

components play a central role in the Russian military doctrine. Information has the power to 
influence the recipient’s societal perceptions, attitudes, and behaviours leading to decisions.  21

Darczewska claims that the Crimean annexation was a perfect opportunity for Putin to show the 
power and potential of information warfare. Using methods such as secret services, diplomacy, 
and media, the Kremlin managed to confuse and disorient the leaders and public opinion in 
Western countries. An aggressive disinformation campaign took place in the media supported by 
pro-Russian diplomats, experts, and researchers.  General Philip Breedlove, NATO’s Supreme 22

Allied Commander Europe noted that Russia during the Crimean annexation conducted “the most 
amazing information blitzkrieg we have ever seen in the history of information warfare”  23

The new Russian information warfare doctrine consists of “shaping the adversary’s perceptions 
of the situation”.  Information channels are of great importance to achieve this. Through social 24

media, news channels, and official statements, Russia shaped the narrative of the Ukrainian 
conflict. This method is looking to “influence an opponent into unknowingly making bad 
decisions by interfering with its perceptions” . The secret nature of the operations and goals 25

gives the opportunity for Russia to deny involvement, making them officially an observing 
bystander rather than an actor in the conflict.   26

According to many scholars (including Hoffman, Snegovaya, Vandiver) non-military modes of 
warfare will play a more important role than military means in achieving political goals. 

 Rod Thornton, 'The Changing Nature of Modern Warfare', The RUSI Journal, 2015, 160:4, pp. 20

40-48, DOI: 10.1080/03071847.2015.1079047

 'Analysis of Russia’s Information Campaign Against Ukraine', NATO StratCom Centre of 21

Excellence, p.4, bit.ly/1HMFkiW, accessed November 22, 2015, p. 32

 Jolanta Darczewska 'The Anatomy of Russian Information Warfare', Point of View, Center for 22

Eastern Studies, Number 42, May 2014, pp. 5-7

 John Vandiver, ‘SACEUR: Allies Must prepare for “Hybrid War”, Stars and Stripes, 4 September 23

2014, www.stripes.com

 Maria Snegovaya, Putin's information warfare in Ukraine, Russia Report I, Institute for the Study 24

of War, September 2015, p. 7

 Ibid25

 Ibid, pp. 10-1126
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“Military operations will constitute only a small and not the most important part of the 
information operations” . This could mean that "Kremlin will only resort to open use of military 27

forces under the pretext of peacekeeping, crisis regulations, or “humanitarian convoys” at a 
certain stage of the conflict, in order to achieve ultimate success in the conflict”.  A broad 28

information strategy is therefore evolving in Russia, not only to prepare for future conflict but 
also to “degrade Western information dominance across the Internet and broadcast media”.  The 29

main goal is to “instil doubt in Western institutions and sources of information writ large.”  30

As Russia explicitly states the military importance of information, it is important to study this as 
a part of understanding what happened in Crimea. When looking into the existing body of 
research it is interesting to notice that significant amount of research has been done looking at 
how Russian information has been a critical element in promoting the annexation within Russia 
to build domestic public opinion and to build a sense of national unity. For example ""Crimea Is 
Ours!” Russian popular geopolitics in the new media age" shows how social media was used to 
build a narrative around the annexation of Crimea.  "Framing yourself into a corner: Russia, 31

Crimea, and the minimal action space" shows how the use of state controlled media was used by 
Putin to build up a narrative describing the unstable situation in which he was left with the only 
option: to save the people of Crimea from the threats of the emerging Ukrainian government.  32

"Official Russian identity discourse in light of the annexation of Crimea: national or imperial?" 
shows how the Russian government's rhetoric has shifted from imperialistic to nationalistic as a 
means to gain support domestically for their actions.  This study will look at Russian media 33

directed towards the West and English speaking population which seems to be a less studied 
topic. 

 Ibid27

 Ibid, p. 1228

 Michael Kofman and Matthew Rojansky, 'A closer look at Russia’s “Hybrid War”', Kennan Cable, 29

Wilson Center, Apr 2015, No 7, p. 6

 Ibid30

 Mikhail D. Suslov, '“Crimea Is Ours!” Russian popular geopolitics in the new media age', Eurasian 31

Geography and Economics, 2014, 55:6, 588-609, DOI:10.1080/15387216.2015.1038574

 Flemming Splidsboel Hansen, 'Framing yourself into a corner: Russia, Crimea, and the minimal 32

action space', European Security, 2015, 24:1, 141-158, DOI: 10.1080/09662839.2014.993974

 Yuri Teper, 'Official Russian identity discourse in light of the annexation of Crimea: national or 33

imperial?', Post-Soviet Affairs, 2015, DOI: 10.1080/1060586X.2015.1076959
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2. Theory 

2.1 Framing theory 

Framing has been studied in many different fields, and it is generally defined as the action 
through which individuals, groups, or social movements perceive, and communicate about reality. 
Framing exist in all communication including mass media, political or social movements, 
political leaders’ speeches, and other communication outlets. Framing influences the individual's 
perception of the meaning one attributes to words and their wording.  This study will focus on 34

the theory of framing in media. 

The theory of framing in the media suggests that media's impact goes beyond reporting 
objectively about events and influences the reader’s thinking. Frames highlight certain aspects of 
reality and omit other parts and hence they can shape an event and its consequences. Depending 
on the wording, a situation will be perceived differently, independent of the facts. 

Framing has been investigated for about four decades but scholars have struggled to give a good, 
complete, and comprehensive definition of frames. As Entman puts it, the research on framing is 
a “fractured paradigm”, insights and theories have been scattered and no general statement of 
framing theory had been articulated. Entman attempts to give a general definition of framing 
which will be used as the theoretical framework for this paper.   35

Framing demonstrates the power of a communicating text. Entman defines framing as the act “to 
select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in 
such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral 
evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the item described”.   36

 Representative list of scholars that have studied framing include: Edelman, 1993; Entman & 34

Rojecki, 1993; Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Gamson, 1992;Goffman, 1974;Graber, 1988;Iyengar, 
1991;Kahneman & Tversky, 1984;Pan & Kosicki, 1993;Riker, 1986;Snow & Benford, 1988; 
Tuchman, 1978;White, 1987;Zaller, 1992

 Robert M. Entman, 'Framing: Toward Clarification of a Fractured Paradigm', Journal of 35

Communication, Autumn 43(4), 1993, p. 51

 Ibid, p. 52 (italics in original)36
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In his definition of framing, Entman identifies six elements. The two first one's concern what 
information is included and emphasized:  

1. Selection: The act of framing is selecting some bits of information while omitting other in a 
communicating text. All is not reported, some information is selected and some is not. 
2. Salience: Salience is “making a piece of information more noticeable, meaningful, or 
memorable to audiences”. This increases the chances that receivers will understand and 
remember the information transmitted.  

Based on the Selection and Salience of information regarding an event the framing can promote 
the following four aspects: 

3. Problem definition: The first thing that framing does is that it defines the problem. In this 
frame the agents involved in the problem are identified and the actions that created the problem 
are also identified.  
4. Causal interpretation: The second thing that framing does is attributing blame and the role of 
the victim. Who is to blame? Who is the victim?  
5. Moral Evaluation: The third thing framing can do is moral judgements. The causal agents are 
morally judged based on their actions. How is the perpetrator acting unethically? 
6. Treatment Recommendation: The last thing framing can do is suggesting a solution to the 
problem, and justifying this solution.   37

Frames highlight elements to “construct an argument about problems and their causation, 
evaluation, and/or solution.”  Edelman highlights the importance and power of the selection of 38

information. He writes “The character causes, and consequences of any phenomenon become 
radically different as changes are made in what is prominently displayed, what is repressed and 
especially in how observations are categorized.”  Inclusion of information is as important as 39

exclusion of it. Media frames are a way to turn happenings into discernible events. Framing in 
media constantly affect the recipients, giving them framed narrative or "a version" of the story.  40

Gitlin defines media frames as “persistent patterns of cognition, interpretation, and presentation, 

 Ibid37

 Ibid, p. 5338

 Edelman, M. J., Contestable categories and public opinion, Political Communication, 10 (3), 1993, 39

p. 232

 Dietram A. Scheufele, 'Framing as a Theory of Media Effects', Journal of communication, Winter 40

1999
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of selection, emphasis, and exclusion, by which symbol-handlers routinely organize discourse, 
whether verbal or visual”  41

Framing theory has traditionally been studied within communication studies. Nevertheless it is 
highly relevant in political science too, especially in the context of hybrid warfare because of the 
extensive use of information tools. Since framing can promote certain bits of information 
“framing… plays a major role in the exertion of political power” . This suggests that actors are 42

able to frame events in their advantage can use it to attain political aims, hence framing becomes 
a tool to exert political power. 

Media frames are likely to emerge after a major public crisis. As Entman states, “frames call 
attention to some aspects of reality while obscuring other elements, which might lead audiences 
to have different reactions. Politicians seeking support are thus compelled to compete with each 
other and with journalists over news frames.”  Frame competitions are likely to emerge after a 43

crisis where actors will attempt to promote their narrative.  This is arguably what happened in 44

western-directed Russian media after the Euromaidan until the annexation of Crimea.  

 Todd Gitlin, 'The Whole World Is Watching', Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980, p.1041

 Robert M. Entman, 'Framing: Toward Clarification of a Fractured Paradigm', Journal of 42

Communication, Autumn 43(4), 1993, p. 55

 Robert M. Entman, 'Framing: Toward Clarification of a Fractured Paradigm', Journal of 43

Communication, Autumn 43(4), 1993, p. 55

 Ibid44
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2.2 Crisis exploitation theory 

Sudden disastrous events and catastrophes are important for individuals and nations. We often 
recall where we were and what we were doing when we learned about a major crisis. Some crises 
get more public attention than others, becoming a turning point in politics and history. Birkland 
calls them focusing events. These event become the object of much attention, generating more 
reactions.  Kepplinger and Habermeir state that “there is only a loose connection between the 45

character of the happenings and their becoming a key event”.  The perception of events tends to 46

be more important than the actual facts on the ground. Crisis can lead to incumbent political 
actors being challenged and new ones rising.  This study is based on the annexation of Crimea 47

being such a focusing event.  

Beeches defines a crisis with the following criteria. 

”A crisis is a situation with four necessary and sufficient conditions as these are perceived by the 
highest-level decision-makers of the actor concerned:  

1. A change in its external or internal environment which generates  
2. a threat to basic values, with a simultaneous or subsequent  
3. high probability of involvement in military hostilities, and the awareness of  
4. a finite time for response to the external threat”  48

The situation in Ukraine around the time of the annexation of Crimea meets the criteria in the 
definitions of a crisis. There was a change in the political environment with protests and change 
in political leadership, new political forces (and values) in play, a threat that the stability of 
Ukraine and its ability to maintain control of its territory, and the nature of the political 
uncertainty was temporary. 

 Thomas Birkland, After Disaster: Agenda Setting, Public Policy, and Focusing Events, Georgetown 45

University Press, 1997

H. M. Kepplinger and J. Habermeier., 'The impact of key events on the presentation of reality', 46

European Journal of Communication, No. 10, 1995, 371–390., p. 372-373

 Ibid47

 Michael Brecher, A Study of Crisis, University of Michigan Press, 200748
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Boin, t’ Hart and McConnel argue that crises allow political actors inside and outside government 
to “redefine issues, propose policy innovations and organisational reforms, gain popularity and 
strike at opponents.”  Crises create opportunities for all kinds of groups to influence. Crises 49

change people’s understanding of the world because of their sense of threat and uncertainty. It is 
hard to predict the outcome of a crisis. Boin, t’ Hart and McConnel enumerate a number of cases 
were catastrophes led to increase or decrease of the popularity of political leaders and the 
implementation of new policies following drastic events. Crisis exploitation theory can help 
explain the difference in outcome. Boin, t’ Hart and McConnel finds that “it appears that 
disruptions of societal routines and expectations open up political space for actors inside and 
outside government”. After a crisis, a ‘frame-contest’ between actors seeking to exploit the 
situation to attain political goals is likely to emerge. Crisis exploitation theory is defined as “the 
purposeful utilisation of crisis-type rhetoric to significantly alter levels of political support for 
public office-holders and public policies”.  They identify three different perceptions leading 50

actors to adopt different positions: 

1. Denial. The actor downplays the event, insisting that it is an unfortunate incident that will not 
have any major consequences. There is no major crisis according to this stance.  

2. Critical threat. The crisis is a major threat to the status quo seen as good preceding the crisis. 
The status-quo and its actors must be defended. 

3. Critical opportunity. The crisis is an opportunity to expose the status quo ex ante with its 
deficiencies. The dysfunctional policies and organisations must be blamed and remove from 
office.  51

Understanding how actors chose to characterise the crisis has implications on the framing of the 
events. Boin, t’ Hart and McConnel write about framing contests as part of domestic politics. This 
theory is applicable on international politics as well, with the main differences being that the 
arena is international instead of national, and the actors will differ, e.g. countries, their leaders, or 
international organisations. After the crisis in Crimea, a framing contest began between the 
different political actors. Russia promoted its own interpretation and perception based on its 
values, interests, and position of power. This framing of the events was competing with 
alternative narratives that represented the views of the US, the EU, Ukraine, or other 

 Arjen Boin, Paul 't Hart & Allan McConnell, 'Crisis exploitation: political and policy impacts of 49

framing contests', Journal of European Public Policy, 2009, 16:1, 81-106, p 82

 Ibid, p.8350

 Ibid p.84-8551
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internationals actors. This study will analyse and aim to illuminate the narrative Russia promoted 
and how frames were used as a political mean to attain territorial expansion. It is beyond the 
scope of this study to look at the framing contest between the different actors involved in the 
crisis.  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3. Methodology and Material 

3.1 Choice of Case Study 

This paper is a case study of the annexation of Crimea. A case study approach was chosen since it 
is well suited for examining particular indicators that the researcher aims to study, e.g. attribution 
of blame in a media reporting. It also offers the opportunity for detailed consideration of 
contextual factors. This case is looking at the use of media as part of a hybrid warfare approach 
within the context that prevailed during the annexation of Crimea.   52

The Crimean crisis has a triggering event marking the beginning. It is a recent event, and hybrid 
warfare a new method, making it relevant to study from a policy perspective. The role of Russia 
and their relations to the US and EU is also of societal interest to study given their important role 
in international relations. The case of Russian hybrid warfare in Crimea can help us understand 
the role of information in this new kind of warfare. This study looks at the communication about 
Crimea during a limited amount of time, with a set of materials from one media outlet. The 
results found regarding media’s role in hybrid warfare can be generalised to other similar cases. It 
can also help us understand media’s role in a crisis more broadly, giving relevant insights on how 
information is used in a crisis.  

The case study is qualitative and “ex-post facto”. The outcome and the occurrences are studied a 
posterior which means the researcher cannot manipulate the variables. The purpose of the study is 
to understand the variable media in the context of hybrid warfare. The choice of a qualitative 
approach rather than a quantitative study offers the opportunity to go deeper into the reasoning on 
some very specific, but potentially impactful, occurrences and apply theories (hybrid warfare, 
information warfare, media frames, and crisis exploitation theory) rather than trying to quantify 
how media reported or the impact it had. This study analyses how the frames were used in the 
context of hybrid warfare rather than trying to quantify how many times the frames appeared or a 
certain word was used. Even if a frame only appeared once it could have a great impact on the 
results and analysis.  53
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3.2 Qualitative Content Analysis 

Content analysis is defined as “a family of research techniques for making systematic, credible, 
or valid and replicable inferences from texts and other forms of communication”. Researchers 
use content analysis to identify, categorize, and document the attitudes, views, and interests of a 
subject, either individuals, small groups, or large and diverse cultural groups. This essay will use 
qualitative content analysis. With qualitative content analysis, as the name indicates, researchers 
focus on describing the meaning of communications, in specific contexts, through the narrative. It 
does not include the use of quantitative methods such as counts of words.  54

Qualitative content analysis is the least interpretive form of qualitative research. It leverages 
summaries of ideas and themes and is viewed as a very good approach for qualitative research as 
there is no mandate to represent the data in any other terms but its own. The qualitative 
interpretations are made based on the researcher's immersion and codification of the information 
into a set of categories. The analysis of the content can also take into account contextual elements 
as well as latent content, i.e. content implicit or implied by communication, often across several 
sentences or paragraph, or the symbolism underlying physically present data.  55

With this methodology the public justification of the analysis replaces inter-rater reliability, 
requiring that researchers show how the analysis was completed, with a rich set of links back to 
the original texts. The analysis of texts in qualitative content analysis involves the inductive 
definition of categories, in this case media frames, as well as the deductive application of these 
categories to additional data, in this case codifying strings of texts as part of a frame in media 
articles.  56

Rigorous content analysis is systematic, methodologically based, and transparently reported. This 
study will systematically analyse a set of articles in chronological order. It will use a subjective 
but consistent operationalisation to identify and categorise frames based on Entman's theoretical 
framework, and the author's immersion and codification of the text. The findings will be reported 
in the analysis, summarised in the appendix, and a complete mapping of extracts in the text that 
have been codified is kept by the researcher (but not attached to the paper due to the length being 
~100 pages). 

 James Drisko and Tina Maschi, Content Analysis, Oxford Scholarship Online, Nov 2015, pp 1-754
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Using content analysis the study will try to uncover or decode latent messages embedded in texts 
by reading thoroughly, analysing the text, and comparing the narrative to the actual course of 
events.  These messages were categorised into frames based on the narrative in chronological 57

order of the events in order to facilitate a comparison with actual course of events as described by 
researchers and scholars and determine where there was alignment between the two versus which 
events that were framed differently in Russia Today. 

One must be aware of the fact that the researcher approaches the text with certain preconceptions 
which can disrupt the reliability of the results. This can influence the interpretation by 
discriminating certain possible interpretations in favour of others. It is up to other researchers to 
determine whether the results are a good reflection of the texts studied assuming they have access 
to the same material over the same time period. It is worthy to underline that interpretations are 
provisional, they are temporary truths.  58
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3.3 Material — Russia Today “Question more” 

The frame analysis of this study is based on material from the news channel Russia Today (RT). 
The first RT channel was launched in 2005. Today it reaches more than 700 million people in 
over 100 countries according to their official website. They broadcast in several languages from 
several countries including the USA, the UK and Germany. RT states on their website that they 
want to cover “major issues of our time for viewers wishing to question more”, as their slogan 
reads. The channel also claims that it delivers “stories often missed by mainstream media” 
providing “an alternative perspective on major global event and acquaints an international 
audience with the Russian viewpoint”. It is clear that the content on RT is directed towards the 
West. RT claims to be an “Autonomous Non-profit Organisation”. It is part of the “TV-Novosti” 
group, a conglomerate partly owned by the Russian Federation. This news channel is partly 
funded by the Russian Federation which means one can argue that RT reflects the views of the 
Russian government.  The Columbia Journalism Review wrote in 2010 that “the broadcast outlet 59

has become better known as an extension of former President Vladimir Putin’s confrontational 
foreign policy”.   60

Freedom of expression in Russia is often under severe critique. Russia is categorized as “not 
free” in Freedom House’s report “Freedom on the net 2015”.  Freedom House reports that 61

political and social content is blocked in Russia and that bloggers are persecuted and even in 
certain cases arrested. The report also states that internet freedom in Russia “has deteriorated 
steadily over the past few years”, especially after the Euromaidan protests and the annexation of 
Crimea. This demonstrates the increased effort of information campaigns around the period of the 
Ukrainian crisis. Freedom House also claims that the government enacted laws restricting 
freedom of speech, increasing criminal penalties for publishing certain content on the web and 
arresting several internet users. It is also stated in the report that “the ICT and media sector is 

 All quotations in this paragraph are from: Russia Today, About Us, https://www.rt.com/about-us/, 59

accessed November 9, 2015
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regulated by the Federal Service for Supervision of Communications and Massa Media 
(Roskomnadzor), under the control of the Ministry of Communications and Mass Media”.  62

Russia Today's website is directed towards international readers. Their articles are written in 
English, German and Arabic. It is relevant to study Russia Today’s articles and the frames found 
in them to develop an understanding of how Russia’s government tries to influence the world 
today. The studied articles were selected based on the relevance in terms of whether they attempt 
to portray the unfolding of events or offer background, motivations, explanations for the 
annexation of Ukraine. The articles were also chosen based on the proximity to the annexation. 
As a result, 30 articles were selected with a publishing date ranging from mid-February to April 
2014. All the articles were found online on Russia Today’s website www.rt.com. The articles were 
collected from November 25 to December 6 2015. 

 Freedom on the Net 2015, Freedom house, https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-net/freedom-62
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3.4 Operationalisation 

The operationalisation is based on Entman’s definition of framing: “to select some aspects of a 
perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to 
promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or 
treatment recommendation for the item described” and the characteristics outlined in Figure 1 
below.  The indicators extracted from the theory are in accordance with the theoretical 63

framework to ensure the validity of the study is good.  

Figure 1. Overview of Entman's definitions of framing 

                         !  

This study chose the 30 articles based on their relevance to the crisis in Crimea. These were 
found by searching for specific words describing the key events in the crisis. The first search was 
done using the search words “Crimea annexation” the second one using “Crimea referendum”. I 
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limited the search to articles published around the event, i.e. from mid-February to March. Both 
categories of “News” and “Op-Edge” articles were included. The study covers 28 articles from 
the “News” section and 2 from the “Op-Edge” section. While the news section contains 
“traditional” news reporting and articles the “Op-Edge” section contains Op-Eds written by 
invited guests and contain a disclaimer that the opinions a personal and do not necessarily 
represent the view of the newspaper. The main focus of the study is on the articles from the 
“News” section but “Op-Edge” pieces were also included to provide another angle on the 
narrative offered and the type of opinions Russia Today want to be reflected through the 
newspaper. A complete list of the articles and links to them can be found in the appendix. 

The articles were approached with this theoretical lens of Entman, looking for elements of frames 
in the text. When approaching the material, the questions below were asked in order to extract the 
frame elements in the articles. Each article was carefully read several times in order to understand 
the messages found in between the lines. The elements indicating a frame were then highlighted 
with a separate colour per frame leading to the definition of six frames.To understand how frames 
are constructed after a crisis, the theory of crisis exploitation is used. This theory helps put in 
context how a crisis can be the triggering event of political changes. The integration of the 
methodology including the theoretical framework, qualitative content analysis tool, and the 
empirical materials are illustrated below in figure 2.  

Figure 2. Illustrative overview of the research methodology 

!  
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4. Results and Analysis  

4.1 Background on Crimea 

In order to fully understand how Russia annexed Crimea, it is necessary to look at its history and 
understand how the ethnic Russian population started living in the region. The Tatar ethnicity has 
been the native population of Crimea since the 13th century Genghis Khan's Mongol expansion. 
In the 18th century the region was invaded by Russia in a time when it was part of the Ottoman 
Empire.   64

In 1944, the Crimean Tartar population was deported to central Asia by Stalin. Only then a large 
Russians population settled on the vacated land. In 1954, after Stalin's death, Nikita Khrushchev 
gave the land to Ukraine. This did not have any real impact until the fall of the Soviet Union in 
1991. After the fall, Russia had a hard time accepting Ukraine's independence due its pivotal role 
and strategic placement. It was even harder to accept that Crimea had been given away. In 1992, 
the Russian parliament adopted a resolution declaring the 1954 transfer of Crimea to Ukraine as 
illegal and claimed that Russia would look for ways to reverse the resolution. These threats came 
at the same time as the Russian Federation acknowledged Ukraine's sovereignty in other forums. 
Crimea's history explains the sensitivities around Crimea and sheds light on why the region is 
important for Russia. Before the annexation its population amounted to approximately 2 million 
inhabitants of which 60% were of Russian ethnicity, 25% Ukrainian, and 12% Tartars.  65

 Amanda Paul, 'Crimea one year after Russian annexation', European Policy Centre, Policy Brief, 64
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4.2 Analysis of Frames found in Russia Today 

Russian reactions to the Euromaidan uprise in Ukraine — February 22-24 2014 

For several years, Ukraine had been involved in discussions and negotiations with the European 
Union to sign an association agreement called the Eastern Partnership. This agreement would 
bring the Ukraine politically and economically closer to the West.  In the meantime, Putin saw 66

this as attempts by the EU to extend their influence closer to Russia. As a response, Putin had 
been trying to build up the Eurasian Customs Union to tie former Soviet states, including 
Ukraine, closer to Russia and thus expand its political influence.   67

Eventually, in December 2013, Ukraine suddenly turned its back on Europe incentivised by a 
$15B loan from Russia as well as a deal with Russia to supply cheap energy. The move was a 
sudden and strong swing away from Europe and closer to Russia which triggered a massive 
public reaction and the start of the Euromaidan protests. President Yanukovich responded poorly 
to the protests. He tried to use authoritarian measures, then tried to strike a compromise, 
eventually ordered shooting at the protesters, and finally he negotiated a hastily deal with EU 
(with Russian negotiators present although they did not recognise the deal). With the massive 
negative public opinion Victor Yanukovich fled the Ukrainian territory to join Russia on 24 
February 2014.  This is the beginning of a crisis that Russia seized as an opportunity to annex a 68

territory it regarded as its own.  69

After the Euromaidan, the framing analysis found that the “Danger Frame” emerged in RT. In the 
“Danger Frame” a vocabulary of urgency, violence and risks for the Russian-speaking population 
is present when talking about the protesters and the situation in Kiev. In addition, the protests in 
the Euromaidan square are described as violent. This vocabulary is present throughout the 
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reporting leading up the announcement of the annexation. For example a columnist writes the 
following in the introduction of his article on March 6th: 

I’ll start with the previously undisclosed details of the “Black Thursday” of February 20, when 
so much blood was spilled on the streets of Kiev (you have already doubtless seen my video from 
the battleground) . 70

Words such as "blood", "battleground", and "Black Thursday" are used to underline the violence 
of the protests and the danger that this situation entails. Throughout the events the “Danger 
Frame” is the most consistent and widely used frame by Russia Today. 

A new Ukrainian government is installed — February 27 2014 

The transfer of power after Victor Yanukovich was described as irregular, although the Parliament 
continued to function. An interim-government led by Oleksandr Turchynov was installed in 
Ukraine. RT's reporting condemned the new leadership in Ukraine, dubbing them puppets of an 
EU and US orchestrated coup.  71

The Russian government claimed that neo-Nazi groups and far-right forces had gained control of 
Ukraine and were going to commit acts of violence against ethnic Russians and Russian speaking 
parts of the population in Ukraine. But Ukraine and the West tried to deny or play down such 
claims. Russia Today clearly supported the Russian version. The Russian Foreign Minister is 
interviewed by RT and goes back to the elements of danger that prevailed and is quoted saying: 
"… their urging the public to shoot Russians in the head and kill them, calling Russians names, 
and all the way up to the beatings that take place even in the eastern parts of Ukraine where the 
members of these groups consider themselves at home." While it should be noted that some right-
wing groups were part of the forces in the protests in Kiev and a few positions in the new 
government were given to them, their importance and ability were vastly exaggerated by the 
Russian government and RT. 

 Alexey Yaroshevsky, ‘Glory to Ukraine, glory to Russia, glory to ALL the heroes’, Russia Today, 70

Published time: 6 Mar, 2014 20:02, Edited time: 6 Mar, 2014 23:59, https://www.rt.com/op-edge/
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After the instalment of the new government in Kiev, RT began to use a “Blame frame" which is 
based on the view that Kiev's new pro-Western leadership de-facto was led by groups of fascist 
nationalists who had illegally seized power, and were supported by EU and the US who 
welcomed the crisis as a geopolitical play serving their agenda. Russia Today reported that the 
EU and US had perhaps conspired with far right political forces to overthrow President 
Yankovich. The course of events leading up to the 20-24th of February does not support this 
view.  Russian media portrayed the change in power in Ukraine as illegal and claimed that the 72

country was now being run by a 'fascist junta' that threatened Russians. 

Among the first actions of the parliament after Yanukovych's exile was to repeal a controversial 
language law passed in 2012 allowing for the use of minority languages, notably Russian, as 
official regional languages, in regions where minority populations of greater than 10% of the 
population spoke the language. Acting president Turchynov made it clear directly that such a law 
would not be passed and officially vetoed the law on March 2nd 2014.  Russia Today chose to 73

write about the threat to the Russian speaking minority and how human rights were being 
threatened because of the law, as if it was going to be passed.  For example Russia today 74

reported on February 27: "Ukraine’s swift abolition of the law allowing the country’s regions to 
make Russian a second official language has worried European MPs and officials, and has been 
condemned outright as a “violation of ethnic minority rights” by Russian diplomats".  RT vastly 75

exaggerated the threat to the Russian speaking population of Crimea. There is no evidence today 
that oppressive policies were used towards the Russian speaking part of the population which 
contradicts RT's reporting.   76

As part of the “Danger Frame”, RT claimed that the Russian-speaking population was in need of 
protection from “Mother Russia”, offering a solution to the threat. This can be seen as an 
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altruistic motive but it is also a 'convenient' excuse for Russia to intervene in the conflict, under 
the cover of the Responsibility to Protect the Russian citizens living abroad. 

RT also reports that the population of Crimea, composed in majority of ethnic Russians, 
disapproved of the new government in Kiev. The blame and the origin of the problem is clearly 
assigned, which is an important element of Entman’s framing theory. They report that protests 
against the new “interim” government were held: “they claim to have a right to disobey orders of 
the “illegal” central government” . In this frame, the new government in Kiev is blamed for the 77

crisis as well as "right-wing radicals from Western Ukraine" . RT reports Putin explaining why 78

he is against the transition of power that took place in Ukraine and is condemned as illegal: "But 
he objected to the illegitimate way his ouster took place, because it undermined the political 
stability in the country" … “I strictly object to this form [of transition of power] in Ukraine, and 
anywhere in the post-Soviet space. This does not help nurturing a culture of law". … Putin 
explained"  79

RT also talks a lot about the past of Crimea, its population composed largely of ethnic Russians. 
This historical aspect is quite interesting. RT seeks to draw out a romantic view of the era where 
Crimea was a part of Russia. The Russian narrative promoted during the annexation of Crimea 
was largely based on this historical aspect, trying to legitimise the union between the two 
territories, showing its shared history and values.  80

Russian troops, "little-green men", enter Crimea — February 27 2014 

The Russian conflict in Crimea entered its next phase when armed men without insignia appeared 
in the region on the morning of February 27. These trained troops were modern armed soldiers 
who came to be called "little green men" due to their lack of clear identification. The appearance 

 ‘Facts you need to know about Crimea and why it is in turmoil’, Russia Today, Published time: 27 77
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of these troops marked the beginning of the Russian hybrid warfare on Crimea, in the sense that 
military forces now operated on foreign soil. Their presence included both covert as well as overt 
activities coupled with a disinformation campaign and they quickly took over important political 
and military installations.   81

The frame that emerged when troops were first sighted in Crimea is a “Denial Frame”. RT's 
reporting denied that the soldiers present on Crimea were Russian. The soldiers are referred to as 
volunteers and 'self-defence' groups in the articles. Any involvement of Russian military or 
intensions of interfering are denied. One can clearly see the selection and salience elements in 
this frame. For example RT reports Putin denying that the forces were Russian claiming they 
were “local self-defence units”  who had not been trained by Russia: "Putin dismissed the notion 82

that the uniformed armed people without insignia who are currently present in Crimea are 
Russian soldiers. He said they are members of the Crimean self-defence forces ".  However, he 83

later admitted that the troops present on Crimea were indeed Russian, something RT wrote about 
in April 2014.  84

This frame focuses on denying Russia’s intensions to intervene or having any particular interest 
in Ukraine. In the article from February 27th it is reported that "Russia repeatedly confirmed it 
does not doubt Crimea is a part of Ukraine" . The same article also reported that vigilante 85

groups were starting to organise in Crimea to prevent provocations and violence. This was the 
same day that the “little green men” were first sighted in Crimea. It is interesting to note the 
speed at which RT reported with conviction that these soldiers were not Russians. At this point in 
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time it was difficult for all other news-outlets to be sure where these soldiers came from.  This 86

shows how RT used disinformation to confuse and support Russian actions on the ground.  
  
The "Denial frame" allowed Russia to deny its involvement in the conflict at any given time. The 
official non-involvement of their troops made the conflict an external matter for Kremlin. Russia 
was positioned as an observer, a critical stakeholder but not directly involved in the conflict. This 
gave the Kremlin the ability to operate under the cover of humanitarian help for instance and 
retrieve from the ground at any given moment without facing consequences. It is difficult to 
confront an adversary that does not admit it is involves in the conflict. 

Illegal referendum — March 16 2014 

The legitimacy of the referendum conducted on 16 March was challenged in terms of the way it 
was conducted.  The referendum itself was according to researchers hastily organised and armed 87

soldiers were present at the ballots. The reported result was 96% in favour of joining Russia.  88

The alleged self-determination of the people of Crimea was forced or at least influenced by the 
presence of military troops and manipulation of facts. The referendum does not reflect the result 
of a democratic process since it did not follow international law. Putin later admitted that the 
Russian army tried to influence the people living in Crimea. The operations and trainings of 
Russian forces alongside the Ukrainian borders were also perceived as a threat of further military 
escalation. This intimidated the population of Crimea into voting in favour of a union with 
Russia.   89

RT's reporting from the referendum claimed the referendum was peaceful, calm and that it 
respected international law. The intimidation and the military presence was not emphasized or 
reported as a threat. It was said that self-defence groups were there to prevent provocations from 
radical groups. With the referendum a new frame emerged, the “Peaceful Frame”. This frame 
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gave the impression of a calm and peaceful situation in Crimea. Later research shows that this 
was certainly not the case.  Nevertheless, in RT both the military presence and the referendum in 90

Crimea were reported as peaceful: “In general, the situation is very calm, there is no tension" .  91

The referendum was also reported as legal by RT and its unfolding was said to be in accordance 
with international law. The news channel reported for instance that OSCE was invited as an 
observer and that the voter turnout was high and the atmosphere calm: “Thirty observers, who 
come from 10 European nations, have arrived in Crimea at the invitation of the republic's 
election commission and have already started their work” .  92

At this stage of the process it is again visible how the “Blame Frame” is used extensively to 
undermine any attempts from the West to question the legitimacy of the referendum. When a UN 
resolution condemning the events in Crimea is proposed RT reports: 

"According to Russian diplomats, the US proposal regarding a UN resolution on the situation in 
Ukraine was ungrounded. It can only be explained by Americans’ “overwhelming desire” to 
politicize already complicated situation and continue aggravating international hysteria around 
the former Soviet republic for the benefit of the US geopolitical interests. ...Washington does not 
care about Ukrainian stability, prosperity and safety"  93

Russian annexation of Crimea is announced — March 18 2014 

After the results of the referendum, Putin claimed that it was the will of Crimean's to leave 
Ukraine and he formally welcomed Crimea into the Russian Federation. He signed a treaty 
unifying the two territories. When Russia formally announced the annexation of Crimea on 18 
March 2014 the speaker of Russia’s lower house of parliament, Sergei Naryshkin, stated the 
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Crimea was annexed by Ukraine in 1991 although it had actually been part of the Ukrainian 
border since 1954.  94

"On 18 March 2014, the Lower House of the Russian Parliament approved a Treaty to annex the 
Ukrainian Black Sea Peninsula of Crimea by 443 to 1 votes. This act violated Ukraine's 
sovereignty, representing a fundamental breach of international law; the Helsinki Final Act of 
1975 and the terms of the 1994 Budapest Memorandum, whereby the nuclear arsenal stationed 
on Ukraine's territory after the collapse of the Soviet Union was relinquished in exchange for 
security assurances of its sovereign territorial integrity”  95

According to this extract, Russia breached international law and violated Ukraine’s sovereignty 
by illegally annexing Crimea. Nevertheless, Russia Today stated in their “Acceptance Frame” 
that Crimea was not annexed illegally but rather welcomed into the Russian Federation, creating 
a union between the two territories. The annexation was pictured as a heroic act from the Russian 
side, saving Crimea from the failed state of Ukraine.  

RT states that countries should respect the referendum: “Crimea’s coexisting within Ukraine 
apparently became impossible as a result of “legal vacuum” that followed the "unconstitutional 
armed coup’ carried out in Kiev by radical nationalists in February and direct threats by these 
individuals to set their order across Ukraine, Russia’s UN representative said.”  96

Post-annexation: Trade barriers and sanctions but also silent acceptance from the EU 

The Western response to the annexation of Crimea can be seen more as an effort to deter further 
Russian aggression rather than serious efforts to revert the annexation.  Many countries such as 97

France, the United States and Germany have officially condemned the referendum. The UN has 

 Ibid94

 Amanda Paul, 'Crimea one year after Russian annexation', European Policy Centre, Policy Brief, 95

March 2015

 ‘Russia vetoes US-sponsored UN resolution declaring Crimea vote invalid’, Russia Today, 96

Published time: 15 Mar, 2014 15:20, Edited time: 16 Mar, 2014 10:14, https://www.rt.com/news/un-
resolution-crimea-referendum-118/, Accessed November 25 2015.

 Lawrence Freedman, 'Ukraine and the Art of Crisis Management', Survival, vol. 56 no. 3, June–July 97

2014, p. 20 
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not recognised it up to this day. Nonetheless, nothing has been done to revert the annexation. One 
can argue that there is some kind of silent acceptance coming from the western countries.   98

After the annexation Russia Today wrote in several articles that many countries had indeed 
accepted the referendum. This “Acceptance Frame” supports the legitimacy of the annexation, 
showing the West that the rest of the world seems to be recognising the union. Once again, Russia 
Today gives another narrative, one that is not anti-Russian and where Putin is not pictured as a 
bad leader. This is supposed to appeal to the sceptics of the West’s governance. China’s support 
of Russia is mentioned in many articles. It is also repeatedly noted in RT that the number of 
countries who abstained from voting and the countries voting against the UN resolution 
condemning the referendum, adds up to more countries than those supporting it, supposedly 
bullied by the US and EU into voting favourably. 

In the “Acceptance Frame”, RT claims that Crimea chose to be a part of the Russian Federation 
by “joining” the federation. The overwhelming majority of the population voted for a union, 
choosing to break away from Ukraine. This frame legitimises Russia’s actions, giving it a 
rational, logical reason, and motivation. In addition, in several articles, RT stresses that several 
countries including Afghanistan and Armenia recognises the annexation, making it seem more 
legitimate with international recognition. RT also writes that “Czech leader Milos Zeman has said 
that the EU should accept the fact that Crimea is now part of Russia, stressing that the former 
autonomous region won’t return to Ukraine in any foreseeable future” . In this frame, the urge to 99

accept Crimea’s independence is clearly highlighted. Even though the mention of the West’s 
disapproval of the results were mentioned, it was with a very negative tone, accusing the West of 
being hypocrite and undemocratic.  

The frame present throughout the entire unfolding of events is the “Strength/Intimidation Frame”. 
Russia is portrayed as menacing, strong and capable in RT. This image supports the on-site 
warfare because it “boosted Russia’s position by warning of a readiness to continue conflict” . 100

 Amanda Paul, 'Crimea one year after Russian annexation', European Policy Centre, Policy Brief, 98

March 2015

 ‘EU should recognize Crimea as part of Russia – Czech president’, Russia Today, Published time: 7 99

Apr, 2014 12:47, Edited time: 7 Apr, 2014 13:00, https://www.rt.com/news/czech-president-crimea-
eu-881/, Accessed December 6 2015.
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It projects power, intimidating the opponents to react militarily, reminding for instance the 
nuclear weapons Russia possesses. RT also shows that Russia is responsible, having a stabilising 
role in the conflict: “the presence of Russian troops might stabilize the situation” . This frame 101

attempts to do the opposite of the “Acceptance Frame”, i.e. convince the adversaries that 
opposing the referendum and annexation can lead to destruction. This frame hopes to discourage 
intervention from the West. 

Summary  

The six frames found in RT articulate a narrative with many differences from how the events 
actually unfolded. The analysis showed that there is a symbiosis between events on the grounds 
and frames appearing in the news outlet Russia Today. Every time a major events takes place on 
the ground, Russia Today gives a version that later was revealed as highly subjective, 
exaggerated, or incorrect. This kind of disinformation and intimidation tactics supported the 
military and political intervention in Crimea. Media has therefore a demonstrated major role in 
Russian hybrid warfare.  

Figure 3: Summary of frames found in Russia Today compared to key events 
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4.3 Discussion - How Russia Today supported the annexation of Crimea 

A public crisis can be a triggering event that results in significant change. The political crisis in 
Ukraine is a clear example of how the unfolding of events can lead to a historical change. The 
protests against the government of Viktor Yakunovych resulted in the modification of the world 
map. Russia used the crisis as an opportunity to undertake the annexation of a territory they 
aspired to make their own. Putin saw the crisis in Ukraine as a critical opportunity to expose the 
status quo ex ante. Russia's information warfare continuously undermined the government in 
Kiev and through the framing of the situation showed that Crimea's belonging to Ukraine was 
unsustainable and needed to be resolved immediately. The framing claimed that it was Russia's 
responsibility to protect the Russian speaking minority and respect the right of self-determination 
of the people of Crimea. This rhetoric seeps through the Russian narrative and the argumentation 
is not reflected in the actual events nor does it have support in international law. 

According to Russian information warfare theory, the use of disinformation is of crucial 
importance in Russia’s strategy to confront opponents. When comparing RT’s narrative to what 
actually happened on the ground the analysis shows that the two narratives differ greatly. When 
Russia acts on the ground, RT covers up, bringing to light other topics and denying Russian 
military presence in Crimea. As can be seen in the analysis, RT transmitted false information by 
denying the presence of Russian troops on Crimea before the annexation and exaggerated the 
threat and danger the Russian-speaking population faced. In addition, while researchers studying 
the events on the ground found that the referendum in March 2014 was held under doubtful 
circumstances, RT insisted that it was held according to international law and recognised by 
several states. In the Russian framing the annexation was not seen as illegal and aggressive, but 
rather as a voluntary union. Crimea exercised their right of self-determination, by voting to join 
Russia, according to RT. 

The comparison of media frames used by Russia Today depicts very different course of events 
compared to what research have found. This was especially reinforced when Putin and the 
Russian government confessed later on that several of their previous claims were false. 

The way RT distracted the conversation by trying to frame a pro-Russian narrative eluding to 
right-wing parties taking control in Ukraine, exaggerating the threat to the Russian speaking 
population, and the reporting of a legal and fair referendum are part of the information warfare. 
The narrative in RT was lucid and stayed coherent throughout the crisis. This indicates a planned 
and controlled effort. The disinformation and different theories led to confusion and additional 
work for the West to prove that Russian constructed versions of the events were false. This kind 
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of deception may very likely have been aimed at confusing the central government in Kiev 
hoping to delay response actions.   102

As Freeman writes, the kind of organised effort the world witnessed during the annexation of 
Crimea suggests an authority able to “choreograph the various operations to achieve the greatest 
synergy in pursuit of specified goals” . Since RT is state-owned, it leads us to conclude that the 103

news channel was part of the Russian hybrid warfare effort. It can therefore be concluded that the 
state-owned news-channel RT was a part of a Russian strategy geared to intimidation and 
deterrence through spreading of disinformation. Freedman goes further writing that “the crisis 
generated by the intervention was not confined to Ukraine. It was geared to strengthening 
Russia’s overall strategic position vis-à-vis NATO and the EU while encouraging others to take 
its interests and concerns more seriously.”   104

The study of frames in RT demonstrated a concentrated effort from Russia in the use of media as 
a mean in hybrid warfare. Every time something happened on the ground, e.g. 'little green men' 
appearing on the Crimean peninsula or the reporting of the referendum, a frame appeared in 
Russia Today. The success of this effort has clearly been demonstrated with the annexation of 
Crimea. Nevertheless, this kind of disinformation campaigns erodes over time as more evidence 
on the topic is revealed. New facts makes it easier to refute lies propagated by Russia Today 
afterwards but the effect of disinformation, giving advantages in the heat of the moment, 
impacted the outcome of the conflict and is difficult to counter.  

 'Analysis of Russia’s Information Campaign Against Ukraine', NATO StratCom Centre of 102

Excellence, p.4, bit.ly/1HMFkiW, accessed November 22, 2015, p.32

 Lawrence Freedman, 'Ukraine and the Art of Crisis Management', Survival, vol. 56 no. 3, June–103

July 2014, p11
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Figure 4. Overview of contrasts between framing in Russia Today and researchers’ description of 
the events. 
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5. Conclusion 

This study aimed at understanding media’s role in hybrid warfare by looking at the case of the 
annexation of Crimea and aimed at answering the question: How did Russia Today frame key 
events during the course of the annexation of Crimea?  

Through a frame analysis of 30 Russia Today articles, a pro-Russian narrative emerged. This 
narrative was based on six frames that were very different from the facts researchers found by 
studying the course of events. The frames included elements of disinformation and intimidation 
that were favourable to Russia’s actions on the ground in Crimea. 

Russia used the crisis situation emerging after the Euromaidan protests in order to achieve a 
political goal. During the annexation of Crimea, Russia did not only use disguised military force 
but also actively managed the framing of media in its English channels to influence the West's 
perception of the events in order to support the military actions on the ground. By using 
disinformation and intimidation frames, Russia had an offensive on all fronts which is 
characteristic of hybrid warfare.  

The events in Ukraine and Crimea have put Western-Russian relations back to a tense situation. 
This raises the question of how successful the Russian hybrid warfare has been. On one hand, 
research has shown that the annexation of Crimea is strengthening Putin's domestic platform. The 
narrative that emerged from RT also supports a larger strategic intention from Russia to regain a 
super power status with deeper reach into former Soviet states and intimidating the West. On the 
other hand, the West is giving Russia the cold-shoulder, still refusing to lift sanctions and accept 
the referendum. The effectiveness of their strategy can also be questioned since the West has been 
very sceptical regarding the messages conveyed by Russia calling it propaganda. Nevertheless, 
Russia extended its territory. If that was the sole goal of the warfare, they have undoubtedly 
succeeded.  

As noted in the methodology the texts are approached with a preconception from the researcher 
when analysed. It can also be argued that the researchers who have described the course of events 
hold certain preconceptions or ideological frames. Independent of the ideological views, the 
study still showed a very systematic information campaign from Russia. One should note that 
western political leaders may also try to frame events to their advantage, but one difference in 
this case is the existence of free media. 
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There are limitations to the results and conclusions presented in this paper including the fact that 
only one news outlet, Russia Today, was studied. The articles were chosen based on assessed 
relevance to contrast their reporting of the annexation with the research. The study doesn't cover 
longer time periods or articles from other media outlets. 

Areas that would be of interest for future research based on the findings in this paper include: 
• What was the impact of Russian propaganda on decision-makers in western countries? 
• In what ways did or didn't western media accept, consider, or incorporate parts of the 

Russian narrative in its reporting?  
• Was the public opinion in western countries influenced by the Russian frames and 

narrative?  
• Can free media counter Russian information warfare? 
• How have the hybrid warfare method evolved after Crimea? E.g. with Russia's military 

presence in Syria  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7. Appendix – Identification of frames in Russia Today articles 

The table below provides a summary with selected quotations from the Russia Today articles 
studied. This provides an overview of how the frames were represented in the text while adding 
additional detail to the analysis.  

A document with all articles studied and a colouring based on the frame represented by the text is 
kept by the author but not included in the appendix due to its length (32 000 words). 

After this table, the complete list of articles studied in the frame analysis is provided. 
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Frame Element of 
Frame

Representative Example — Extracts from Articles

Danger 
Frame 
- Emphasis on 

the 
dangerous 
impact of the 
‘language 
bill’ on the 
Russian 
speaking 
minority 
population 

- Extremists at 
power 
creating risk 
and danger

- Vocabulary of 
urgency and 
danger 

- Attribution of 
the role of 
victim

“Attack on the Russian language in Ukraine is a brutal 
violation of ethnic minority rights” 

“The Russian Foreign Ministry has expressed its concerns 
over the overall human rights situation in Ukraine. Among 
the most acute issues, the ministry cited “infringement of the 
right to speak [people’s] native language, discrimination 
based on ethnicity or country of origin, attacks and acts of 
vandalism performed on monuments of historical and 
cultural heritage as well as on places of religious worship.” 
Monuments associated with Ukraine’s Soviet and imperial 
Russian past have been torn down all over the country in the 
last few days. As well as statues of Lenin, symbols of the 
victories over Hitler and Napoleon have also been destroyed 
or damaged.” 

“if radicals with clout in Kiev now try to use violence 
against Ukrainian civilians, particularly ethnic Russians, 
Putin told the media.” 

“Crimea’s coexisting within Ukraine apparently became 
impossible as a result of “legal vacuum” that followed the 
“unconstitutional armed coup” carried out in Kiev by radical 
nationalists in February and direct threats by these 
individuals to set their order across Ukraine, Russia’s UN 
representative said.” 

"We are receiving information that Ukrainian radical groups 
are preparing provocations at the Crimean administrative 
boarder on the day of referendum, March, 16,” 
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Blame Frame 
- Blaming the 

US, the EU, 
and far-right 
political 
forces in 
Kiev for the 
instabilities 
and 
dangerous 
situation in 
Ukraine. 

- Victims are 
Russians 
living in 
Ukraine and 
Crimean's

- Attribution of 
blame and 
victimisation

“But the important thing to understand is that there is no 
legitimate government at the moment in existence in Kiev.” 

“According to Russian diplomats, the US proposal regarding 
a UN resolution on the situation in Ukraine was 
ungrounded. It can only be explained by Americans’ 
“overwhelming desire” to politicize already complicated 
situation and continue aggravating international hysteria 
around the former Soviet republic for the benefit of the US 
geopolitical interests.” 

“the Ukrainian coup-imposed government” 

"While Putin reminded that the power in Kiev was seized in 
an unconstitutional armed coup" 

"The news of far right political forces gaining prominence in 
Kiev is another source of concern for Crimean's."

Peaceful 
Frame 
- Referendum 

is described 
as peaceful 
and 
successful

- Selection and 
salience 

- Moral 
evaluation

"No tensions in Ukraine’s autonomous republic of Crimea 
were reported by the team of international observers 
Saturday, as they started monitoring polling stations and 
readying for the crucial vote on the peninsula’s 
independence." 

"Along with other international observers, an American 
foreign affairs analyst of Serbian origin, Srdja Trifkovic 
called the Crimean referendum “legal and legitimate, 
democratic and right”. He named the attitude of the White 
House that insists that Crimea must remain a part of the 
Ukraine, “highly ironic”." 

""I haven’t witnessed a single violation during the 
referendum,” Ewald Stadler, an international observer and 
member of the European Parliament told Itar-Tass. “I 
haven’t seen anything even resembling pressure. People 
themselves want to have their say.”"
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Denial Frame 
- Denying that 

Russia has 
military 
involvement 
in Ukraine 
and Crimea 

- Only refers 
to the 
military 
presence on 
Crimea as 
volunteers 
squads

- Selection and 
salience

"Putin dismissed the notion that the uniformed armed people 
without insignia who are currently present in Crimea are 
Russian soldiers. He said they are members of the Crimean 
self-defence forces and that they are no better equipped and 
trained than some radical fighters who took part in the 
ousting of Yanukovich.” 

"Volunteers from self-defence units are taking an oath of 
allegiance to the people of Crimea as the autonomous 
republic puts together its own military in order to respond to 
possible provocations from the coup-imposed government in 
Kiev." 

“Recent reports from Western media say Russian troops 
have allegedly seized control of the naval base near the 
Crimean city of Bakhchisaray on Monday, with “shots being 
fired in the air.” However, the sailors at the base deny all 
these reports.” 

"It’s not only sailors that have denied the reports of an 
ambush. The members of the Crimean self-defence squads 
also say there was “no fighting or shooting” at the 
Bakhchisaray base “like they are reporting it on TV.”" 

“According to some reports these “masked pro-Russian 
troops” on Sunday kidnapped the base commander Vladimir 
Sadovnik. However, later it turned out that Sadovnik had 
never been kidnapped”.  

"Churkin assured the international community that the Black 
Sea Fleet – the only Russian military force stationed in 
Crimea according to existing international agreements – 
does not and will not interfere with Sunday’s referendum on 
Crimean succession."
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“Speaking to Cameron and Merkel over the phone, Russian 
President Vladimir Putin expressed confidence that 
Crimea’s upcoming referendum will reflect the legitimate 
interests of its people.” 

“The parliament of the Autonomous Republic of Crimea has 
sent an official invitation to the Organization for Security 
and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) to send a mission to 
observe the referendum on the region’s future, slated for 
March 16.” 

"“We, the members of the parliament of the Autonomous 
Republic of Crimea and the Sevastopol City Council, with 
regard to the charter of the United Nations and a whole 
range of other international documents and taking into 
consideration the confirmation of the status of Kosovo by 
the United Nations International Court of Justice on July, 22, 
2010, which says that unilateral declaration of independence 
by a part of the country doesn’t violate any international 
norms, make this decision,” says the text of the declaration, 
which was published by the Crimean media." 

“Crimea’s upcoming referendum will reflect the legitimate 
interests of its people, Russian President Vladimir Putin told 
two EU leaders over the phone" 

"Armenia has backed Crimea’s choice of joining Russia, 
supporting the right to self-determination for the peninsula’s 
population." 

"Afghan President Hamid Karzai told a US congressional 
delegation that he respects the decision of the people of 
Crimea to reunite with Russia" 

"Czech leader Milos Zeman has said that the EU should 
accept the fact that Crimea is now part of Russia, stressing 
that the former autonomous region won’t return to Ukraine 
in any foreseeable future." 

"Ecuador has said it will not deal with the coup-appointed 
government in Kiev and has called for fair elections. 
President Rafael Correa declared he would only negotiate 
with a “legitimate government” that represents the will of 
the Ukrainian people." 
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"As President Putin weighs using military forces in a 
Ukraine plunging deeper into political turmoil, Alexander 
Mercouris, international law expert, tells RT that the 
presence Russia’s forces could be a restraining factor for all 
the parties involved.” 

"I think the decisions are going to be made in Moscow, not 
in New York.” 

“Putin, who was given a mandate by the Russian senate to 
use military force to protect civilians in Ukraine, said there 
is no need for such an action yet.”
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