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Terrorism and Media –
an Interactive Modelling of a Message:
the Research Framework1
Abstract: The report presents theoretical framework of relationships between terrorist organisations and media, and it describes them as an interactive modelling
of a message. It introduces the concept of mediatisation of terrorism, and it offers
a definition of this process. Moreover, the report develops it with six theoretical
hypotheses related to: influence of media on selection of terrorists’ targets, adaptation of an act of terror to the ‘logic of media communication’, personalisation
of terrorism and celebritisation of terrorists, creation of biased and oversimplified
stereotypes, transformation of terrorist objectives into catch-phrases, as well as
a role of political violence in agenda-setting of main news broadcasts. The presented concept will be verified in the ongoing comprehensive, quantitative-andqualitative study on mediatisation of terrorism in American television, that will
investigate the process between September 11, 2001 and the Boston Marathon
Bombing in 2013.
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Terrorism and Media – an Interactive Modelling of a Message

The Research Project Terrorism and media: Interactive Modelling of a Message as a Factor
of Terrorism’s Mediatization in the American Television offers a new theoretical perspective, that integrates three areas of academic interest – political science, security studies,
and media studies. The transdisciplinary character of research is based on an employment of media studies’ tools to a subject of political investigations. It makes possible
to explain the phenomenon of links between terrorism and media from a new and
innovative perspective, as well as to develop a present state of arts in the discipline.
The main research problem is the question, if in the main news broadcasts (evening
news) of the television channels in the United States we can observe an adaptation of
terrorist organisations’ message to the rules of participation in the mass-communication.
It has been asked with reference to a general definition of the mediatisation of terrorism,
which was operationalised on the basis of a critical analysis of various interpretations of
the mediatisation itself. The definition states, “mediatisation of terrorism is a process, in
which terrorism yields its autonomy, becomes dependent on mass media in realisation
of its basic and essential (central) functions and is permanently shaped by an interaction
with media” (Hjarvard, 2008; 2013; 2014; Strömbäck, 2008; 2010; Strömbäck &
Esser, 2014a; 2014b; Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999; Schulz, 2004; 2006; Krotz, 2007;
Hepp, 2013; Hepp, Hjarvard & Lundby, 2015).
The main research hypothesis assumes that in the contemporary politics a terrorist attack as a message (of a terrorist organisations’ communication with others)
is modelled and formatted by an interaction of media, including television, and an
organisation itself. Thus, it develops a common observation of benefits of co-existence
of mass media and political violence (Hoffman, 2006; Aleksandrowicz, 2010; Wojciechowski, 2013). In the 21st Century their relationships become even more than
a ‘co-existence’ of two independent groups of actors – as they may be described as
a ‘co-influence’ that leads to an interactive modelling and formation of a message
(a terrorist attack). The verification of the main hypothesis requires an answer to the
essential question, if quantitative and qualitative analyses of main American news
broadcasts show features of an adaptation of terrorist organisations’ message to rules
of participation in the mass-communication. Therefore, the main question can be
answered only after the verification of following six detailed hypotheses:
1. The result of interactive influence of media on a terrorist’s message in American
television channels is a selection of terrorist attacks’ targets (Goban-Klas, 2009;
Lundby, 2009). Contemporary media, especially the television, prefer selection
of shocking news, which enable them to emotionally involve the recipients2.
2
What is related to its role in influence on social and political attitudes or preferences, see
Frederickson & Losada, 2009; Boyatzis et al., 2013; Wawrzyński et al, 2015.
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As a result, terrorists prefer to select public places as a scene of their attacks,
especially these spots which are relevant and/or symbolically significant for
a society and a government. Their preferences include, e.g. public transportation system, governmental and self-governmental facilities, industrial and
business facilities, shopping malls, symbols of the nations and gatherings
with political, social and economic leaders or successful entrepreneurs. The
classification of preferred targets substantiates a prediction of media’s influence
on terrorist in their process of communicating with others.
2. The form and the scenario of a terrorist attack is adapted to features of media.
Thus, in American news broadcast the ‘spectacularisation’ of terrorist attacks
is present and noticeable (Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999, p. 35). Terrorists wish
to gain media attention, and they aim at presenting their message to as wide
as possible range of recipients – they not only consider a place and a schedule
of the event, but they also choose a suitable form of it. These actions enable
them to get more media attention to acts of terror. The television, alike the
Internet, takes advantage of power of images and their impact on the recipient,
thus, terrorist attacks are not just described in word, but concurrently they
are presented and shared through movies or images. The vision and sound
influence both recipient’s perception and recipient’s emotional response to
a stimuli (Berger, 2014), what – as a result – increases her/his interest in
a presented story. The television’s need to present an ‘attractive’ and ‘interesting’
information leads to the recreation of a terrorist attack as a spectacle – its form
has to be dramatic, and it has to inspire people’s emotions. The act of terror
becomes a performed spectacle that competes with other media spectacles for
a viewer’s attention (Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999, p. 35; Goban-Klas, 2009, pp.
91 – 94), and this process should be considered as an element of the interactive
formatting of terrorist message by media.
3. The personalisation of major terrorists in media leads to celebritisation of
them (Rojek, 2001; Driessens et al., 2010; Leslie, 2011). The personalisation of a leading terrorist results with popularisation of an association of
one individual, her/his name or her/his nickname with the whole terrorist
organisation, as in ‘Bin Laden’s Al-Qaeda’ (Snow & Altheide, 1979; GobanKlas, 2009, pp. 91 – 94). Therefore, leading terrorists become ‘a face’ of their
organisation and its label. Media use the character of terrorist organisation’s
leadership and the emphasise her/his role in violent actions. Presentation of
active groups is often focused on its leader’s actions, personal life, motivations,
psyche, personality, experiences and other details which may be recognised by
the recipient as ‘attractive’ or ‘interesting’, but not informative. As a result,
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the leader becomes commonly recognised as the individual, not as a member
of the organisation, and becomes a brand – her/his name or photo is used to
popularise oversimplifications or cognitive biases, including these related to
the organisation in general, its objectives and past actions. Leading terrorists
are personifications of the terrorism and their organisations, and they become
popular – thus, currently terrorists are subjects of celebritisation (Herwitz,
2008; Milner, 2010; Rojek, 2001; Leslie, 2011). It was clearly seen in the case
of Osama bin Laden, who was commonly recognised as the World’s ‘terrorist
number one’, the face of Islamic terrorism and the major public enemy, but at
the same time, he was not only considered as the leader and the commander
of Al-Qaeda, but also as its symbol and brand (Stańco, 2013). Moreover, he
has become the symbol of terrorism in general, and he is present in popular
culture even after his death. The establishment of ‘a face’ of the organisation by
terrorists themselves, observable celebritisation of leaders and employment of
their images in media is the next aspect of interactive modelling of a message
between terrorists and media.
4. American news broadcasts cause popularisation of a stereotype, and a highly
simplified image, of the terrorist as Muslim (Freedman & Thussu, 2012;
Hess & Kalb, 2003; Hoskins & O’Loughlin, 2010). Media communication,
especially the television, forces journalists and data researchers to present
information in a quite specific way. Descriptions of the reality often offer
biased and oversimplified images of social and political processes. Then, on
the basis of these simplifications and social-shared cultural contents, it creates stories (narratives) that are promoted in news broadcasts and political
talk-shows. This process stimulates popularisation of stereotypes and other
cognitive biases (Bodenhausen et al., 2009, p. 112; Sanderson, 2010, p.
340; Sinderman et al., 1999, pp. 255 – 258; Wawrzyński, 2013, pp. 1 – 3). In
general, American television offers a common stereotype of the terrorist which
characterises him as a male Muslim with Middle Eastern origins, in turban,
who with a bomb wishes to destroy the Western World and its values in his
suicidal mission. The study investigates following features of the stereotype:
(a) colour of skin, including racial prejudice, (b) terrorist’s artefacts, (c) ethnic
origins, (d) religion and confession, (e) anti-Western attitudes, including
antidemocratic and anticapitalistic preferences, and (f ) suicidal intentions.
The theoretical framework presented in this report is based on the assumption
that stereotyping is an essential element of mediatised modelling of a message,
and it is a way, how television co-constructs a message send by terrorists to
the mass audience.

331

332

Alicja Stańco-Wawrzyńska

5. In news broadcasts terrorist’s motivations and objectives are oversimplified
and highly generalised, thus they become a simple and general catch-phrase
(Hoskins & O’Loughlin, 2010; Cottle, 2006). Terrorist’s motivations and goals
are also simplified and generalised with reference to the logic of media communication. Journalists present just and only one general motivation which is
recreated into a slogan, and which becomes a label of the organisation. Media
construct their message through a combination of simple phrases (that describe
major motivation of terrorists), but they prefer these interpretations which are
ease to memorise and catch (Snow & Altheide, 1979). As a result, in terms of
the rules of mass communication, a media event becomes ‘a pseudo-event’,
because presentation of a terrorist attack as a pseudo-event seems to be more
attractive in the television broadcast (Schulz, 2004, pp. 87– 101; Wojtkowski,
2012, pp. 44 – 67; Boorstin, 1982). Therefore, oversimplified and generalised
motivations of terrorists presented in media should be considered as the fifth
element of an interactive modelling of a message.
6. Finally, news about a terrorist attack are placed as the first, the second or the
third in the agenda-setting of major American news broadcasts (Hjarvard,
2014; Lundby, 2014; Schulz, 2006). The recreation of terrorist attacks as
pseudo-events, stereotyping terrorists and celebritisation of their leaders lead to
increasing attractiveness of terrorist actions in mass media (Schulz, 2004, p. 93).
Thus, the study investigates a construction of agenda-setting as an element of
interactive modelling of a message between terrorists and media. The position
of news on terrorism in measured, and it enabled us to investigate presentation
of a terrorist attack as a political event in major American news broadcasts, as
well as to investigate a presumed attractiveness of these actions in terms of media
communication. Thus, media determine social opinions on the significance of
political violence and the terrorism (Hepp & Krotz, 2014).
The general objective of the study is a measurement of the modelling and formatting of a message through interactions between terrorist organisations and media as an
element of the mediatisation of terrorism. It also investigates increasing interdependence between terrorists and media as a way to verify and explain theoretical aspects
of the process of terrorist attacks’ co-construction in an interaction between these
two groups of actors, and it asks a question if these relationships may be observed in
the new-type terrorism, and have they become stronger in the era of Al-Qaeda or are
they modified in the times of the Islamic State, focused on the Internet as a principal
medium for communication with audience.
Presented theoretical framework is based on following theoretical assumptions:
(a) the process of mediatisation is observable in the American media in the highest
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degree, which surpasses degrees observable in other countries (Hindman & Wiegand,
2008), (b) the process of mediatisation is observable in television in the highest degree,
which surpasses degrees observable in other media (Schulz, 2006), (c) media, with
compliance to their logic of communication, interpret and assess terrorist actions,
organisations’ leadership, bombers, their motivations, acts of terror, responses to
political violence and reactions to it, and political leaders’ actions to prevent and
counter terrorism – media organise inputs and outputs of the system (Schulz, 2006),
(d) media are the major source of information about the terrorism and terrorist
organisations, and a society shares knowledge popularised by media – moreover, media
are a basic channel of communication between terrorists and others (Strömbäck,
2010) and, finally, (e) contents of a message and its ‘carrier’ are dependent on ‘the
logic of media communication’ and ‘the logic of terrorism’ (Strömbäck, 2010; Snow
& Altheide, 1979).
Media studies are still a new and developing discipline that has been defining
its frameworks. It is the reason publications on relationships between terrorism and
media are rather general, and they introduce cultural perspective to political violence
as a new perspective (Stańco-Wawrzyńska, 2016; Karatzogianni, 2012). Most often,
the literature discusses mutual benefits (Freedman & Thussu, 2012; Aleksandrowicz,
2010; Norris et al, 2003; Hess & Kalb, 2003) or it describes experiences of journalists
who worked on acts of terror and terrorist organisations (Maniszewska, 2010, Barnett
& Reynolds, 2008; Hess & Kalb, 2003). Therefore, the possibility to introduce and
develop a new research approach on the ‘borderlands’ of political science, media
studies and security studies is a major motivation for presentation of the theoretical
framework of the mediatisation of terrorism in this report.
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