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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This paper looks at the role that television plays in
terrorist incidents and similar crisis situations and the impact
that it has on the various players involved: the politicians, the
police, crisis managers, the public and the press. In doing so, it
highlights the specific features of television and television news
that underlie its particular impact on crisis situations and points
towards specific policy implications that derive from these
features. The paper is divided into four parts: an introduction,
a section devoted to the nature of television and television news,
a section devoted to the impact of television on politicians,
police, the public and the press, and a concluding section that
deals with policy implications.
The introduction presents an overview of how television
coverage of crisis situations has the potential to spread its
impact far beyond the actual site of any particular incident.
Control of a crisis in the electronic age must take into
consideration not only the parameters of the actual incident locale, perpetrators, bystanders, etc. - but also the wider
audiences reached by the electronic media. Indirect effects of
television are mediated through those wider audiences and fed back
to authorities via public reactions to mediated events. Unintended
consequences of government action and reaction can be conceived as
the result of unexpected, uncharted information feedback loops,
whereby decision-makers fail to determine where messages propagated
through the media MIGHT possibly go and focus exclusively on where
they were INTENDED to go. Direct effects of television are usually
felt most acutely at the site of any particular incident. The
presence of cameras can elicit or provoke behavioral reactions from
perpetrators or bystanders or record police activity at the scene,
revealing operational strategies and tactics, or incidents of
police deviance.
The next section examines both the nature of news in general
and how television differs from other media. Using the example of
terrorist victimization, it looks at the criteria that determine
newsworthiness. The main factor determining television coverage is
the availability of visuals. Television also uses dramatization
and personalization to simplify complex issues and to inform
viewers while entertaining them. The technical and format demands
of the medium reinforce the need for a formulaic approach.
Television distorts reality while making it appear that what is
depicted is in fact real. Statements made by television sources are
contextualized in actual locations, thereby validating the messages
as believable. Yet the statements themselves are usually reduced
to twenty-second sound bites and simplified to the point of
distortion. It is not so much the content of television but the
fact that so many people can watch it simultaneously that makes it
so important in a crisis. Because of television, its immediacy,
and its wide reach, we now expect our leaders and decision-makers
Television has collapsed
to be on top of events as they happen.
speeding
up the pace of world
not only space but time as well,
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events and spreading them into millions of homes at the same time.
The next section of the paper looks at the impact of
television on four separate groups: politicians, police, the public
and the press. The first two constitute favoured media sources for
presenting the official version of events. Yet because the media
is constructing reality, sources are not always in control of how
the information they provide to the media is used. While
politicians prefer television coverage and are trained to tailor
their appearances to the format and newsworthiness criteria of the
medium, the trade-off is that they cannot convey complex
image.
without detrimentally affecting their
information
Politicians have learned to speak in simplified generalities to
avoid this. They also have to respond quicker, both to fastbreaking events and the reactions of other sources to them. While
television assures politicians widespread recognition, it also
demystifies them and renders them ordinary.
The major impact of television on police is to interfere with
investigations, either at the scene or by revealing information
about suspects or evidence. Sometimes police seek the media to
publicize arrests or evidence in a case and the resulting publicity
can jeopardize the trial. More indirect effects include the
depiction of police as incompetent when they are unable to reveal
information because of legal restrictions or political sensitivity
and the increasing of their workload by triggering public anxiety
through sensational or dramatic reporting. More positive effects
of television include mobilizing public awareness in times of
emergencies, the use of videotapes to help with investigations,
cooperating in news blackouts during delicate negotiations,
performing a deterrent function by providing coverage of police in
action, and helping police to promote their own agenda through
televised broadcasts.
The impact of television on the public is hard to measure, but
one way is to look at attitudes towards terrorist groups and the
use of political violence. Media coverage has little impact on
constituencies of nationalist or revolutionary terrorists, though
the constituencies for the latter tend to be small. Media coverage
has the greatest impact on those who have little knowledge of
While
terrorist groups or direct experience with terrorism.
ethnicity is the best predictor of who might support nationalist
terrorists, age and gender are more important than class in
predicting support for revolutionary terrorists. Media coverage of
terrorism tends on the whole to delegitimize terrorists by focusing
on victimization and official response. Dramatic and personalized
television can affect unknowledgeable and uncommitted publics by
creating anxiety and fear of future victimization. It can also
fuel public pressure on police and politicians, limiting policy
options, and exacerbate the spread of rumours and gossip. On the
other hand, television coverage can promote public outrage and
anger directed at terrorists and public support for tough, law-and-
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order measures. Television coverage of funerals and families'
grief and mourning can help to reinforce such attitudes.
The primary impact of television on the press is to lower the
quality of coverage. Print coverage has begun to emulate the
expressive, personalized nature of television coverage and the
traditional distinction between on and off the record has begun to
Reports are short and
focus
on details
more
disappear.
characteristic of a video recording than human perceptions at the
scene. This trend in press coverage bodes ill for the maintenance
of an informed public.
The concluding section raises a number of policy implications
deriving from the nature and impact of television coverage in
crisis situations. The first four deal with the nature of
television: the difficulty of addressing separate audiences in a
medium where multiple audiences are reached simultaneously; the
problem of live coverage and its attendant danger of feeding back
broadcast information to perpetrators or triggering imitation and
contagion effects; the issue of how to handle protracted situations
requiring a wait-it-out strategy, when television requires dramatic
visuals and new developments to maintain viewer interest; and
public expectations that real life should resemble the artificial
reality:
of
television: quick
solutions, simple
remedies,
uncomplicated answers and a lack of ambiguity
none of which exist
in a crisis situation.
-

The last three policy implications deal with the impact of
television coverage on crisis managers, public officials and the
public.
They deal in turn with the control of information and
information flow during a crisis and how to balance the needs of
information management with the rights of the media to gather
information (autonomy and freedom of the press); image management
and the ways that public officials should deal with television
during a crisis, given that it is ill-suited to explanation and
discourse but is more expressive and image-oriented; and the
maintenance of public trust and confidence during a crisis, where
three separate factors are identified. There is the problem of
preserving openness when crisis situations often require secrecy;
the problem of maintaining government accountability when good
crisis management involves the separation of operational and
political decision-making; and the need for public education about
the extent and nature of terrorist or national security threats and
the limits and feasibility of various response options so that, in
a crisis, public insecurity and unrealistic public expectations
about government action can be reduced despite dramatic and
sensational television coverage.
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1.
0.

Introduction

This

paper looks at

the

role that television plays

in

terrorist incidents and similar crisis situations and the impact
that it has on the various players involved: the politicians, the
police, crisis managers, the public and the press. In doing so, it
highlights the specific features of television and television news
that underlie its particular impact on crisis situations and points
towards specific policy

implications

that derive from these

features.

0.1

Television and Crisis Situations
"You never know who is watching"
Neil Postman (1985)
In 1977, a little known sect, called the,Hanafi Muslims, took

hostages at three different sites in Washington, D.C. At one point
during news coverage

of the incident, a Washington television

anchorman referred to the leader of the group as a Black Muslim, a
much more well-known group at the time, whereas the leader's family
had in fact been murdered by Black Muslims.

The result: the leader

threatened to kill a hostage unless the reporter apologized, which
he did.

During the same incident,

another television newsman

reported live that the police were sending supplies into one of the
three buildings, where a group had successfully evaded the hostagetakers.

The group was saved by the police before this information

could feed back to the armed men inside. Throughout the multiple
siege, the leader - a volatile man who abused his hostages at the
slightest provocation - was barraged by phonecalls from local radio
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stations,

including reporters (one of whom asked him if he had a

deadline), disc jockeys and talk show hosts.

In 1977, a group of South Moluccans took over a train in
Beilen, The Netherlands, and held the passengers hostage. During
the

resulting siege,

a second

consulate in Amsterdam,

group took over

the

Indonesian

where they had access to a radio and a

television and could monitor what was happening at the train site.
As a result, operational decisions made at the first site could
easily have had an impact upon perpetrator decision-making at the
second site had the media at the train site not cooperated with
police.

In 1985, during the hijacking of a TWA passenger plane that
eventually landed in Beirut, a Miami Herald reporter interviewed
the aunt of one hostage just about the time that the hijackers of
Flight 847 were separating passengers with Jewish-sounding names
from the others.
that the

In the interview, the aunt referred to the fact

family was Jewish

but that the hostage did not

look

Jewish: "Thank God, in this country we don't have to put religion
on our passports".

The reporter included the entire passage in his

report and, according to him, the report "went through about three
editors and everyone just thought it was a good strong quote". The
story was printed and the quote was picked up by the wire services
and appeared in other publications the next day, including the
Washington Post. According to the aunt's son, the interviewee had
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no idea she was speaking for publication, while the Herald reporter
claimed that he only thought about the impact of his story after it
had already been published.
(1988: 71),

In an interview with Deni Elliott

he reflected that "there was probably a 95 percent

chance it would never get to [the hijackers] and a 5 percent chance
that it would".

The Post reporter said that he had not given much

thought to whether or not he should use the quote since "it was
broadcast all over the place.

The crucial point was that it was

largely known" (emphasis added).

In 1985, television reporter Mike Duffy (who worked for CBC at
the time) interviewed a police spokesman during the hostage siege
at the Turkish Embassy in Ottawa.

During the live interview, the

policeman revealed that the Turkish Ambassador was lying wounded at
the base of the building, guarded by an RCMP officer.

If the

hostage-takers had had access to media reports, as in the case of
the Moluccans in the Indonesian consulate, they could have acted on
that information. In the same incident, the media reported on the
positioning of snipers on neighbouring rooftops and speculated upon
the imminence of an assault by police.

In

1992,

local Los Angeles

television

stations

began

saturation coverage of the riots and disorder that broke out after
four officers were acquitted in the Rodney King case. Jonathan
Alter (1992) describes the coverage:
At least a dozen of the helicopters on the first night a presence that helped create a wartime atmosphere -
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In
belonged not to police but to local media outlets.
the early going, when the fires were just beginning,
seven Los Angeles TV stations had already begun wall-towall coverage. One airborne reporter for a radio station
actually reported the story before it happened, telling
viewers he didn't see "any fires yet". As Los Angelesbased radio host Tom Snyder says, "That's like saying,
'We've got the cameras on, you can start any time nowf."
Several local TV reporters described both the exact
locations of looting and the fact that police were doing
little to stop it.
CBC Newsworld carried some of this Los Angeles local coverage,
presumably through a direct satellite feed. In one
local reporter

stood with her

microphone

sequence,

chatting with

a

the

anchorman (heard for the most part in voiceover, while the reporter
was on camera) in the middle of an empty street, watching a fire
burn out of control. At one point,

she and the anchor agreed that

the flames were moving towards an apartment building (camera pans
over to focus on the building). The reporter

announced to the

camera that anyone watching who lived near that particular corner,
and

she named

the intersection,

should take precautions

as

firetrucks were nowhere to be seen. After a considerable period of
time, a police-escorted firetruck finally did arrive.

In all these anecdotes, the most striking thing is that,
because of television or other electronic media, people are or are
potentially able to become privy to information from people or
places that they might otherwise not have access to.

What is more,

this access to information from other places is immediate in the
case of live coverage. It is as if you are actually there.
Washington, a

hostage-taker "overhears"

a

remark intended

In
for
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another audience

the media consumer or the general public

-

reacts immediately.
takers

In the Netherlands,

colleagues

in a

totally different

and

one group of hostage-

privy to what is

in one place are

-

place,

happening to their
adding

a

whole new

dimension to negotiations and crisis management, making it as if
the two concurrent incidents are actually in the same place. In
Ottawa,

while updating

situation,

a

television

current

presumably for the benefit of the general public, a

police officer unwittingly reveals
interest to the hostage-takers.
do the same.

reporter on the

information that might be of

Media reports on sniper movements

It is as if the hostage-takers inside have been given

a potential bird's-eye view

of what is happening outside. In

Miami, a similar interchange between a hostage relative and a local
reporter spreads information far beyond the confines of the local
venue, blanketing an entire nation and possibly travelling all the
way to the site of the incident itself, half a world away.

In Los

Angeles, people all over the city, and particularly in the areas
where rioting and looting are most intense,

find out that law

enforcement is absent and that anything goes.

In one particularly

nasty incident, when a white truck driver was being savagely beaten
by a group of black men, a television helicopter recorded

the

beating and the victim was finally saved when several television
viewers living nearby ran out of their homes to intervene. Local
coverage of a fire out of control is used to warn inhabitants of
the potential danger to their homes, but also brings viewers far
beyond the confines of that particular city street into the scene
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as if they were actually there. Because of satellite technology
and 24-hour news stations, the scene is brought to viewers as far
away as Ottawa and Toronto.

All these examples attest to "the unique power of television
to break down the distinctions between here and there, live and
mediated,

and personal and public" (Meyrowitz, 1985:308). As a

result, television coverage of crisis situations has the potential
to amplify the impact of that situation and to spread its impact
far beyond the actual site of any particular incident. For crisis
managers, this means that control of a crisis in the electronic age
must take into consideration not only the parameters of the actual
incident - locale, perpetrators, bystanders, etc. - but also the
wider audiences reached by the electronic media.

The kind of crisis that is the focus of this paper is

a

situation in which multiple audiences exist other than the main
protagonists

and

where different constituencies watching

the

action, so to speak, may perceive different messages emanating from
that action. In such situations, the authorities,
politicians - whether municipal,

in particular

regional or national - and law

enforcement officials - must usually act quickly, are not always in
possession of all the necessary information, and must cope not only
with the main players in the incident, but also with these larger
audiences that are or are potentially affected. While a domestic
dispute or a bank robbery can place demands on authorities similar
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to a crisis, it is the incident with political implications, such
as terrorist events,

or with the potential of a broader social

impact, such as riots, sieges or occupations, that is of interest

here.

"Slow" crises, such as economic or constitutional crises are

not the focus of attention either, as they lack the particular time
parameters, including the short-term potential for public disorder
or panic. This does not mean, however, that terrorist crises or

other incidents of public disorder cannot last a long time. The
October Crisis of 1970 lasted more than a month; the Oka Crisis of
1990 lasted three months and the Iranian hostage crisis of 1979-80

lasted over a year. "Slow" crises also do not generally include
the

involvement of

law enforcement,

criminal justice system.

the armed forces, or the

The kind of crisis dealt with here

usually involves both the political process

and the

criminal

justice process - the prototype being terrorism - and can include

other social institutions as well. In fact, it is the credibility
or legitimacy of such political and social institutions that is at

stake in crises of this sort, not simply - and sometimes much more
than - «Éheir effectiveness.

0.2

Indirect and Direct Effedts
The

presence

of the

electronic

media

at

the site of a

particular incident may have direct effects on the control of that
incident, as evidenced by some of the above examples, but they may

also have indirect effects that are mediated through those wider
audiences and fed back to authorities via public reactions to

a
mediated events. Because television collapses the separation of
potential audiences to a crisis, both geographically - by spreading
from one place to the next, from the site of

information

the

incident to elsewhere and beyond - and socially and politically by reaching all sorts of constituencies, young and old, radical and
conservative, friend and foe - television coverage of terrorist
events and similar situations can have a decisive effect on the
amplitude, extent, duration and even the outcome of the incident
itself.

The precise nature of these more indirect effects will

depend on which particular audience or constituency is affected by
the coverage.

As a result, crisis management in the electronic age

entails much more than controlling developments at the scene of an
incident.

While the management of information flow is difficult

enough in a fast-evolving situation, it becomes totally different
when live television coverage can instantaneously feed back
information to perpetrators or to other constituencies watching the
Effective crisis management will depend more on

action from afar.

whether the authorities are able to ensure that the right audience
gets

the

message

right

despite

the

homogenizing effect

of

television.

In view of this, it is suggested that unintended

consequences

of

conceived

government

as the

result

of

action and

reaction might best be

unexpected, uncharted

information

feedback loops, whereby decision-makers fail to determine where
messages propagated through the media MIGHT possibly go and foàus
exclusively on where they were INTENDED to go.

.
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Of course, television also has more direct effects that are
usually felt most acutely at the site of any particular incident.
The very presence of television cameras, for instance, can incite
individuals to do something "for the camera", as suggested in the
Los Angeles case described above.

The well-known chant "the whole

world is watching", which demonstrators at

the

1968

Democratic

Convention in Chicago shouted whenever the cameras were trained
upon them, highlights the way in which cameras now represent that
wider audience "out there" that will be watching the televised
images picked up by the camera. As such, they become invitations
to act out on a

larger stage. In recognition of this, many

broadcast guidelines now include injunctions to use camera lights
with discretion.

For example, ABC guideline no.

on coverage of

7

riots and other civil disorders reads as follows:
Avoid using lights except when they are essential to
cover important aspects of the story. If it appears they
may be instigating, perpetuating or intensifying a
dangerous situation, turn them off.

Ironically, police have recognized the value of media images
for investigative purposes and are now beginning to use video
cameras themselves to record arrests and to monitor crowds involved
in law-breaking so as to identify potential suspects or witnesses.
Police have also requested media videotapes and photographs in
order to identify potential suspects or witnesses to criminal
activity. Television can therefore have an impact not only on
potential perpetrators

or

political actors,

but

enforcement officials charged with apprehending

also

on

law

or controlling
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them, influencing the way they carry on investigations.
another example,

To give

cameras can also record the activities of law

enforcement officials themselves, as they did when Chicago police
beat up demonstrators in 1968, or when snipers moved onto rooftops
neighbouring the Turkish Embassy in Ottawa in 1985.

As such, they

can capture images of police deviance or excessive force, as in the
Rodney King case that triggered the Los Angeles riots in the first
(though this was a priliate citizen's videotape, not the

place

media's), or interfere with official attempts to contain or resolve
an incident.

In the sections that follow, I shall first look at the nature
of television and television news to show how television poses
unique problems for the management of terrorist and other political
crises.
television

Then I shall
in

terrorist

examine in more detail
incidents and

crisis

examining in turn its impact on politicians,

the impact of
situations

by

on police, on the

public and on the press. In concluding, I shall turn to the policy
implications that arise both from the nature of television and from
its impact on the various actors that are involved in terrorist
situations and similar political crises.

1.

The Nature of Television and Television News

To understand why television seems to be particularly
attracted to terrorist activity and crisis

situations,

it is

important to appreciate both the nature of news in general and how
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television differs from other media.

Consider, as a starter, what

a manual on broadcast news writing has to say about covering a
disaster:
It is hoped that you never have to cover a disaster. But
sooner or later you will have to, and you will probably
find these occasions among the most exciting and
interesting moments of your career....These events are
dramatic, exciting, and full of human emotions that go
beyond the people closely involved in the event (Hall,
1986:85-86).
Like disasters, terrorist incidents and civil disturbances, such as
riots, offer drama, excitement and human interest that goes beyond
the principal protagonists in the draina. In fact, all three kinds
of events are discussed together in the same chapter of the manual.
While newspapers can convey these kinds

of emotional features

through writing and photographs and radio can do the same through
voice and audio background, television is most suited to conveying
the drama, excitement and human interest that is the core of news
reporting. To understand the nature of news better, let us look at
the area of terrorist victimization.

1.1

Newsworthiness: The Example of Terrorist Victimization
The selective nature of media coverage of terrorism is by now

well established (see,
Crelinsten, 1989a).

for

example,

Kelly

&

Mitchell,

1981;

This selectivity is also reflected in covering

victims of terrorism: certain kinds of victims are ignored or
undercovered

(victims

of

death squads, state terrorists,

disappearances, right-wing terrorists)

as are certain kinds of

victimization (large-scale massacres, victimization of innocents in
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wartime, e.g.

Afghanistan

(see

Fine & Rubin, 1988),

attacks, terrorist attacks against military

bombing

personnel and

businessmen). Media tend to focus on victimization of their own
nationals either at home or abroad.
of course,

The most covered victims are,

but even here, sieges

hostages,

are preferred over

kidnappings and recent kidnappings are preferred over long-term
ones, such as the

forgotten hostages

in Lebanon. Seizing

of

nationals abroad or foreigners at home receive more attention than
hostage-taking abroad that involves other nationals. American
media reports on hostages held in Lebanyn, for example, usually
focused on the Americans held and only occasionally mentioned the
fact that other nationals were held as well, while British, French
or German reports focused on their own nationals.

This pattern of

selectivity is related to

notions of

newsworthiness. Johan Galtung and Mari Ruge's penetrating analysis
of the structure of foreign news identifies twelve inter-related
factors that determine how news is selected (Galtung

and Ruge,

1981:60). The more an event fits into the time-frame of the medium
covering it (frequency),

the more intense or dramatic it is, the

less ambiguous it is, the more meaningful it is both in terms of
cultural proximity and relevance,

the more the event fits into

expected or desired patterns, the more unpredictable or rare the
event

is, the more

it has already been defined

as newsworthy

(continuity) and the more it balances other kinds of events already
covered, the more an event will be (or continue to be) defined as
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newsworthy.

In addition, the more the event concerns élite nations

or people, the more it can be seen in personal terms (personifica-

tion) and the more negative it is in its consequences,

the more

likely will a particular event become a news item.

Less systematic studies

have

substantiated many

factors in the area of terrorism coverage.

of

these

In one pilot study of

what certain broadcast gatekeepers in the U.S. media consider to be
the

most

important

criteria

for

newsworthiness

terrorism, the following criteria emerged:
time,

hostages, Americans

in

covering

drama, movement over

[for American news], availability

of

visuals. Taken together, these criteria mean that protracted
incidents of hostage-taking that play out dramatically over time
and for which good visuals of the hostages are easily available

constitute the most newsworthy kind of terrorist event. Here we
see some of the factors identified by Galtung and Ruge: intensity
(drama),

unexpectedness, personification (hostages),

cultural

proximity (Americans). By contrast, contracted incidents such as
bombings are not considered newsworthy unless they are particularly
spectacular (intensity)

or involve locals

(cultural proximity).

Similarly, large-scale massacres that occur in far-away places,
where governments victimize their own citizenry, are often ignored
by the Western media (see, for example, Adams and Joblove, 1982).
When such

massacres are part of a

longer-term phenomenon

approaching systematic genocide, they do not fit conveniently into
the

time-frame

of

electronic

mass media (Galtung and Rugets

1.4

"frequency" factor) and can be ignored for this reason as well.

David C. Martin and John Walcott (1988:188-89) single out the
availability of visuals as the most crucial factor in determining
why

the

1985

TWA hijacking received so much network coverage

compared to the 1980 hostage crisis in Teheran:
"technologically capable" in 1985

(see also Levin,

the media were
1985:61).

In

other words, the networks had good visuals of hostages, while in
1980 they did not. The importance of visuals also determined the

networks' use of sources:

Dan Nimmo and James E. Combs, in their

dramatistic analysis of U.S. network coverage of seven different
crises, 1 found that each

of the three networks used different

kinds of sources that reflected three different styles of coverage.
"Little people" are the prime source for what Nimmo and Combs call
the populist/sensationalist style typical of ABC.
experts are the

favoured

source for

Officials and

what they call

the

élitist/factual style typical of CBS. NBC primarily employs what
they term a pluralist style, using a wide variety of sources.

Yet

the consistent differences in the three networks' style of coverage
across crises disappeared during the Iran hostage crisis because of
the absence of good visuals of hostages:
Not having access to the principals involved, namely, the
hostages, all networks were forced to focus upon either
the official actors in the drama or the only "little
people" available, families of the hostages or of those
servicemen killed in the rescue attempt (Nimmo and Combs,
1

Most did not involve terrorism in any way. One was the
Iranian hostage crisis; another was
the Tylenol
poisonings.
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1985:173,176).

In the Iran hostage crisis, all three networks used primarily an
élitist/factual style, using officials as sources, while CBS used
a

populist

style

when using families

of

hostages

and

killed

servicemen as sources.

The centrality of hostages and their families,

the "little

people", to the populist/sensaionalist style of television news
coverage is

consistent

with

Galtung

and

Ruge's

criteria

of

personification (populist) and dramatization (sensationalist), the
drama and human interest of the broadcast journalism manual cited
previously.

The irony is that this particular style of coverage

can reinforce the impact of terrorism by inviting the audience to
identify with the victim and thereby to experience the terror of
terrorism. In fact, in most of the crises examined by Nimmo and
Combs, ranging from terrorism to natural disasters, ABC's
populist/sensationalist style used victims and their families as a
primary source for news reports.

The primacy of hostages as a criterion for newsworthiness
during the TWA crisis is highlighted by David C. Martin and John
Walcott (1988:190):
Each morning, network anchormen called [Nabih] Berri from
New York to negotiate the day's news story, beginning
Nearly two
with a request to talk to the hostages....
thirds of the time ABC's World News Tonight devoted to
the crisis consisted of interviews with Berri, the
hostages, or their families.... By contrast, Reagan
administration officials ... showed up in only 12 percent
of the coverage on World News Tonight (emphasis added).
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The focus on the "human interest" of "little people" trying to cope
with extraordinary events performs several interrelated functions.
One of these is dramatization,

as explained by Reuven Frank,

executive producer for NBC's nightly news programming in 1963:
Every news story should, without any sacrifice of probity
or responsibility, display the attributes of fiction, of
It should have structure and conflict, problem
drama.
and denouement, rising action and falling action, a
beginning, a middle and an end. These are not only the
essentials of drama; they are the essentials of narrative
(cited in Nimmo and Combs, 1985:16).
By focusing

and their families, particularly

on victims

in a

prolonged hostage incident, many of these features of narrative are
In the case of contracted incidents, where

automatically achieved.

victimization does not play out over time, the themes of security
against future attacks, prevention, and offiCial response project
the immediate incident into the future and permit much of the same
narrative structure.

Another function
personalization

or the

of

"human interest"

"personification"

stories is

of Galtung and Ruge.

Here, the focus on victims and their families renders the abstract
phenomenon of terrorism concrete, permitting the media consumer to
identify more readily with the news story. We have seen how this
helps to put the terror into terrorism. At the saine time, however,
by reducing a terrorist incident to the coping of victims and their
families, the complexity of terrorism is thereby simplified.
"incomprehensibility"

of

The

terrorism is rendered comprehensible.

Here we see another of Galtung and Ruge's factors: unambiguity.

In
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particular, themes such as the sacrifice of heroes or innocents to
the murderous terrorist serve to package terrorist incidents into
the mythical and unambiguous framework of the struggle between good
and evil.
of

As Sharon Sperry (1981:303) points out in her analysis

television news

as narrative,

this is not

a question of

ideology:
If you tell the news as a story, and if the story form
you have chosen is a heroic tale, then there must be a
It is not political
protagonist and an antagonist.
favoritism but simply a formulaic understanding of how
the world operates (emphasis added).
The victim serves as a device for accentuating the distinction

between protagonist and antagonist, between good guys and bad guys.
As such, television's focus on victims and victimization performs

both of the primary functions of news simultaneously: providing
information (via simplification and, to a degree, personalization)
and entertainment

merging

(via dramatization and personalization).

of the information and

The

entertainment functions

("infotainment") in television's treatment of victims of terrorism
goes a long way towards explaining why the media continue

to

sensationalize certain forms of terrorist victimization despite all
codes or

guidelines advising against such

Creiinsten, 1989b:322).

an

approach (see

Instances of victimization that do not

lend themselves to such treatment, either because information is
lacking or withheld or because they are not as easy to package in
an entertaining manner, do not receive as much media exposure.

The impact of television on terrorist incidents and crisis
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situations derives directly from the criteria of newsworthiness
identified above. Electronic coverage in general, and television
coverage

in particular,

personalization

emphasizes

dramatization

because both these elements allow

and
the

simplification of what might otherwise be a complex situation or
issue. The ultimate goal is to inform the viewers - or to give
them the impression that they are informed - while entertaining
them.

The combination of drama and personalization accomplishes

this. Furthermore, the technical and format demands of the medium
- the need for visuals, the short time allotted to news (an average
of twenty minutes as compared to an entire newspaper), and the need
to maintain the viewers' attention so that commercials can reach
them - reinforce the need for a formulaic approach.

1.2

Television News and Knowledge About Reality
Television news is typically

concrete, ahistorical,
discursive, and

superficial,

short and flashy,

simplified,

expressive rather than

favours conflict scenarios over

compromise or

resolution, two (preferably opposing) positions rather than three
or four, and images over issues. As a result, expert knowledge is
depicted poorly in this medium:
When a television show is in process, it is very nearly
impermissible to say, 'Let me think about that' or 'I
don't know' or 'What do you mean when you say...?' or
'From what sources does your information come?' This type
of discourse not only slows down the tempo of the show
but creates the impression of uncertainty or lack of
finish. It tends to reveal people in the act of thinking
.... Thinking does not play well on television.... There
It is, in a phrase, not a
is not much to see in it.
But television demands a performing
performing art.
,
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art.... [It is a] medium that requires [its subjects] to
fashion performances rather than ideas. (Postman,
1985:90-1).

Television format and newsworthiness criteria operate at all levels
For

from reporting to editing to broadcast.

of production,

example, when interviewing

sources for

later broadcast,

camera

angles are usually arranged so that two different sources, usually
with opposing views, are filmed from opposite angles so that, when
broadcast, they can appear to be addressing each other (Ericson et
al.,

In editing, the use of "fakes", or visuals that

1987:273).

are not directly related to the story being presented (Ericson et
al.,

1987:102)

are used to make reports more dramatic.

One police

officer described how a Toronto television station reported on a
bank robbery in that city by using photographs taken from Montreal
bank robberies: .
One of the stations in particular really dramatized it.
When it came on the news it showed hooded gunmen rushing
into a bank and the music, the drama-type music with the
beating drums and everything behind it. And it showed
flicks, and these were actual pictures taken during
robberies from bank cameras and it almost made them look
as if they were moving like a jerking movement with the
accompanying music. Very frightful if you were watching
it.
You know, they were real robberies they were
showing, that they got these photographs from, I think,
the Canadian Bankers' Association. They were not Toronto
robberies, but they led the public to think they were
Toronto robberies (cited in Ericson et al., 1989:120).
Here we see how a report is constructed to emphasize the dramatic.
The result is a taise depiction of reality (it was not even a
Toronto robbery) that appears real.

The viewer is "informed" about

a Toronto robbery in such a way that he or she believes what they
saw.

In fact, the same police respondent described how Montreal
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and Toronto robberies were very different, the latter being much
"safer" than the former,

since it involved note-passing fr'om a

robber to a teller and no one else usually knew what was happening,
unlike in the commando-type raids more typical of Montreal.

Television news is therefore

a paradox.

It gives

the

appearance of reality rather than reality itself, but because we
know that "seeing is believing", we believe we are seeing reality.
This

is because

of

validation of

television's strong

(Ericson et al., 1991:23).

context

Statements made by television sources

are contextualized in actual

locations,

thereby validating the

messages as believable. Yet the statements themselves are usually
reduced to twenty-second sound bites and simplified to the point of
distortion. Statements in print are the least contextualized in
terms of where exactly they are issued, but can most easily provide
informational context to the facts reported; statements on radio
are somewhat more contextualized by background noise but are the
most simplified and ephemeral. Yet "readers find television news
more

believable,

fair, and

newspapers" (Ericson
immediate,

et

al.,

influential than
1991:23-4).

radio

news

Television is

or
more

on-the-spot than print (though less than radio), and

appears to be in real time, "now".
Ironically, however, events that play out over time do not suit the
medium at all. The 1989 bus hijacking incident on Parliament Hill,
for example, appeared.static on television and commentators were
forced to fill the time with banter.

The "real" visual record of
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the incident appeared boring and "unreal" on television.

1.3

Television as a Public Arena

Joshua Meyrowitz (1985:90) argues that "a great part of the
social significance of television ... may lie less in what is on
television than in the very existence of television as a shared
arena. Television provides the largest simultaneous perception of
a message that humanity has ever experienced....In times of crisis
- whether an assassination attempt or the taking of ... hostages -

millions

...

sit in the glow of their television receivers and

watch the saine material over and over again in an effort, perhaps,
to find comfort, see meaning, and feel united with all the other
fàceless

viewers".

While the major

television networks

have

traditionally provided this kind of saturation coverage in times of
crisis, by breaking into regular programming and entering an entire
nation's homes simultaneously "for free", the emergence of 24-hour
stations and cable networks such as Cable News Network (CNN) or CBC
Newsworld has made it possible for any viewer to monitor the world,

so to speak, at any time of the day or night. The mere absence of
crisis coverage can signify that nothing "important" has happened
that day. Policy-makers and crisis managers now have television
sets in

their

offices

so

as

to

catch

fast-breaking stories

immediately. Because of television, its immediacy, and its wide
reach, we now expect our leaders and decision-makers to be on top
of events as they happen.
but

time

as well,

Television has collapsed not only space

speeding up

the pace

of

world events

and
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spreading them into millions of homes at the same time.

The advent of cable television and pay television has led to
an explosion in specialty channels and there are some who speculate
that this might signal the end of the networks by the turn of the
century (Bliss, 1991:465ff).

This could lead to a fragmentation of

audiences as viewers defect more and more from the major networks
The result could

to tune into their favourite specialty channel.

be that people come to know more and more about less and less,
countering the trend that Meyrowitz describes.

In addition, local

affiliates of the major networks are changing their news broadcasts
due to technological changes.

Electronic news gathering (ENG) was

made possible by the development of small, relatively lightweight
cameras

("minicams"),

portable cassette packs,

record-playback

video machines, digital switching, computer graphics, dish-mounted
vans, and microwave linking (Bliss, 1991:444).

The result was that

local stations could get stories on the air faster than ever before
and without the help of the networks. With the advent of satellite
news gathering

(SNG),

the local

independent from the networks
1991:445).

affiliates became even

more

in terms of programming (Bliss,

To compete with the local newscasts and the cable

channels, network news is becoming more like a daily newsmagazine,
diversifying its stories so as to attract the widest range of
viewers.

The result is that the distinction between news and

entertainment has become blurred to the point where some fear that
serious political discourse is no longer possible (Postman, 1985).
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2.

the

the Police,

The Effects of TelEtViSiOn on Politicians,
Public and the Press

In a crisis situation that involves both the political process
and the

criminal

justice process,

A terrorist

become involved.

most

cases of

many different actors

protest,

or violent political

terrorism

as in

such

incident alone has a myriad of

possible actors: the terrorists themselves; the targets of their
threat and violence,

i.e.

the direct victims;

the families and

friends of these victims; the targets of terrorist demands, usually
government officials or politicians who are expected to comply with
(or refuse) the demands; the law enforcement officials who must
deal with the matter within the criminal justice process; those who
may identify with

the victims because

of a shared ethnicity,

status

or

role (targets

nationality,

occupation, official

terror); the

constituency of the terrorists, including

of

active

members, supporters and passive sympathizers; those who may share
the

political

goals or

ethnic

or national

of the

identity

terrorists but who do not agree with their methods and do not
support

them;

government

the

constituency

of the

in power; the opposition

politicians

politicians

and the
and

their

constituencies; and so on.

All of these actors constitute a pool of potential sources for
television coverage of the crisis. Some of them, such as the
terrorists,

the victims' families, terrorist sympathizers,

and

various politicians or public interest groups, might welcome such
coverage, so as to raise a specific issue or promote a particular
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personal or political agenda (see Paletz and Schmid,

1992 for a

variety of perspectives). In fact, the primary purpose underlying
most terrorist events or violent political protests is to send
messages to different audiences, designed to alter or reinforce
individual perceptions and attitudes. Media coverage in this case
is considered an important link in this communicative process.
others might not welcome such coverage

Yet

or be ambivalent to it,

particularly police and other law enforcement officials and crisis
managers.

Government and law enforcement officials can usually act

as gatekeepers by means of formal information management since they
usually constitute primary sources for the media to provide the
official perspective on what is happening and what is being done in
a crisis situation, as, for example, in the élitist/factual style
of

reporting described previously.

As

such, while they

are

expected to provide information to the media and thereby risk the
consequences of possible distortions and manipulations, they also
wield considerable power over what can be reported and when, since
they know that they are valued sources by the media. In fact, many
broadcast reporters do very little research on their own, but rely
on "source hand-outs" such as press releases or scheduled news
conferences since their time and material resources are so limited
(Ericson et al., 1989:214).

The result is that other sources, such

as opposition politicians, find it much harder to get television
coverage except, in the words of an information officer for an
opposition provincial party, being "tacked on as a postscript to a
government announcement, which often just looks like carping

and
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negativism" (Ibid.:215).

Which particular source is favoured by a television reporter
depends to a great extent on the purpose tØ which a particular
interview is to be put. Richard

Ericson

and his colleagues

identify five kinds of knowledge that can be conveyed by the media
(Ericson et al.,

1991:32):

secondary

happened?);

or

primary' or factual knowledge (what
explanatory knowledge (why did this

happen?); tertiary, emotional or empathetic knowledge (what did it

feel like to be involved in what happened?); evaluative or moral
knowledge (was what happened good
knowledge

or

or

bad?;

and

prescriptive

recommendations (what should be done about

what

If official information on the latest developments is

happened?).

required (factual knowledge), then a police officer or a government
official would be sought.

If human interest is needed (tertiary

knowledge), then a relative of a victim or, if possible, a victim
(such as a released hostage) would be interviewed,

or perhaps an

eyewitness or a bystander at the event itself.

Television news favours tertiary knowledge, often using
emotional, empathetic understanding to provide moral or evaluative
knowledge
1991:34).

-

was what happened good

or

bad (Ericson

et

Television discourages secondary knowledge

al.,
or

explanation, using experts and scholars more to provide opposing
views to official sources or to legitimate the news coverage by
lending an aura of expertise to the news angle chosen.

Expert
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sources are often asked to sit in their offices when on camera so
that the visual image lends credence to their official or expert
status. Human interest is often sought with "man-on-the-street"
interviews, where the visual and auditory background attest to the
ordinariness of the source. As for primary or factual knowledge,
these are used on television to keep the story moving. Here is
what the broadcast writers' manual referred to previously says
about what to do after a preliminary report on a disaster is made:
Now that you've made your first preliminary report, don't
think your job is over--it is just starting. Now comes
the difficult task of digging, searching for more detail,
more background, more explanation....As you gather new
As
information keep reporting back to your newsroom.
word of the disaster spreads through your area, more and
more listeners will want to know the latest details. As
you prepare each of your new reports (up-dates), .
emphasize the new developments....It isn't too difficult
to develop stories featuring new angles. The major point
to remember is to report the latest developments. You
don't want to keep beating the same facts, at least not
in the same way....Generally it can be said that as long
as new developments keep cropping up, an event will
continue to be of interest to your audience. But when
you feel yourself straining for the new angle, it is
probably time to drop the item until something else
happens (Hall, 1986:87,89)

Here we see how the reporter is trained to push for new
developments, new angles,

new ways to present old facts.

In

broadcast journalism, the news is designed to be entertaining so as
to maintain the viewers' interest. So the television reporter
needs interviews and visuals to feed these new angles, these new
developments.
us

here is

The favourite source in a crisis such as interests
the public official or the police or

whatever

institutional person can lend authority to the factual update.

As
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we

have

seen, however,

the main

purpose

of

such "factual"

interviews is not to present reality, as it happens. It is to
present an image of reality.

If a particular news angle (usually

dramatic and conflictual) goes against the facts of the case, the
interview

will be edited, even eliminated,

appropriate visuals from other "realities".

or

doctored by

This means that there

is an inherent tension between the needs of the sources and the
needs of the television reporter. In many cases, each needs the
other as much as the other needs them and the problem is how to
work out an arrangement that satisfies both sides.

2.1

Impact on Politicians
[I would rather have] 30 seconds in an
evening news program than coverage
in every newspaper in the world.
Robert Kennedy (1966)
The familiarity fostered by electronic
media all too easily breeds contempt.
Joshua Meyrowitz (1985)
According to Richard Ericson and his colleagues, "politicians

are trained to look for newspaper coverage to deal with major
issues, whereas television is the medium of 'recognition" (Ericson
et al., 1989:189).

Not surprisingly, they find that élites who are

regular sources for the media tend to favour the quality newspaper
for authoritative information, while they favour television as a
means of expressing their own authority (Ericson et al., 1991:3132).

Television is valued for its large and wide-ranging audience

and for its visual impact - the recognition factor.
and their officials

Politicians

are trained how to deal with television,
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knowing

full well that it is not what you say that will be

remembered but the fact that your image was televised.

Dress,

posture, comportment are all recognized as important aspects of the
overall appearance. Politicians and ministry officials are trained
for television appearances and how to master the twenty-second clip
(Ericson et al.,

1989:192).

They learn how to make use of the

criteria of newsworthiness identified previously: dramatization and
personalization; simplification and conflict. "Media stars", those
politicians who were favoured most by the media, combine certain
specific attributes: "their elevated
hierarchy [e.g.,

position in the official

leaders and cabinet

ministers], their own

personalities, their ability to offer quotable quotes, and their
skill in translating issues into news stories througli their own
public personalities" (Ericson et al., 1989:211).

As television

news is more expressive than discursive, more presentational than
explanatory, these "stars" learn to use the medium and the force of
their own personalities to "represent" and "express"
their officialdom

and

their political

(visually)

agenda. The gain

is

recognition by a large and diverse audience and a legitimation of
the official perspective

by means

of

preferred coverage.

Government politicians are also favoured by broadcast news because
of its action-orientation and dramatization. Television naturally
seeks out those responsible for new government initiatives and
relegates opposition politicians to providing some dramatic - or
dramatized

-

conflicting view. Television therefore

forces

politicians on opposing sides to engage in verbal wars which look
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good on air (as in Question Period, for example), while the true
political work

committees

of

and compromise

never gets aired

because it does not suit the medium. The end result usually
benefits the powers that be.

But there is of course a trade-off since on television it is
not possible to deal with complex issues or abstract concepts or
generalizations.

One must always deal in concrete, simple terms

that can be condensed into a twenty-second clip.

Any hesitation or

pause for reflection can be seen as a sign of indecisiveness or
weakness

Close-ups can make even

(Meyrowitz, 1985:274).

the

slightest gesture of the head seem like a startled response to a
question or an attempt at evasion. Politicians who do try to deal
with complex

issues

replaces substance.

come across poorly.
In the

1972

U.S.

Image, once

again,

democratic presidential

primaries, for example, Ed Muskie dealt with many different issues
in depth, and came across on television as diffuse and unfocused
(Meyrowitz, 1985:278).

Politicians have learned to select a few

issues and discuss them repeatedly in very simple terms.

The

combination of simplification and repetition gives them the image
of being strongly issue-oriented because it is well-adapted to the
television medium. In addition,

because of the ability to edit

videotapes of successive interviews and splice them together to
reveal contradictions,

many sources now try to avoid specifics

altogether, preferring to speak in "safe" generalities, platitudes
or folksy metaphors. By sticking to the same message over and over
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again, the danger of contradiction is thereby reduced.

This is

also related to the homogenization of diverse audiences
before the electronic age,

that,

could be addressed separately,

and

differently, according to the particular message the speaker wanted
to convey. With television, this is no longer possible and the
politician must take care not to offend one constituency while
addressing the concerns of another.

In Canada, where there are two

linguistic audiences, even the linguistic divide can be bridged by
the media.

During the 1970 October Crisis, when Prime Minister

Trudeau used slightly different texts in English and in French for
his televised address to the nation on October 16th,

this was

immediately picked up and commented upon by the media.

This last point highlights the loss of control by politicians
over

the direction and

sequence

of information flow in an

While it is true that officials constitute a

electronic age.

primary and favoured source for much media, television reaches out
to other sources either to provide different perspectives or to
oppose the official view in dramatic frames and angles. This is
particularly true of the populist/sensationalist style described
previously that depends on "little people" and human interest and
the pluralist style that uses a wide variety of sources other than
official ones.

As such, there is what Meyrowitz (1985:163) calls

"a flattening of political status", whereby television and other
electronic media,

such as the radio and the

telephone, allow

outsiders to circumvent old boys' networks and go directly to the
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people. In a crisis situation, such as a terrorist incident, many
of the actors described above can gain access to television because
of their availability or the way in which they, as sources, fit
into news angles and frames.
more an

attempt to restrict

information
"Spin

Public relations has become "more and
information or

that is already available"

doctors"

to counteract

(Meyrowitz, 1985:165).

and "damage limitation" have

become

part of

information management in the electronic age.

While electronic news-gathering has widened the range of news
Sources, the instantaneous nature of television broadcast and the
increasing ease of information gathering has also reduced the speed
of media

reaction to fast-breaking events.

The

increased

portability of cameras and sound equipment has permitted electronic
reporters to arrive on the scene in the very early stages of a
developing situation, often before the police have had a chance to
arrive. As media reaction time has decreased, there has been a
parallel decrease in expected reaction time of politicians: "Before
the invention of the telegraph ... a President never needed to be
awakened in the middle of the night to respond to a crisis.
hours delay meant little" (Meyrowitz, 1985:274).
age, the

absence

of

political

leaders in

A few

In the electronic

time

of

crisis is

newsworthy. When Ronald Reagan was allowed to sleep through the
shooting down of a Libyan plane, the media speculated about his
capacity to govern.
visit to

George Bush was criticized for "delaying" his

Los Angeles in the

wake

of the

1992

riots, while
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Democratic presidential candidate, Bill Clinton, was seen to be
making political hay out of his being the first to visit.

During

the Oka Crisis of 1990, federal politicians remained silent during
the early stages of the crisis and opened themselves to opposition
charges of not performing their duties. By contrast, during the
October Crisis

of

1970,

Prime

Minister

Trudeau

the nation.

television several times to address

appeared

on

When Pierre

Laporte's death was announced after midnight, in the early hours of
Sunday, October 18th, he made a televised statement (around 3 a.m.)
even though he had addressed the nation (in prime time) the
previous evening (October

16th).

Obviously,

the pressure

to

respond, and to respond immediately to fast-breaking events, can be
problematic, especially when televised close-ups can magnify any
nervous tic, sign of fatigue or stress, or make calm appear like
detachment or anger appear like a loss of self-control.

Politicians not only have to respond - and respond quickly to actual incidents as they develop. Because of the speed and
range of television broadcasts, they now have to respond to other
people's reactions

as well. In

fast-breaking

situations,

politicians have to watch televised reports of what is happening
along with everyone else and they are often asked to respond in an
environment where theirs is no longer the only or even the most
authoritative voice being broadcast.

In

hostage

situations,

relatives of the victim can make televised appeals to negotiate
even while - or before - a government official enunciates a no-
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negotiations policy.

A viewer who contrasts the emotional appeal

of the relative with the firm declaration of the official - perhaps
sequenced in that order - can easily see the official as coldhearted and uncaring. During the time that hostages of different
nationalities were held
developed into strong

in

Lebanon, hostage family networks

public

interest groups that lobbied

politicians by granting interviews to the media. The result was
strong pressure on hard-line governments to negotiate in secret
(Crelinsten, 1992).

In the electronic age, a no-negotiations

policy is very hard to maintain in the face of television stories
on the

plight

of

hostages, victims

and

their families.

In

addition, when a crisis forces government officials to put certain
groups' political demands on the agenda, other groups can often
stage public
conflicting

events that attract
pressure on the

the media,

government.

thereby placing

In the Oka

Crisis,

residents of Chateauguay succeeded in gaining television coverage
of

their

situation

through

mass

demonstrations

and violence

directed at natives. The agenda-setting function of the media then
begins to influence the agenda of political decision-makers.

A final impact of television on politicians relates to the
televised

interview. In an interview for print,

there is

a

distinction between the reporter-politician interaction and the
public-politician interaction. The former can include material
that is "off the record", while the latter constitutes the official
record of the interview. In television, this distinction breaks
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down and the result if "a new behavioral style that is neither
private conversation nor public proclamation" (Meyrowitz, 1985:28).
This "intimate" look at political leaders ultimately functions to
bring them into our homes, our living rooms, and in so doing to
demystify them.

This highlights one of the most ineffable effects

of television on politicians. While they gain wide recognition
through television, they also become ordinary

people in the

To be perceived as à great leader, one needs distance and

process.

a sense of mystery. Television does not make leaders appear larger
than life; it makes them appear like any

one of us.

Backroom

behaviour, such as slips of the tongue; swearing, bursts of anger,
slips or

falls, illness,

fatigue or

drunkenness, can all be

captured by the camera that incessantly follows our political
leaders. This is perhaps why public opinion of politicians is so
low.

The electronic age makes it difficult to be a "great" leader

(Meyrowitz, 1985).

It is interesting in this regard to note that in exceptional
cases, a politician can turn the tables on an interviewer and
deliberately use the opportunity to push their own agenda.
the double kidnapping in Montreal

in October 1970,

During

then Prime

Minister Pierre Trudeau engaged a television reporter in a heated
debate

about the

status

of the

imprisoned colleagues

of the

kidnappers, whose release was one of their central demands.

The

impromptu interview, which was videotaped, took place on the steps
of Parliament as Trudeau was entering the building. Trudeau took
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the opportunity to criticize the media for calling the imprisoned
terrorists "political prisoners", the term used in the kidnappers'
communiqués and

reproduced verbatim

commentary. Instead,

Trudeau

in both media reports and

called them

"bandits". This

interview instantly became a major news item in coverage of the
incident

over

the

next twenty-four hours, being replayed

on

television and radio and reproduced in all the papers the next day.
The interview

took place

at

a time when legitimation

of the

terrorists was at its peak, both in public discourse and in the way
in which the media, particularly the French-speaking media, were
covering the event.

Trudeau's comments were a direct attempt to

counter this legitimating effect of media coverage

(Crelinsten,

1987).

2.2

Impact on Police
The most obvious impact of television coverage on police work

during a terrorist incident or crisis situation is the possibility
that such coverage might interfere either with operations at

the

scene or with police investigations during a protracted incident.
Television cameras can reveal the positioning of armed personnel,
such as happened in the 1985 Turkish Embassy siege in Ottawa, or
the physical layout
situation.

of the scene outside a barricaded hostage

Their mere presence can provoke crowd reactions or

simply obstruct or hinder crowd control.

During the October

Crisis, media and police personnel were continually crossing paths
as the one sought out leads for stories, while the latter looked
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for leads in their criminal investigations. One possible impact of
such

intense media investigation

is

the

damaging

of

physical

evidence useful to the police. Official strategies and tactics can
be publicized, thereby giving tactical advantage to perpetrators,
tipping off suspects or precipitating reactions that endanger and
sometimes cost lives. Such information can be transmitted visually
by cameras panning the surrounding area of a siege, for instance,
or information can be transmitted through live interviews or news
reports that cite official sources who revealed information in
earlier interviews. For example, in the Bahamian High Commission
incident in Ottawa in 1986, the hostage-taker became agitated when
he heard a radio news report that police were preparing an assault
(Crelinsten, 1989b:323).

In several

international hijackings,

evidence exists that media reports on operational tactics led to
the execution
seizure

of hostages

of the

(Miller,

Iranian Embassy

1982:29-30).

in London

by

In the

1980

anti-Khomeini

militants, independent British television station, ITV, "managed to
get through the police barricades with a television camera and were
able to transmit live the [SAS] assault on the Embassy" (Miller,
1982:28).

Had the occupants been watching the television sets

inside, the element of surprise would have been destroyed and lives
jeopardized.

Sometimes police hold press conferences to show that their
investigations have

been successful. To provide visuals

for

television, such press conferences often display evidence or parade
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suspects before the cameras. The resulting broadcasts can then
influence accounts of witnesses or, by focusing on the evidence and
the identity of the accused, open up the prosecution to charges of
unfair pre-trial publicity.

In the months leading up to the 1984

trial of the five members of Direct Action, dubbed by the media as
the Squamish Five because of where they were arrested, for example,
the issue of pre-trial publicity arose

in the wake of a local

television broadcast in which police displayed a weapons cache and
shopping list seized at the home of one of the suspects. The
British Columbia Superior Court judge hearing the case allowed the
defense lawyers to question potential jurors about prejudice and
impartiality and forbid the media from using stigmatizing words
such as "terrorists"

or "anarchists" during the jury selection

process (Cugliandro et al., 1991).

A more indirect example of the impact of television coverage
concerns

the

negative depiction

of the police's inability to

divulge information when, for example, a case is before the courts
or is politically sensitive, as in a crisis situation. A police
spokesperson who says "I can't answer that" can appear evasive or
suspicious on television.

In other cases, police feel that when

they do impart information to the media; they lose control over the
way that information is then used or whether it will even be used
at all. The particular news frame or angle determines how or if it
is used, not the intentions of the police. In one case, the media
decided to frame a series of murders of women as a crime wave, even

38

though police told reporters that the number of attacks on women
had not increased over the previous year, releasing statistics to
back up their point. The result was that the police were depicted
as unsympathetic to the fears of women and incapable of solving the
particular crimes, which only increased political pressure on the
force

(Ericson et al.,

1989:117).

During the Oka Crisis,

the

prevailing frame in the English media was that the Sûreté du Québec
was the most violent police force in Canada and this coloured every
interview with at least one expert (Jean-Paul Brodeur,

personal

communication). In the case described previously (see para. 1.2,
p.

19)

where a Toronto television

station depicted a Toronto

robbery using footage from a Montreal one, a police officer was
interviewed for the same story and told the reporter that Montrealstyle robberies did not occur in Toronto.

His interview was not

used, since it contradicted the chosen frame and the dramatic angle
was maintained through the use of a visual fake instead.

There is also

the indirect

effect

of media

publicity

amplifying the workload of policing by triggering public anxiety.
As one police respondent noted: "Anytime

the public generally

displays a fear of anything, we end up getting that fear.

People

start phoning in with suspicions, everyone's suspicious" (Ericson
et al., 1989:158).

During the October Crisis, police stations were

inundated with calls from the public for protection or to report
suspicious

packages

that might be bombs. There was such

an

explosion of false bomb alerts that authorities feared that this
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was part of the terrorist strategy, to have sympathizers tie up the
police

with

a barrage of

crank calls. Dramatic

sensationalistic coverage can therefore impede

police

and

work by

inflaming public fear and anxiety, increasing public pressure, or
by portraying

the police as incapable,

inefficient

or out of

control, increasing political pressure.

Television can also have a more positive impact on police
work. Particularly

in

crisis

or

emergency

situations, the

instantaneous nature of television can help to mobilize general
public awareness of dangers, threats or emergencies and recommended

precautions (Ericson et al.,

1989:161).

It may also help to keep

the curious away from the scene of an incident by transmitting
images of the scene to people in their homes,

although in the

October Crisis, initial reports of Laporte's kidnapping drew crowds
of onlookers to his residence, making
difficult.

the work of police more

Ironically, because of its ability to be there in the

first moments of confusion typical of a crisis, television can pick
up every detail of the initial response, thereby conveying an image
of police incompetence or, at the very least, showing that they are
no different from the rest of us when faced with an emergency
situation.
1989

Television images of the initial police response to the

Montreal Massacre, for example, showed policemen unwilling to

enter the building where the shootings had occurred for fear that
the gunman was still shooting.

In contrast to prime . time cop

shows, these policemen looked very ordinary indeed.
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Television can also help with

by

police investigations

identifying suspects, as in the October Crisis, when television
stations broadcast images of Paul Rose and Marc Carbonneau after
Pierre Laporte's murder.

The publication of Rose's picture led • to

the discovery of the house where Laporte had been held when a
neighbour recognized Rose's picture and called police. Media have
helped police in criminal investigations by providing video and
voice recordings to police to identify citizens they wished to
contact, to identify trouble-makers at demonstrations, to identify
suspects at funerals linked to criminal investigations, to identify
possible witnesses and to review their own procedures that were
recorded by media at demonstrations (Ericson et al., 1989:161).

In cases where the media has refused to hand over videotapes
to the police, jurisprudence both in the United States and in
Canada have tended to side with the police, arguing that the media
has no special constitutionally defined status or immunities from
search warrants (Miller, 1982:38; CBC v. Lessard, 1991; CBC v. New
Brunswick (Attorney General), 1991).

The recent Canadian cases do,

however, lay down certain conditions which should be taken into
consideration in issuing a search warrant for media premises.

One

of these conditions is that the police "should disclose whether
there are alternative sources, and if reasonable and alternative
sources exist, whether those sources have been investigated and all
reasonable efforts to obtain the information have been exhausted"
(CBC

v.

New Brunswick (Attorney General),

1991:462),

but this
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condition is not constitutionally required. Another states that
"dissemination of the information by the media in whole or in part
will be a factor favouring the issuance of the search warrant"

(ibid.). In the wake of this decision, police have now begun not
only to ask for video material that was actually broadcast,

but

also "outtakes", or material that was filmed but edited out.

Other ways in which the police have made use of the media is
to ask for cooperation in news blackouts during delicate phases in
hostage negotiations.

In the 1977 South Moluccan train incident,

where a second group of hostage-takers had access to electronic

media at a second site in Amsterdam, the media agreed to black out
live coverage

of the final

assault

on the train in

order to

minimize risk to the hostages in Amsterdam. The police allowed
them to videotape

the

assault

and to broadcast it after

the

incident was resolved. Under the guidelines established by former
Commissioner of Scotland Yard, Sir Robert Mark, the British media

and the police maintain regular contact so that,

in times of

crisis, police-media cooperation is smoother. We have seen how
such arrangements can still break down when one reporter has the

chance for a live scoop, as in the 1980 Iranian Embassy siege
described previously.

One key to cooperation during incidents is

the use by police of media liaison officers who provide regular
updates during incidents so that the media get the information and

images that they need. During a high-profile case of mysterious
deaths of children in Toronto's Hospital for Sick Children,

the
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police held a press conference in order simply to read a press
release since the television media requested a visual. At the
conference, the police officer could not and repeatedly would not
answer any

questions: "Sensitive

to

the

visual imperative

television, he was willing to put in an appearance,
more" (Ericson et al.,

of

but nothing

1989:147).

Television coverage of police actions can sometimes perform a
deterrent function, showing the police at work, or broadcasting the
arrest of suspects.

Such broadcasts can also boost morale of the

police themselves, when they see images of themselves in action.
The police also use the electronic media for a variety of selfserving purposes, such

as

using

the media

to

lobby the

administration for reforms, by using television coverage to plead
on air for more

material resources,

opinion about the police, in

or

by influencing

public

sometimes very subtle ways.

For

example, one police force, in making a public service announcement
about a seizure of contaminated food, used a Black officer and a
female officer in different broadcasts to project a demographic
constitution

that was belied by actual recruitment statistics

(Ericson et al.,

1989:168).

The importance of visual imagery cannot be understated.
picture can indeed be worth a thousand words.

A

This can be true for

the army as much as for the police. For example, the British Army
decided to allow any of its troops stationed in Northern Ireland to
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give

interviews

to television reporters.

When

images of the

soldiers came into British homes via television, British public
support

increased tremendously (Hoge,

1982:95,

citing

Richard

Similarly, during the Oka crisis, televised images

Clutterbuck).

of soldiers standing up to the Warriors increased public support
for the Army: requests

for information

at recruitment offices

across the country increased significantly during the crisis.

For

They

the Warriors, "the staredowns were a public-relations fiasco.

allowed the soldiers to appear courageous and unflinching in their
defiance of the warriors - an image that soon embedded itself in
the consciousness of millions of Canadian television viewers" (York
and Pindera, 1991:357).

This

leads to a consideration of the

public.

2.3

Impact on the Public
The phrase "the public" implies a uniformity in the mass of

people "out there" who watch television.
introduction

truth.

to this section,

As we have seen in the

nothing can be further from

the

The number of different audiences that might be interested

in a terrorist incident or political crisis can be quite

large.

Hewitt (1992:197)) makes a distinction between the type of public
(constituencies of terrorist groups, enemies of terrorist groups
and bystanders)
public

has

and the degree of knowledge that any particular

of a

particular terrorist group (sophisticated

awareness, some knowledge and ignorance) to arrive at six different
possibilities in the case of public attitudes towards terrorism.
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He

of

admits that two

these possibilities

-

bystanders with

sophisticated awareness and constituencies that are ignorant
highly unlikely.

-

are

The important point is that the effects of the

media are quite different for each of the publics he identifies.

There is very little effect on constituencies who already have
a sophisticated awareness of the political goals and ideology of
the

terrorists.

This

is particularly true where indigenous

terrorism has persisted for a long time,

such as in Northern

Ireland, the Basque provinces of Spain, and Israel and the occupied
territories.

Public attitudes and values are usually formed by

socialization processes at home, school and church, while the media
merely reflect and reinforce them.

In the case of strongly held

opinions, media coverage can sometimes strengthen them further,

but

even the worst media depictions of violence will usually not change
the opinions of constituencies.

Media effects are greatest when the public has very little

knowledge

about the

terrorist

cause or the

political

issues

involved and little direct experience with terrorism or political
violence

(Hewitt,

1992:200).

In Hewitt's classification,

this

would include bystanders and enemies, except perhaps when the enemy
of a terrorist group is also within another group's constituency,

such as in Northern Ireland, where opposing groups maintain their
own constituencies.

Media depictions of terrorist violence tend to

create negative views among publics that are targeted by

the
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violence or the political rhetoric of the terrorist, for example
British views of the IRA or American views of domestic groups or

foreign groups that target Americans abroad.

The

best predictor

of

who views

nationalist

terrorists

favourably or approves of political violence is ethnicity: "few
non-Basques support Basque independence or hold a favorable view of
ETA.

Only a handful of Protestants want a united Ireland, and a

minority see the IRA as patriots. Israeli Jews have a very hostile
image of the PLO, and almost none wish to live in a Palestinian

state" (Hewitt,

1992:186-7).

Within the

ethnic constituency,

however, class is not an important predictor of attitudes. The
most

crucial factor

constituency will

determining whether members

support national

terrorists

of an
and

ethnic

political

violence is political sodialization, whereby "people are taught to

be militant nationalists" (Hewitt, 1992:187).

Nationalist violence

is legitimated via the transmission within the community of a
militant nationalist ideology. Although nationalist terrorists

kill

more people

than revolutionary terrorists, they target

primarily the military and security forces.

Even when they kill

innocents, support within their constituencies does not wane.

As for

revolutionary terrorists,

public perceptions are

generally less favourable than those for nationalist terrorists and
their constituencies

are

less well-defined (Hewitt,

1992:190).

While most use some variant of Marxist ideology, class is not a
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good predictor of favourable perceptions or support for revolution.
Workers often identify more with the victims of terrorism, while
those who sympathize with revolutionary terrorists often come from
higher socioeconomic brackets. Demographic factors such as gender
and age are more important in predicting public perceptions: "with
men somewhat more sympathetic then women, and the young noticeably
The university-educated

more so than the old" (Hewitt, 1992:190).

and, in particular, university students appear to be the only group
for whom "millenial movements have a strong appeal" (ibid.).

Turning to public attitudes towards official responses to
terrorism, in particular repressive responses, again there are

differences between
situation.

the

nationalist

According to Hewitt

and the

(1992:194),

revolutionary
"the crucial

determinant of public attitudes toward government security policies
seems to be who is affected by them".

In the

nationalist

situation, the major impact of repressive policies is on the ethnic

communities from which the terrorists draw their support. This is
particularly true in Northern Ireland and the Basque countries.
The result of this is a widespread alienation throughout the ethnic

community, even those nationalists who do not view the terrorists
favourably nor approve of political violence. This leads, in turn,
to a polarization of attitudes toward security policy between the
ethnic community and the rest of the nation and this polarization
maintains support for the terrorists. Hewitt (1992:188) suggests
that, in the Quebec case, ethnic polarization and support for the
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FLQ

were minimized, since

"the

victims

of

FLQ

terrorism were

predominantly French Canadians, the security measures were enacted
by a French Canadian premier, and the security forces deployed were
French Canadian". This view is supported by the fact that, after
Pierre

Laporte's murder,

public support for the

emergency

regulations invoked under the War Measures Act was high among both
French and English Canadians.

In the case of revolutionary terrorism,

security measures

usually affected the general public temporarily, during clearly
defined crisis

situations, and the more extreme measures were

usually restricted to the terrorists themselves or political groups
that supported them.

In the case of Uruguay, public support for

antiterrorist measures was less than that in Germany or Italy, but
Hewitt

(1992:194)

points out that the general public was more

widely affected by the emergency measures, including massive, citywide searches and the extensive and routine use of torture.

Let us now turn to the role of the media in all this and the
impact of television in particular.

Much has been written about

the way in which media coverage legitimizes terrorism and how it

would diminish drastically,

if

not disappear altogether,

if

terrorists were simply denied "the oxygen of publicity", to use
Margaret Thatcher's oft-quoted phrase. The data presented above
suggests otherwise.

In fact, most media coverage de legitimizes
-

terrorism by focusing exclusively on the violence and victimization
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and

ignoring the

espoused political

terrorists.

goals of the

Televised images of the dead or wounded serve to emphasize the
barbaric and criminal nature of the action, while the absence of
commentary on the political goals obliterates its political nature.
By contrast, the official perspective promulgated by government and
law enforcement

sources

is emphasized, thereby reinforcing

legitimating the powers that be (Crelinsten, 1987).

and

The reliance

on official sources to provide information for "up-dates", as in
the élitist/factual style of television news broadcasts described

previously, simply reinforces the official perspective.

Televised

images of law enforcement officials - police or soldiers - at work,

guarding buildings,

manning the perimeter of a hostage siege,

arresting suspects or conducting house searches, all emphasize the
official

response to the crisis. Taken together, government-

related and victim-related reports are the two major themes that
consistently dominate media . coverage of terrorism.

Since govern-

ment officials often use victimization as a theme to delegitimize
the terrorist anyway,

accentuates

the

the combination of the two themes simply

delegitimating

effects

of media

focus

on

victimization.

Terrorists and other political actors who use violence or
engage in law-breaking for political purposes usually aim for three

things:

attention, recognition and

selected by

the media for

legitimacy. Those who are

coverage, often gain attention and

recognition, but they rarely gain legitimacy, except in the eyes of
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constituencies who already think their

cause

is legitimate,

In some cases, a degree of legitimacy can

regardless of coverage.

be achieved, as in the October Crisis, where a transient degree of
legitimacy was apparent in media coverage that tried for a time to
balance the official perspective

negotiations

with

sources

that favoured

and shared the political goals of the terrorists

(Crelinsten, 1987).

Given
coverage

the
of

dramatic

crisis

and personalized

situations, the

unknowledgeable and uncommitted public

nature of

television

primary effect

on the

(Hewitt's bystanders and

enemies) is to create fear and anxiety about the possibility of
future victimization.

In the wake of the May 1992 riots in Los

Angeles, for example, there has been a marked increase in public

demands for guns and the necessary training on how to use them,
even by people who had previously been against private ownership of
handguns. Gun-shop owners and shooting instructors interviewed by
the media state that many of these new gun owners - usually white -

told them that they were influenced by videotapes of the riot,
especially the vicious beating of the white truck driver (CBC radio
news broadcast, May 1992).

By focusing on victims and the anguish

of their loved ones, by depicting scenes of grieving, most notably

funerals

or the

return

of bodies

from abroad,

the media use

terrorist victimization as a means to reduce the complexity of a.
terrorist event into
identify with.

a

personal

narrative

that everyone can

The victim becomes a metaphor for everyman or
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everywoman and allows the targets of attention, the mass media
audience, to identify with the victim.

As we saw in previous sections, media coverage can also fuel
public pressure on the police to solve a particular case or on
politicians to_resolve a crisis quickly.

In protracted hostage

situations, media focus on the fate of the hostages or the plight
of their families can increase public demands to negotiate,
happened in the October Crisis in 1970.

as

This can seriously limit

the range of options open to crisis managers and policy makers as
it did both in the Iranian hostage crisis of 1979-80 and the TWA
hostage crisis of 1985.

While it is difficult to assess the direct

link between media coverage and public pressure without opinion
polling on the issue,
perform

an agenda

attention

it is generally accepted that the media

setting function by drawing

to whatever they decide

(Weimann, 1982).

the

public's

are the important issues

In addition, the

fostering

of public

identification with the victim and the creation of public anxiety
and fear can also lead to pressure for a quick resolution. Another
anxiety

and pressure on the

quick resolution is

the promulgation and

element contributing to
authorities

for a

public

diffusion of rumours that is typical in any crisis situation. A
proliferation of calls to police or an explosion of requests for
police protection can overwhelm
situation,

police forces

draining manpower resources

investigations or crisis management.

and

during a crisis
hindering

police

Because of its instantaneity,
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it is

the

electronic

media,

particularly

radio and,

when

broadcasting live as in the Los Angeles riots, television, that can
most easily contribute to the spread of rumours by reporting them
as fact, without any attempt at verification.

The emphasis on the

dramatic and the personal (using "little people" as sources can
lead to broadcasting their gossip and hearsay live, without any
substantiation) and the severe time constraints imposed on factgathering that are typical of television can facilitate the spread
of rumours and gossip enormously.

A related effect of media coverage is the promotion of public
outrage and anger directed at terrorists and, violent political

actors. We

have

seen how this is most prevalent

communities that feel

mos•E

in

those

threatened in a nationalist conflict

(enemies) and for the majority of the general public in the case of
revolutionary

terrorism.

Here again, televised

images of

victimization and family grief and mourning, such as at funerals,
perform this function through personalization and dramatization.
Private grief is thereby transformed into public ritual, whereby
politicians and government officials are seen to take part in the
mourning process. Media coverage of terrorist victimization can
also create public support for harsh countermeasures, such as
special legislation, enhanced
retaliation.

police

powers

or

military

The visual depiction of horror and suffering and the

use of gruesome images of bodies strewn around in the wake of

bombings or of corpses of slain hostages or assassinated officials
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can increase the shock effect desired by the terrorist, but it can
also help to portray

the

terrorist

as

criminal

and

trigger

retributive feelings in the general public. Of course, no causal
connection can be inferred here, yet it does seem safe to conclude
that media focus on victimization and carnage does serve in some
way to draw public attention away from the political nature of the
incident and to highlight the extranormal violence.

This selective

focus is reinforced by inclusion of official reactions to events,
which often depict the terrorists as murderers or criminals and
eulogize the victims as national symbols of innocence and heroism
whose victimization

must

be avenged'. It is difficult to say

whether this confluence of iMagery is instrumental in affecting
public opinion, increasing support for retaliation or revenge, or
whether it merely reflects an already formed public opinion,

an

outraged call for revenge that resonates across a wide spectrum of
discourse both outside and within the media.

Yet Hewitt (1992:191)

does provide evidence that terrorism generated a public backlash in
several countries, wïth increased support for tough, law-and-order
measures.

In Uruguay, where the government censored news about

terrorist attacks, public support for tough government measures was
less than

in

other countries, such

as

Germany

or

Italy.

He

suggests that "perhaps the lack of media coverage explains why
public attitudes toward the Tupamaros remained favorable even after
they began to kill
original).

policemen"

(Hewitt, 1992:199, emphasis

in

Without the depictions of victimization necessary to

justify the repression, coupled with the heavy-handed and brutal
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nature of the

repression,

public opinion

dramatically against the terrorists

did not turn

as

as it might have if media

coverage had been permitted.

Richard

Ericson

and his colleagues

point out

that

crime

reporters often focus on the victim's plight in order to encourage
action

by

the police or

other authorities.

In turn, police

encourage reporters to focus on the victim's perspective when this
leads to public support or sympathy for police actions.
We observed many instances in which police officers went
out of their way to encourage victims or relatives of
victims to co-operate with reporters by giving interviews
and still photographs that would publicize their plight.
For example, a radio reporter approached for interview
the mother of a child believed to be the victim of foul
Upon being refused, the reporter had a police
play.
officer she knew talk the mother into doing an interview.
Apparently the police officer co-operated in the hope
that the interview would evoke further public sympathy
The police officer
and thereby assist in the search.
then stalled another reporter so that the radio reporter
could maintain the exclusivity of her interview at least
as long as her next hourly update (Ericson et al., 1989:
151).

The use of funerals of victims by both government officials and by
the media is particularly striking.

In the case of "targets of

opportunity", such as tourists or travellers, the victim is usually

a relatively unknown person except to friends and relatives.
was the case with Leon Klinghoffer,
during

the Achille

Lauro seajacking

Such

the American who was killed
in

1985,

and Robert Dean

Stethem, the navy diver murdered during the 1985 TWA skyjacking.
.In both cases, however, the funerals went beyond the private scene

of grieving and mourning that is typical of most funerals. Indeed,
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this was also true of the return of the two victims' bodies to the
United States.

Flag-draped

coffins, the

presence

of public

officials, public eulogies and extensive media coverage transformed
these private scenes into

national

events.

In this way, the

randomly victimized target of opportunity becomes the equivalent of
the symbolic or representative target, such as the diplomat or the

politician.

In the latter case, one expects public eulogies and

state funerals. By treating the innocent bystander in the same way
as a

representative

of the

state, both governments

and media

participate in the creation of a national symbol.

Victims' families sometimes willingly participate
process

of

rendering public their private tragedy.

in the
This

was

particularly striking in the case of the Klinghof fer family, as
pointed out by Jack Lule in discussing a telephone conversation
between Marilyn Klinghoffer,

the

victim's wife,

and President

Ronald Reagan:
The family's willingness to contribute to the public
nature of the widow's grief was remarkable. A relative
recorded the words of the widow and the President, and
then immediately made these words available to the press.
The public face, to what might otherwise be a time of
intimate mourning, reflected a kind of acknowledgement or
acceptance by the family of the dramatic, public 'nature
of the death of the victim (Lule, 1987:10-11, cited from
manuscript).
This acquiescence by the family of victims of terrorism to the
public ritualization of
universal.

their private

grief

is

not,

however,

Neither the widow of Pierre Laporte, murdered in 1970,

nor the widow of Aldo Moro,

kidnapped and murdered by the Red
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Brigades in 1978,
events.

wished their husbands' funerals to be

public

In both cases, they felt that the government had not done

enough to save their husbands and refused to cooperate with a
public ritual. In both cases, a public funeral was held anyway,
against the families' express wishes; in the Moro case, the body of
Moro was not even there, having been retained by the Moro family,
who held their own private funeral while the State held its own
public ritual without the central figurepiece (Wagner-Pacifici,
1986).

Such is the need for public rituals in the time of national

crisis that when families of public figures wish to privatize what
is normally public, their wishes are subjugated to the needs of the
State. In complementary fashion, we have seen how what is normally
private is rendered public in times of national crisis.

2.4

Impact on the Press
There can be no liberty for a
community which lacks the means
by which to detect lies.
Walter Lippman (1920)
The general consensus is that the impact of television on the

press - that is the print medium - has been a lowering of the
overall quality of news coverage, particularly political coverage
(Ericson et al.,

1989:231).

As we have seen, politicians have

adapted to television's use of flashy stories, short reports and
superficiality and turn to television when they want publicity and
recognition.

Here is how the 1981 Royal Commission on Newspapers

describes how federal politicians deal with the media:
In a typical Ottawa 'scrum' of journalists besieging a politician
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for comment, radio and TV journalists usually are at the centre,
asking the questions, while print journalists scribble in their
The politicians tend to answer in
notebooks on the sidelines.
newscasts
rather than entering into
for
'clips'
tailored
short
substantial discussions with journalists (cited in Ericson et al.,
1989:244).
Print media now use electronic media as the standard for
determining the form and content of their news reports (Meyrowitz,
1985:178). Reports are shorter and more personal and subjective in
style, focusing on issues of personality.

Descriptions of events

now include visual and aural details that might normally be missed
by someone attending the event described but would be picked up by
the

all-seeing, all-hearing video

camera: "the

sweat

on a

politician's brow, a tear running down a face, or a nervous twitch
may become part of the print description" (Meyrowitz, 1985:178).

The traditional distinction between on and off the record has
also disappeared and print journalists relay information that would
normally not have been included in a written account.

The attempt

is to recreate the feel of a television interview. This has also
begun to appear in other print media, such as biographies, memoirs,
and even more

scholarly publications.

description of Yassir Arafat,
journalist

Consider the

following

written by a television and print

for a collection of

essays edited by two leading

scholars in the areas of media and terrorism:
A short, fat actor
Yasir Arafat was in top shape.
without any particular charisma, but an eloquent speaker.
He didn't actually speak, though; he barked. With his
wild gestures and war cries, he mesmerized the audience.
A wide grin spread across his face when the majority
approved his proposals. When Arafat laughed, his whole
face laughed--except his eyes....Arafat was guarded more
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But he did shake the necessary
carefully than ever.
There were drops of
hands.
media
hands, especially
Arafat was all
spittle at the corners of his mouth.
mouth. Under the kafia he never seemed to remove there
were shiny beads of perspiration on his forehead

•

(Blaisse, 1992:142-43).

This

was

National

a description of
Council

in

Arafat's address to

Algiers

in

1983.

The

the Palestine
writing

style

accomplishes almost exactly what a video camera would have done: it
puts the reader there and focuses on visual and aural detail that
human perception (as opposed to a camera's perception) would not
readily record.

Buried within the descriptive prose is the hard

news that Arafat's proposals were all accepted,

but this is no

longer the central issue in the age of television.

So print media, like television, have begun to focus on the
expressive, the presentational,
entertaining.

the personality - in short, the

As Neil Postman (1985) suggests, public discourse in

the electronic age amounts to amusing ourselves to death. What is
dying is any attempt to raise the level of political discourse to
the point where the general public that consumes media reports of
such discourse can become well enough informed to understand what
is going on. In a crisis situation, it would seem that achieving
such a goal would be very important.
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Conclusions: Strategies for Dealing With Television in Time of
Crisis

3.1

Policy Implications Related to the Nature of Television

The nature of television news gathering and reporting and its
affinity to crisis situations have direct implications for those
who are responsible for dealing with such crises.

3.1.1 The Merging of Distinct Audiences and Constituencies

and social barriers that

Television breaks down physical
divide different groups in society.
send specific

messages

In a crisis, the ability to

to specific

audiences

is therefore

problematic. While television is useful for sending one message to
a lot of people quickly, as in a leader's televised address to the.
nation, parallel policies must also be developed to address the
different and often conflicting needs of separate constituencies
and audiences. Here, other media and forums must be considered.
For example, in a hostage crisis, how does one prevent members of
the general public from identifying too strongly with the target of
violence (the hostages)

and thereby becoming targets of terror

(fear of future victimization)?

On the other hand, how does one

deal with the targets of violence (the hostages and their families)
without inflating their

value as message

generators

for the

terrorist?

3.1.2 Unexpected Information Feedback Loops

In a fast-evolving situation, where live television coverage
is

involved,

any

information

revealed

to

the
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camera/microphone/reporter can feed back instantaneously to the
principals in the crisis or to others watching the event on
television.

This can lead to exacerbation of the incident itself,

as in the Hanafi siege in Washington, or to contagion or imitation
effects, whereby different audiences react to broadcast information
in different places or at different times, as in the Los Angeles
riot and the subsequent events in other American cities and in
Toronto. For those managing the crisis, information flow charts
should be mapped out to determine where messages propagated through
the media MIGHT possibly go as well as where they are intended to
go. This would involve a determination of how the map would change
in different media - television, radio, newspaper, magazine - or
format - news broadcast, reporter's column in a newspaper, talk
show (radio or television), etc.

3.1.3 Prolonged Incidents and the Long Wait

Strategies and tactics that play out over time, that require
patience and long waits,
coverage.

do not lend themselves to television

Reporters will expect more to happen, will perhaps

render the trivial event into a significant happening and will seek
dramatic statements or predictions from officials in interviews or
press conferences. Television coverage of such events can lead to
reporters

spreading rumours

or unsubstantiated facts over

airwaves to fill time and to maintain viewer attention.

the

Timed

updates by press liaison officers could help the media . punctuate
their transmissions with "meaningful" (to the medium) material.

60

Scheduled news conferences or press releases (the former provide
visuals while the latter do not) can be used to impart important
information to the public or various audiences or to draw attention
away from tricky or delicate developments during crisis management.

3.1.4. Public Discourse and Expectations About Public Policy

Because of its emphasis on simplification, dramatization and
personalization, television has an influence both on the nature of
public discourse and public expectations of how complex political
problems can be solved (Postman, 1985:131-132).

Images substitute

for ideas and personality for expertise. Short, simple messages
substitute for long,
exposition.

complex ones and drama takes the place of

Quick, dramatic

solutions are

preferred to

questioning, argument and compromise, all of which lead to doubt
and uncertainty.

The result is that, in a crisis, people tend to

expect real life to resemble the artificial reality of television.
They expect quick solutions, simple remedies, uncomplicated answers
and a lack of ambiguity.
of these features.

A crisis, almost by definition, lacks any

The impact of this "television mindset" on

policy-makers, law enforcement officials and crisis managers can be
considerable.

3.2

Policy Implications Related to the Impact of Television

The implications for crisis managers that can be drawn from
the preceding review of the kinds of impact that television can
have on the various actors in a crisis situation are threefold.
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3.2.1 Control of Information and Information Flow

Information management usually involves the containment of
sensitive information within private channels of communication and
the use of formal channels to disseminate pre-packaged information
for end-user

consumption. Bureaucratic hierarchies help to

maintain information flow through formal channels and try to reduce
the flow
discourse.

through

more

informal channels typical

of

private

The media uses these formal channels for news-gathering

and media-source

relationships

are

cultivated

in

order to

facilitate the dissemination of officially sanctioned information.
The media benefit by having regular access to official channels,
while

the

bureaucracy benefits by having

a

ready means to

disseminate whatever information it wishes the public to know.
Different bureaucracies prefer different
dissemination of their information.

media for the

While the "court beat"

is

primarily print-oriented and the "police beat" favours radio, with
its hourly updates, politicians favour television (Ericson et al.,
1991:31).

Since the media in Western democracies tend to give

preferential disclosure to official positions and agendas within
the context of an adversarial relationship whereby the media
legitimize themselves as the public's watchdog and the defender of
the public's right to know, the relationship between television and
the

state can be described

relationship

...

as "an

uneasy, often

abrasive,

marked by struggles over the balance between

autonomy and control" (Schlesinger et al.,

1983:161).
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In a crisis, these struggles over the balance between autonomy
(freedom of the press; the public's right to know) and control
(information management; national
While

the media

security) become more marked.

will often circumvent formal channels

of

communication, such as public affairs officers, to go directly to
those involved in a fast-breaking story, such as a police officer
at the scene of a crime,
crisis. Demands
information

this phenomenon is exacerbated in a

for access to

is refused,

information

or public

increase and when

affairs officers reply

"no

comment", reporters will simply look elsewhere. Information gained
from informal channels, such as bystanders, witnesses or victims'
families, will be used to

pressure official

confirmation, elaboration or denial.

channels

for

A crisis atmosphere, where

detailed information is often in short supply, can easily lead to
a media

feeding frenzy, where

reporters

from different media

clamour for details and compete for scoops and exclusives. If the
crisis becomes national or international, reporters from across the
nation or

around the world can

descend

upon

the site of an

incident, multiplying the number of contenders in the battle for
the latest development.

Because of the fact that electronic media can broadcast live
and

because politicians

have

developed closer

relations

with

television reporters than other media, the potential of disclosing
politically damaging or sensitive information or sending the wrong
message to the wrong audience is greatest with television coverage.
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It is for this reason that the tension between freedom of the press
and the

interests

of the

state is greatest

in the

area

of

television journalism. For crisis managers, the key question is
how to maintain a balance between protecting the autonomy of the
press and managing the flow of information so that the crisis can
be resolved

in accordance to government:policy. Whether the

controls can remain at an informal level of cooperation between
sources and media, or whether legal controls are necessary, will
depend upon the history of media-government cooperation in past
crises, the level of violence in a particular incident and the
magnitude of the crisis in terms of the number of audiences and
constituencies involved.

The media's right to be at the scene when

news is being made is not unlimited and the media do not enjoy
privileged access over and above the normal access allowed to any
citizen (Miller,

1982:8).

It is now accepted practice in crisis

management to isolate the operational decision-making centre away
from the media and "uninvolved" political leaders and to "structure
the release of information to the public to minimize fear and
maximize credibility"

(Waugh,

1990:152).

Given that television

tends to dramatize events and to undermine authority, it is clear
that the use of television for structured releases of information
should be treated with caution. The use of press releases and
official

spokespersons is probably recommended.

attraction

between politicians

confounding variable.

and

The

mutual

television is clearly

a
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3.2.2 Image Management and the Nature of Authority

We

have

seen that television flattens hierarchies

and

demystifies leaders and authority figures. In a crisis, political
leaders and law enforcement officials must be able to present an
image of competence, control, assurance and professionalism at a

time when they may be

feeling totally at a loss or are simply

coping as best they can. If they are in command of the situation
and wish to explain

the complexities

of, say, the negotiation

process, or the nature of a particular terrorist group and its
goals, television is not the appropriate medium for doing so.

We

have seen how police feel a loss of control when they act

as

sources for television news. We have seen how the media's choice
of news angle or frame can obliterate the expert knowledge of a
police professional. We have

television

interview

can make

seen how being reflective
a speaker

in a

appear indecisive

or

confused.

In a crisis, how do government officials present

official

policy in a medium that simplifies, decontextualizes, dramatizes
and emphasizes the personal characteristics of the speaker at the

expense of what is being spoken?

The key is to understand the

different format and newsworthiness criteria of each medium and to
adapt the message to each one.

Television is presentational, not

explanatory; expressive, not discursive.

Politicians should use

television to present images of calm, assurance and control during
a

crisis without appearing emotionally detached

or

uncaring.
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Prolonged absence of top officials from television can create a

vacuum to be filled by other sources, yet premature appearances can
sometimes trigger a sense of crisis that may not have been there
before.

Press releases and press conferences by lower officials

are most appropriate for keeping the media supplied with "updates".
Print

media

for more complex,

should be reserved

explanatory

messages.

Police

should understand

the importance of

visuals

for

television and the wide-ranging sweep of its audience. Police —

public relations officers should be trained on what information to
impart and in what context, knowing that multiple audiences exist
beyond the reporter asking the question, the microphone thrust in
their face or the camera recording the interview.

Since television

requires simplicity anyway, the best way to speak to a television

reporter is by repeating the same thing over and over, no matter
what

the question,

even

if

they

do

not answer

the question.

Answers such as "no comment" or evasive answers simply look bad on
television. Spontaneous improvisation should be avoided as such
unplanned remarks can easily be edited

out of context. If the

reporter is clearly coming from a particular frame or angle that
clearly contradicts the facts, simply repeat the facts and the

interview will likely not be used.

3.2.3 Maintenance of Public Trust and Confidence

In a democratic society, there are several important elements
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involved in the maintenance of public trust and confidence in
are

government. These

openness, accountability

and public

education about political affairs. Without at least an appearance
of openness in government, a degree of public accountability and a
public that is sufficiently informed to understand what government
tells

a

them, then

democracy is not much

dictatorship, where government secrecy,

better than

a

the absence of

accountability and public ignorance about government policy permit
the worst excesses imaginable in any number of policy areas.
media play an important role

in keeping governments

The

open and

accountable and publics informed about political life. That is why
freedom of the press

is a cherished democratic value.

It is

interesting in this regard to note how electronic media and, in
particular, television, played significant roles in regime changes
in the Philippines,

Rumania and the old Soviet Union, while fax

machines played a key role in communicating what was happening in
the student demonstrations in China to the Western world. Clearly,
the global and instantaneous reach of electronic media can have a
decisive influence on the emergence of democratic regimes.

The

particular

nature of

television carries

important

implications for each of these ingredients to the maintenance of
public trust and confidence in government in time of crisis. Given
that

the

management,

control

of information

is

crucial

to good crisis

how does one maintain openness in government while

protecting confidential matters, when television tends to break
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down the barrier between on and off the record and public and
private communication?

While political leaders can calm public

fears by appearing on television, they then expose themselves to
questions about details. When officials claim they have no new
information, they can appear evasive or deceptive on television.
Police often use the excuse of interfering with an investigation to

avoid answering detailed questions. In a crisis, however,

the

thirst for information can overwhelm the most reticent official,
anxious to answer a reporter's question in the best way possible.
Clearly, striking a balance between openness, without revealing
information

that can jeopardize crisis

management or

saying

anything that will trigger panic or anger from some constituency,
and secrecy, without appearing evasive, deceptive or insensitive to
public concerns, is made all the more difficult when television is

there to record the slightest movement of the head, or the flush of
colour in one's cheeks.

Protracted terrorist

'

crises

that involve hostages often

require delicate negotiations that must be carried on in secret.
Even the most adamant no-negotiations governments have negotiated
in secret at various times when the political climate was right.
A rigid declared policy of no-negotiations opens a government to

being caught flagrantly violating its own policy,

as happened to

the Reagan Administration in the Iran-Contra scandal.
media

Yet it was

coverage of the hostage families' plight that may

have

convinced the President to let Oliver North take the secret route
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(Crelinsten, 1992).

Television may just allow governments to

project the appearance of openness by means of regular televised
"performances", while carrying on the real work of government in
deeper reaches

of privacy, developed to escape the all-seeing

electronic eye.

To avoid this trap, arrangements must be made with

media organizations so that a common understanding can be reached
that, during crises, certain information must be withheld at least
for a time and that full disclosure will be made after the crisis
is over.

By maintaining the value of openness even in time of

crisis and acting upon it when normal times return, governments can
maintain public trust even when they are forced at times to operate
in secret.

Similar problems surround

the question of

accountability.

Given that it is good practice to maintain arms length between
operational decision-making 'and political decision-making, how does
a government maintain such a distance while remaining accountable
for decisions taken in a crisis?

Plausible deniability has always

been .a central motive for separating operations from political
decision-making. That way, when things go wrong, the blame can be
placed on those responsible for operations, such as the police or
the security service.

Yet in times of crisis, the public expects

leadership and media attention can make it more difficult to
maintain arms length. Again, reaching an understanding with the
media is important. If crisis managers respond to the needs of the
media for information and regular updates and media respect the
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guidelines laid down for information management during crises, then
public trust can still be maintained even though everyone knows
that full accountability is not possible until the crisis has
passed.

This leads to the final question of public education. There
are two aspects that become particularly important in time of
crisis.
extent

The first concerns public knowledge about the nature and
of the

threat. We
that

have

seen that it is

knowledgeable

publics

are the most

influences.

Given that television

the

least

susceptible to media

tends

to encourage

viewer

identification with victims and that television coverage is illsuited to exposition and

explanation, it is incumbent

on

governments to be more open about the nature of particular national
security threats and the goals of groups that pose such threats.
In view of the importance of terrorist propaganda for justifying
the use of violence and facilitating the commission of violence
against specific kinds of targets, terrorist writings should not go
unanswered by governments. While it might not be

possible to

establish a dialogue with the terrorists in the underground, some
imprisoned terrorists as well as their sympathizers might be more
receptive to such an approach.

If a dialogue can be established

and imprisoned terrorists can be persuaded to

change sides, to

return to humanity, the impact both on a terrorist movement and on
the general public can be tremendous.

If this is done

in a

noncrisis context, then public reactions during a crisis could be
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much more informed.

When a crisis does occur, government spokespersons could make
use of the privileged access to the media enjoyed by the official

11
11
11

perspective to inform the public of the nature and seriousness of
the terrorist threat.

This might prevent the kinds of panicky and

contradictory perceptions that undermine public trust in government
and fuel public

demands

for the

quick fix or the impossible

solution. On the other hand, officials must be prepared to allow
the media to provide objective coverage of terrorist groups and

11

their

goals

without knee-jerk

accusations

that

the media are

thereby legitimizing terrorism. The Thatcher Government's move to
ban media interviews with both the IRA and Sinn Fein highlights a
prevalent belief
reporting

government circles that truly balanced

a feature of most media guidelines and codes of ethics

-

by the way

in

-

functions to legitimize the terrorist and his cause.

Part of a crisis management strategy aimed at maintaining public

11
11
11

trust would be to prevent this from happening without resorting to
censorship.

The second element of public education, alluded to above, is
to ensure that

the public

understands

feasibility of various policy options.

the

limits

and the

How does one limit public

expectations without fuelling insecurity

about the

ultimate

resolution of the crisis or triggering doubt in the competence or
capabilities of the government to handle the crisis? Terrorists

1
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often aim to depict government

as

uncaring, incompetent

or

impotent. But if the public understands the limitations within

which crisis management must operate, then public trust can be
maintained even in the face of terrorist propaganda.
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