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In the early 1980s scholars and laymen expected an explosion of terrorism fed
by media attention. Instead, the quantity of terrorism settled into familiar
patterns, rather than spiraling upward. This paper attempts to explain why the
dire predictions did not come to pass. We develop theory that explains how
terrorists compete for media attention. We find that in equilibrium terrorists
congest the media, limiting the benefits of additional terrorist incidents. Data
from 1969 to 1984 substantiate our theoretical result. During the period, when
the media provided more coverage to one terrorist incident, they provided less
coverage on other incidents.

KEY WORDS: Terrorism; Media; News; Conflict; Common property; Empir-
ical model
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INTRODUCTION

Both scholars and laymen assert that publicity is the principal goal of the
modern terrorist. The Second Conference on International Terrorism
(1985) reports,

The most recent and quintessential form [of terrorism], created by
the PLO in 1968, can be called "media terrorism." It consists of
random attacks on anybody. Its object is . . . to publicize... to spread

* Two anonymous referees suggested changes that improved this paper.
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the cause and the name of the terrorist group Without the
presence of the media, the acts would be meaningless; they would
not even take place (pp. 185-186).

Chalfont (1980), more plainly, states,"... terrorism would be impotent
without publicity." (p. 79) Alexander (1980) adds, "... to terrorists, an
extensive coverage by the media is the major reward and... [the
media] willingly or unwillingly become tools in the terrorist
strategy...." (p. 179)

If media attention is the principal tool and goal of the terrorist, then
one is quickly led to the conclusion that reporting on terrorism
increases its frequency by raising the marginal benefits of terrorist
activities. In the words of Schmidt and de Graaf (1982), "The most
serious effect of media reporting on insurgent terrorism... is the likely
increase of terroristic activities." (p. 142)

Having said that the media is a tool of the terrorists, that media
attention is the key "demand" of the terrorist, and that reporting
increases terrorism, one might conclude, as do Kelly and Mitchell
(1981), "Terrorists will go on killing and the media will continue to
attract attention to them. Unfortunately, the spiral of violence seems
never ending." (p. 291). We draw no such conclusion. Our skepticism
is based on our assumption that the relationship has three relevant
actors, not two. While terrorists and the media try to please each
other, the media must consider the public's preferences for various
kinds of news coverage. If terrorism becomes boring to the public,
then competing news agencies respond by providing less coverage.

Factors on both the supply side and the demand side work against
the terrorist. On the supply side, terrorists' resources are scarce and
governments are much better financed than terrorists. On the demand
side, journalists do not face a bottomless pit of public interest in any
one topic, which they can fill with news on this topic, ad infinitum. Our
ability to process information is limited, and many issues compete for
our attention. Even if terrorists continue to do their part in Kelly and
Mitchell's (1981) "upward spiral of violence," they may find that they
each attract less media attention as more terrorists vie for the public
eye. We call this the "media congestion effect." As Delli Carpini and
Williams (1987) state, "On a given evening, other pressing events may
push out coverage of terrorist events that would be covered on a less
'busy' evening." (p. 60)

We concentrate on the public, not the state, as the audience of the
terrorist. In democracies with a free press, elected officials will seek
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to please the public in order to maintain power; hence playing to the
public is merely the terrorist's intermediate step in playing to the state.
To fully appreciate how intertwined the two audiences are, consider
a terrorist who wishes to use terror to influence the state, but not the
public. Even direct targeting of state officials, such as assassinations of
judges by South American drug cartels, sends a strong message to the
public regarding the perils of discomfiting the cartel.

In the following section we present our theoretical model, which
features terrorists in competition with one another for a finite pool of
public interest Our theoretical model has two stages. In the first stage,
the media chooses the amount of coverage to allot to individual ter-
rorist incidents. In the second stage the terrorist uses the media's
decision outcomes to choose the number of incidents to perpetrate.
We then discuss previous empirical work on terrorism and the media.
Next we introduce our data. Finally, we present our empirical results
and offer conclusions.

THE THEORETICAL MODEL

Stage 1: the Media's Choice

We view news as a consumable good that is provided by the media. We
assume that the media wishes to provide the utility-maximizing mix of
various types of news and other coverage. The press may maximize its
own utility, or may present coverage that maximizes the public's utility
function. Public preferences will shape coverage if the broadcast and
print firms compete with each other for consumer dollars and ratings;
hence, we assume that the press attempts to give the public the mix of
various types of news and of other coverage that maximizes the pub-
lic's utility.1

We assume that the public has the utility function, U = N1-a O/Li T°>
where 7} is the quantity of terrorist news reported on one of the "x"
terrorist incidents, N is the total quantity of television time or newspaper
space not devoted to terrorist news (e.g. sports, documentaries, game
shows, sitcoms, dramas, and non-terrorist news), and 0 < a < 1.

Our utility function's indifference curves slope downward, indicat-
ing that if the amount of terrorist coverage increases, increasing the

1 We treat the public as a single decision maker, not as a heterogeneous group of
individuals.
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public's utility, then the media could, in theory, compensate for this by
decreasing the amount of coverage on other incidents or on non-
terrorist coverage. The indifference curves are convex, which means
that given any two bundles of coverage, between which the public is
indifferent, a linear combination of these bundles is preferred to either
bundle (loosely speaking, the public prefers variety).

We assume that the total quantity of programming (or pages) is
constant. For television, a constant quantity of total programming
would involve having regular broadcast hours. In print journalism, a
constant quantity of programming is equivalent to maintaining a fixed
number of pages. There are good reasons to maintain stable prices for
newspapers, so the assumption is justified for print. For television, the
constant quantity of programming might be a 24 hour broadcast day.
Thus we have the constraint:

1=1

where K is the constant amount of programming.
If the total coverage were not fixed, for instance if we allowed the

number of newspapers or the number of television stations to increase
in response to terrorism, then we would need to restructure our
model. To express the constraint in such a model, we would need a full
specification of the competitive market of the broadcast media. Vari-
ous broadcast media would be motivated by profit maximization and
their profit levels would be interdependent. The final constraint would
be the necessity of maintaining non-negative economic profit in the
long run. Such an extension is beyond the scope of this work.

The media's problem of maximizing the public's utility with respect
to their coverage constraint has the following Lagrangian:

_ (!)

The first order necessary conditions are:

dL/dN = (1 - a)N~Q f[ T,a - A = 0 (2)

OL/dTj = aN^Tj"-1 f[ 7}tt - A = 0 (3)
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^ i = 0. (4)

Note that (3) is not a single equation, but is a system of "x" equations.
Solving (2) with each of the x (3)'s yields:

N = [(l-a)/a)Tj V;\ (5)

Solving among the (3)'s yields:

Ti = Tj V/J. (6)

Substituting (5) and (6) into (4) yields:

)), (7)

which is the optimal coverage of a single terrorist incident.
To find how the coverage of an incident changes as the number of

terrorist incidents, x, increases, we take:

S7}/ar=[-a2tf]/[l + a ( * - l ) ] 2 . (8)

Clearly the numerator is negative and the denominator is positive.
Hence, as the number of terrorist incidents increases, the coverage of
an individual terrorist incident falls. The second derivative of (7) is:

= {(a2K)2a[l + a(x - 1)]}/[1 + a(x - I)]4, (9)

which is positive. So the single incident coverage function is convex in
incidents.

The total coverage is found by multiplying the single incident
coverage by the number of incidents, consistent with (7):

T = xaK/[l + a(x-l)}. (10)

As the number of incidents rises, total coverage of incidents rises by:

dT/dx = [aK(l - a)]/[l + a{x - I)]2. (11)

The second derivative of total coverage is:

= {-2aK(l - a)[l + a(x - 1)]}/[1 + a{x - I)]4. (12)

For 0 < a < 1 and x>\, (12) is negative, hence the total coverage is
concave in incidents.
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Stage 2: the Terrorist's Choice

We formulate the terrorists' choice problem as a common property
conflict. The general common property model has a long history, and
is concisely presented in Comes and Sandier (1996, pp. 276-282). We
wish to show that when one terrorist perpetrates another incident that
this induces another terrorist to perpetrate fewer incidents, since both
are competing for a common pool of public interest. We have called
this the "media congestion effect." Thus far, we have shown that when
another incident is perpetrated, that the media coverage per incident
falls. We now demonstrate that the choices that the terrorist will make
in equilibrium do display the media congestion effect.

In our formulation, we will assume that the payoff to terrorist incid-
ents is coverage. Before we begin, we must partition the V terrorist
incidents by the groups that commit them. Terrorist group "g" com-
mits xg incidents. There are "G" terrorist groups, hence:

Using (7), the total coverage that terrorist g receives from committing
xg incidents is:

(14)

We assume that coverage and the cost of incidents (c) may be
expressed in the same units in finding the net benefit to the terrorist of
perpetrating incidents:

To maximize the terrorist's net benefit of committing an incident, we
solve. dUg/dXg = 0.

Before taking the partial derivative, we note that the other terrorist
groups' choices of incidents are beyond terrorist group g's control. We
denote the number of incidents committed by terrorist groups other
than "g" as x^, such that:

= £*»• (16)



MEDIA CONGESTION 221

Hence, Xg> is a parameter from group g's perspective and,

x=xg+xg. • (17)

Hence, our maximization problem becomes:

dH/dXg = d{{xgaK/[l + a(xg +xt - I)]2}-cxg}/dxg = 0. (18)
o

There are two solutions to (18), derived with the help of the quad-
ratic formula. Neither solution has imaginary elements, but one solu-
tion is globally negative, given our assumptions that K, c, and a are
positive. We discard the globally negative solution. The following
solution is not globally negative:

} a . (19)

This solution is positive for:

(20)

Simultaneous solutions of each group's reaction function, (19),
constitutes a Nash equilibrium. Our focus, however, is showing that
dx*/dxg> < 0. In other words, the individual terrorist group's reaction
function is downward sloping. An expansion of terrorist incidents by
one terrorist would cause another terrorist to choose less incidents.

The slope of (19), the reaction function, is:

dx*g/dxg = {-2[ca(l + axg - a)]1/2+ atf}/{2[ca(l + aKxg - a)]1/2}.

(21)

The slope of the reaction function is negative if:

\-\/a. (22)

Note that wherever the reaction function has the terrorist choosing a
positive amount of incidents (20), the reaction function has a negative
slope (22). Hence, we have demonstrated the media congestion effect.
When terrorist groups choose optimally, they crowd each other out of
the pool of media attention.
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EMPIRICAL RESULTS

Previous Empirical Research

Most scholarly research on terrorism and the media is not empirical
(e.g. Alexander, 1980; Islam and Shahin, 1989; Smythe, 1994). This is
understandable, for a few reasons. First of all, measuring media
attention is not precise. One must compare and combine front page
coverage, top stories of a newscast, general commentaries, stories
which entangle multiple incidents (such as the Lebanese kidnappings
during the 1980s) and the like, in an effort to be precise about the
quantity of media coverage. Second, measuring media coverage is
often an exhausting task involving measuring column inches in a
newspaper or timing television broadcasts. Finally, like all research on
terrorism, in order to collect data one must attempt to enact scholarly
definitions and parse which stories fit the definition and which do not.2

Much of the empirical work on terrorism is descriptive. For
instance, Crelinsten (1989) analyzes how the term "terrorism" has
been applied to conflict since the 1960s, how the quantity of references
to terrorism have changed over time, and points out the differences
between the media's and the scholar's definitions of terrorism. Delli
Carpini and Williams (1987) examine how the media has shaped
public perceptions of terrorism and investigate the accuracy of the
portrait that the media paints. Delli Carpini and Williams include the
competing demands of various stories as one element in their study.

Of the causal work, only Nelson and Scott (1992) attempt (unsuc-
cessfully) to show that the media causes terrorism. Most causal work
shows how various aspects of terrorism cause media attention. Nelson
and Scott (1992) show how coverage is shaped by terrorism by iden-
tifying incident specific characteristics that influence media attention.
Similarly, Schaffert (1992) shows that media attention depends on the
degree of the terrorist's success in the incident. Though Enders and
Sandier (1991 and 1996) do not explicitly analyze the media, their res-
ults have implications regarding media attention. Enders and Sandler's

2 For instance, a story regarding a bomb that exploded in Israel, but with no known
source, is probably, but not certainly, terrorism. An Israeli counterattack into Lebanon
in response to a recognized terrorist bombing in Israel is about terrorism. But as an
Israeli campaign escalates into war, at some point the news coverage has mostly become
about war, and not about terrorism - unless the Israeli incursion is, itself, terrorism
under the researcher's definition.
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1991 work finds empirical linkages between terrorism and tourism -
linkages that do not exist in the absence of media attention. Similarly,
Enders and Sandler's 1996 paper finds that terrorism causes decreases
in foreign direct investment in Spain and Greece - another linkage
which might be strengthened by media attention.

The Data

We constructed our media coverage variable using column-inches
in the New York Times (NYT).3 Data gatherers physically measured
coverage on the individual incidents in a process that took over a
year. Our media coverage data is matched to the terrorist incidents
in an upgrade of ITERATE 2. The working definition used in the
ITERATE data sets is:

. . . [terrorism is] the use, or threat of use, of anxiety-inducing extra-
normal violence for political purposes by any individual or group,
whether acting for or in opposition to established governmental
authority, when such action is intended to influence the attitudes
and behavior of a target group wider than the immediate victims and
when, through the nationality or foreign ties of its perpetrators, its
location, the nature of its institutional or human victims, or the
mechanics of its resolution, its ramifications transcend national
boundaries. (Mickolus, Sandier and Murdock, 1989)

ITERATE 2's 107 variables describe attributes of all international
terrorist incidents from 1968 through 1977. These descriptors include
information on the terrorist attack force, the terrorist incident, the
hostages (if any), the outcome of the incident, and the fate of the
terrorists that took part in the incident. In the upgrade, ITERATE 2
was supplemented and extended to cover 1968 through 1984 by the
U.S. State Department, the Central Intelligence Agency, and the U.S.
Justice Department. This is the same upgrade used in Sandier and
Scott (1987).

International terrorism, which ITERATE 2 describes, involves
combatants, targets, or target audiences from different countries.
However, there are sometimes problems in classifying an incident as

3 A column-inch is one column wide and one inch long. A page in the New York
Times is six columns wide.
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international or domestic. For instance, a plane may be hijacked by
domestic terrorists who threaten to land in a foreign airport, though
they never make good on their threat. After the incident, the terrorists
might reveal that they never, in truth, intended to land in a foreign
airport. However, one might classify the hijacking as international
terrorism, though the only foreign interaction was that foreign gov-
ernments refused to allow the plane to land, though there was no
planned landing. One may also find difficulties in classifying a terrorist
group as foreign or domestic if they claim a nationality that is no
longer recognized as existing. ITERATE includes Basque incidents
perpetrated by those who are official Spanish citizens, against Span-
iards in Spain, though there is no separate, recognized country of
Euskadi (the Basque "homeland").

There are 798 terrorist incidents in the data set. Of these, the dates
on which 10 of them occurred are missing; hence, we use the other 788
incidents. We count media coverage that can be linked to a particular
incident in the data set; thus, editorials on terrorism are only counted
if they can be linked to a particular incident. Space taken by headlines is
counted in total column-inches. The most column-inches in a quarter
(three month period) is 11,086 (the Iran hostage crisis generated
10,864.5 of these column-inches). The second most column-inches in a
quarter is 2,405; hence, the Iran hostage crisis is an outlier which must
be accounted for.

The Empirical Model

We wish to test whether coverage of one terrorist incident crowds out
the coverage of other terrorist incidents. To perform this test, we
construct the following variable. For each incident, "Other coverage"
is equal to the amount of coverage of other terrorist incidents that
occurred during the quarter. We regress the coverage of an incident
(Coverage) on the coverage of other terrorists' incidents (Other Cov-
erage) for the quarter:

Coverage = bo + b\ * Other Coverage (23)

Coverage and Other Coverage are measured by column inches in the
NYT. If one terrorist's coverage is crowded out by the other terrorists'
coverage, the coefficient of Other Coverage, bi,will be negative.

As previously indicated, the Iran hostage crisis is an outlier, which
we control for with a dummy variable, "Iran," which equals one for all
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Table 1 Test of Media Congestion Hypothesis
(Dependent Variable is Inches of Coverage)
(/-statistics in parentheses)

Variable
Constant

Other Coverage

Iran

F
R2

76.728
(5.643)

-0.124
(-10.122)
2372.431

(14.380)

103.408
0.209

incidents which occurred during the quarter in which the hostage crisis
is accounted for.

Our Empirical Results

We report our results in Table 1. Other Coverage's coefficient is
negative and significantly different than zero at all traditionally used
levels of significance (f = -10.122). The coefficient indicates that a
terrorist group's coverage falls by —0.124 inches when another terrorist
incident's coverage increases by one inch. Hence, we find significant
evidence of crowding-out, the central hypothesis of this research. The
Iran dummy is positive and significant, as expected.

For testing the null hypothesis that all non-intercept coefficients are
zero, the calculated F-statistic is 103.408. This leads us to reject the
null hypothesis at all of the usually quoted levels of significance, con-
cluding that we have enough evidence to reject the hypothesis that
there is no relationship between the dependent and independent
variables. R2 is 0.209, indicating that the model explains about 20% of
the variation in coverage of terrorist incidents.

CONCLUSIONS

Terrorists do battle with each other for the attention of the press. One
terrorist's gain in media attention is another terrorist's loss; hence
there is a natural limit on the media-based returns to terrorist activ-
ities. Some argue that the press exacerbates terrorism, but we show
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that the media's encouragement of terrorism has a natural limit. The
media will not cause an explosion of terrorism due to the public's
limited taste for information on terrorism. In order to compete suc-
cessfully for media attention, terrorists must be original enough to
stage incidents that are a departure from past events. Hence, large
media returns to terrorism come mostly from the perpetrators'
imaginative abilities. In terms of the media's encouragement of ter-
rorism, we needn't fear more terrorists as much as more imaginative
terrorists.

Future research might incorporate the heterogeneous nature of the
events, examining the conditions under which a few extremely violent
events are perpetrated and under which conditions terrorists might
mix their event types. In addition, future research could examine
whether coverage of terrorism might have some properties of joint
consumption. Perhaps events by other terrorists lead to a heightened
public awareness of the general form of conflict, allowing terrorists to
free ride off of each other's events. This would provide a counter-
vailing force to media congestion. However, given that terrorism has
not spiraled out of control, this force might also be counterfactual.
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