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Abstract:  

The hypothesis of this study is that when citizens feel as if their families and/or 

countries are in danger, they will support more drastic National Security policies to 

ensure their safety. More specifically, citizens will support these measures when they feel 

a strong sense of national solidarity even if these policies are not considered “ethical” in 

the traditional sense of the word.  

In order to discover the ways in which citizens think about the implementation of 

more drastic National Security policies, these citizens must be in the most controlled 

environment possible, therefore an online survey was implemented. The independent 

variable was the threat citizens feel towards their respective country by outside forces. 

The participants were randomly assigned into three groups: the threat group, the non-

threat group, and the control group. Qualtrics uses a computer-generated randomization 

process to randomize the condition that each respondent receives. The threat group was 

shown a threatening newspaper article about ISIS, the non-threat was shown an article 

regarding a refugee family settling into a new country in a positive manner, and the 

control group was shown a completely arbitrary article. All three groups filled out the 

same survey, which was then analyzed. 

Literature review: 

Evil is a relative term to citizens when it comes to the safety of their respective 

countries and families. They are more likely to support drastic measures in these 

instances. It is more likely for citizens to adopt a “win at all cost” mentality when they 

feel threatened by outside dynamics. The purpose of this study is to gain a better 

understanding of how American citizens perceive and react to very threatening situations. 



Throughout history, fear and threats have made citizens support drastic measures that 

would not normally have garnered as much traction in more stable times. The purpose of 

this study is to gain a better understanding as to why citizens react the way they do and 

what specifically will cause them to react in such ways.  

There is often no shortage on what countries will do for the sake of self-

preservation. There are many different systems in place to ensure that a country maintains 

its respective functions and safety. The question is whether or not certain tools used to 

maintain National Security are a hindrance or an asset. Citizens often do not know the 

exact details of what they are supporting. This is turn can lead to citizens making 

decisions based on fear and manipulation as opposed to what may actually work in 

reality.  

A prime example of a program that capitalized on fear is the Patriot Act in the 

United States. The Patriot Act was signed into law by President George W. Bush on 

October 26th, 2001. This Act stands for "Uniting and Strengthening America by Providing 

Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism Act of 2001". It is a very 

controversial and extreme Act that was implemented directly after 9/11 (Robinson 2007, 

3). The Act was enacted fresh off of the attacks on the Twin Towers. It arguably 

capitalized on the ongoing level of confusion and chaos of the American people at that 

time.   

In 2015, three controversial provisions of the Patriot Act expired. Following this, 

61% of Americans wanted the Act to be renewed while 36% believed that it should not 

have been reinstated (Agiesta 2015, 7). Another poll conducted revealed that two thirds 



of Americans believed that there were not adequate limits in terms of the Patriot Act’s 

ultimate control (Kurtzleben 2015, 13).  

Following the attacks of 9/11, the American government authorized several 

“enhanced interrogation techniques” to be used on individuals suspected of terrorism. 

The United States initially denied the allegations of torture, citing several Department of 

Justice memos that in fact authorized these different “techniques” (Costanzo and Gerrity 

2009, 180). Techniques used included, but were not limited to, waterboarding, mock 

execution, deprivation of light, and the use of phobias of the individuals in question 

(Human Rights Watch 2015, 37). What is fascinating to consider is whether these 

enhanced interrogation techniques were exercised for love of country and a high level of 

patriotism, or for far more sinister reasons. What is done for the sake of patriotism and 

love of country may not be as black and white as is imagined by many average American 

citizens (Li and Brewer 2004, 734).  

Looking at a more contemporary example, Muslims within the United States are 

constantly being slandered by both politicians and the media. Stories in the media 

depicting Muslims as terrorists only fuel the overall uneasiness, or outright anger and 

racism, among non-Muslim Americans (Anderson et. al, 2015, 29). Arguably, by 

depicting Muslims in a negative light in the media, non-Muslim Americans will be more 

likely to support National Security policies that are far harsher for Muslims both 

domestically and internationally. When the media highlights Muslims as being more 

aggressive and violent, non-Muslims have the perception of Muslims being very 

dangerous, which can lead to a vicious cycle of misunderstanding and unfair biases 

(Anderson et. al 2015, 30).  



When the mentality of a country is influenced so heavily based on the words of 

certain politicians or news networks, citizens can be easily manipulated into thinking 

more fearfully and pessimistically. It creates a very bleak mentality among many average 

citizens. With no balance, average citizens will listen to what is being broadcasted in 

excess as opposed to what is the actual news. When citizens are primed to feel a certain 

way based on what is constantly around them, there is no doubt that fear will play a major 

role in the decision-making process.  

Research Question Explained: 

When citizens feel as if their families and/or countries are in danger, will they 

support more drastic National Security policies to ensure their safety? When looking at 

this question, it is important to consider whether or not citizens will support these 

measures even if they are not considered ethical in the traditional sense of the word. 

Historically, when citizens are particularly fearful or vulnerable after a national 

crisis, they tend to support very intense policies in order to apprehend the perceived 

perpetrators of the crime (Deflem and McDonough 2015, 70). This has been the case in 

the United States on numerous occasions such as the attacks on Pearl Harbor during 

World War II, and after the attack on the Twin Towers on 9/11. In terms of a modern day 

example, citizens are becoming increasingly fearful of immigrants, particularly from war-

stricken areas. 

The concept of evil has always been a multi-faceted issue. Depending on the 

situation, a person can be considered a monster or a hero despite having performed the 

same act. History is always told by the winning side. Therefore it is easy for the 

victorious to justify all the atrocities committed as it can be argued that it was all for the 



greater good. National Security of the United States is a collective term encompassing the 

policies of both U.S. national defense and foreign relations. Therefore, if citizens support 

more drastic National Security policies, they can be supporting everything from 

maintaining effective armed forces to implementing anti-terrorism legislation (Deflem 

and McDonough 2015, 77).  

The data collected through this survey are aimed at identifying a correlation 

between the perceived level of threat by American citizens and their support of drastic 

National Security policies. When a citizen feels more fearful about a particular situation, 

will he or she be more likely to support policies that would not normally garner a 

sufficient amount of traction? In particular, will the support for more drastic National 

Security policies be more widespread when there is a considerable amount of national 

solidarity? Typically, when there is a common enemy, there is a “rally around the flag” 

effect that is quite prevalent, particularly during times of war or conflict. Policies can 

often be implemented and enacted even if they are not considered “ethical” in the 

traditional sense.  

Prior to choosing this topic, I had seen the film American Sniper. I thought this 

film was excellent but it intrigued me. Chris Kyle, the man depicted as the most lethal 

sniper in American history, is considered a hero even though he had almost 200 

confirmed kills. If there were an Iraqi sniper who had killed almost 200 American 

citizens, he would be seen as a terrorist and sociopath. There is no denying that Chris 

Kyle was an incredibly brave man, but how would this man be perceived by the opposing 

side? Bravery can often be equal on both sides; therefore the line between good and evil 



is continually gray as opposed to the black and white that so many people want to 

believe.   

Procedure: 

An online survey was conducted wherein the participants were randomly assigned 

into three groups: the threat group, the non-threat group, and the control group. Students 

all received the same survey, with the exception of the article they read at the beginning 

of the survey. The survey was conducted online using the Qualtrics database. Qualtrics 

uses a computer-generated randomization process to randomize the condition that each 

respondent receives. Therefore, participants were assigned one of three articles. The 

threat group was shown a threatening newspaper article about ISIS, the non-threat group 

was shown an optimistic article regarding a refugee family settling into a new country, 

and the control group was shown a completely random article regarding polar bears being 

brought into a local zoo. All three groups then filled out the same survey.  

The University of Arizona School of Government and Public Policy’s student 

subject pool was used to conduct the research. In exchange for taking part in this survey, 

undergraduate students who were already enrolled in different SGPP courses could 

receive extra credit from their professors. A sample of 100 undergraduates students was 

needed for the survey.  

 The first page of the survey was the consent form for participants to read. 

Participants had the option to click “Yes, I consent” or “No, I do not consent”. Should 

they have chosen not to consent, the survey ended there. Should they have chosen to 

consent, they consented to participating in this voluntary and anonymous survey. 

Following the consent form, participants were free to skip any questions and/or end their 



participation at any time. Had they chosen to end their participation early, their data was 

not used in the overall analysis.   

In order to gain a better understanding of each participant, they were asked to 

disclose certain personal information regarding their gender, class standing (freshman, 

sophomore, junior, or senior), race/ethnicity and how they were paying for college. In 

addition to this personal information, participants were also asked if they had ever served 

in any capacity in the United States armed forces, or if they had any family or close 

friends who had served. The idea here was that participants who had a personal 

connection to the United States armed forces would be more likely to support more 

drastic National Security policies. Other personal questions included what their area of 

study was, along with their prominent news source and how often they actually accessed 

the news.  

Other than the general personal questions, the survey included a series of 

questions that were to be answered on a Likert scale. These questions had to do with 

everything from transparency in the government to the effectiveness of the Patriot Act. 

There were also questions that had to do directly with the issue of immigration, in 

particular whether or not Muslims should be allowed to immigrate to the United States. 

The idea behind the survey was that those in the threat group who read the article about 

Islamic extremists and ISIS would be primed to feel more fearful about their current 

predicament and therefore, would support more drastic National Security policies. Those 

in the non-threat group who read the article about refugees settling nicely into a new 

country would be primed to feel more optimistic and therefore would support less drastic 



National Security policies. The data were analyzed using Stata statistical software 

throughout the duration of the survey.    

Measures:  

Certain variables were discussed and measured throughout the course of the 

survey. The dependent variable that was measured was citizens’ support of drastic 

National Security policies in order to ensure the safety of their family and friends. More 

specifically, this variable entailed what specific policies citizens would or would not be 

willing to support regardless of how drastic they may be. For example, participants were 

asked their opinion and stance on such issues as torture and the idea of banning Muslims 

from entering the United States. The dependent variable was measured by analyzing the 

answers of the participants in the survey.  

The independent variable in this survey was the threat of danger citizens feel 

towards their respective countries. However, since a survey was used, the independent 

variable was manipulated. In order for it to be manipulated, participants were randomly 

divided up into one of three groups: the threat group, the non-threat group, and the 

control group. Each group read a different article, but was given the exact same survey. 

Depending on which group a participant was placed in, they were primed to feel either 

exceptionally frightened or mollified by the respective article. Those in the threat group 

were given an article to read that highlighted the terror associated with ISIS while those 

in the non-threat group were given an article to read about a well-adjusted Muslim 

immigrant family adapting to life in a new country. Those in the control group were 

presented a completely arbitrary article that was about a local zoo. The independent 



variable was also measured by analyzing the answers of the participants in the survey 

based on which group they were in respectively. 

 There are a number of confounding variables that had the potential to pose 

problems within the survey. Before analyzing the data, it was thought that if an individual 

had a direct tie to the armed forces of the United States, they might have been more likely 

to support more drastic policies. If an individual personally served their country, they 

might have had first hand experience that could influence their opinion. Similarly, if an 

individual had family and/or friends serving overseas, their opinion may have been 

altered as well. A final confounding variable thought to have posed a problem was 

political party affiliations. Participants who supported different parties, or identified as 

staunch liberals or conservatives, could have been preemptively biased to support certain 

policies. The confounding variables were measured through the answers of the 

participants in the survey.  

Results:  

1) Relationship between prominent news source among individuals and their feeling 

towards Muslims. 

• Are people who watch Fox news more likely to support the ban on Muslims?  

 MSNBC FOX 
Definitely Ban Muslims 0 7.14% 
Probably Ban Muslims 0 7.14% 
Maybe Ban Muslims 16.67% 0.00% 
Not Sure 16.67% 21.43% 
Maybe Welcome Muslims 16.67% 35.71% 
Probably Welcome Muslims 16.67% 14.29% 
Definitely Welcome Muslims 33.33% 14.29% 
Total 100% 100% 



2) Relationship between the level of support for torture and ties to the military.  

• Are people more likely to support torture if they have personal connections to the 

United States armed forces? 

 

3) Relationship between the frequency individuals check the news and their support for 

civil liberties (looking specifically at question #3 in the non-threat group survey). 

• Are people who read the news more frequently more likely to support civil 

liberties over National Security?  

 Less 
than 1 
per 
week 

2-3 per 
week 

4-6 
per 
week  

Every 
day 

Many 
times 
each 
day 

Extremely important to protect civil 
liberty 

15.38% 10% 4% 12.50% 20.83% 

Mostly important 23.08% 3.33% 16% 6.25% 12.50% 

Slightly important 15.38% 16.67% 28% 31.25% 12.50% 

Equal 38.46% 50% 44% 18.75% 20.83% 

Slightly important 7.69% 10% 4% 12.50% 33.33% 

Mostly important 0.00% 10% 4% 12.50% 0.00% 

Extremely important to do terror 
surveillance 

0.00% 0 0% 6.25% 0.00% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

	

 Served Not Served 
Definitely use Torture 0 9.09% 
Probably use Torture 22.22% 8.08% 
Maybe use Torture 33.33% 27.27% 
Not sure 0 10.10% 
Maybe don’t use Torture 0 12.12% 
Probably don’t use Torture 22.22% 10.10% 
Definitely don’t use Torture 22.22% 23.23% 
Total 100% 100% 



Conclusion:  

There were three areas of data that were focused upon after the survey was 

conducted to highlight the overall results. After looking at the influences of different 

news networks, it was discovered that those who watched Fox news were consistently 

more likely to support the ban on Muslims entering the United States than those who 

watched MSNBC consistently. Fox News is notoriously conservative leaning, while 

MSNBC is notoriously liberal leaning in their views of world issues and current events. 

Therefore, it was not surprising that those who watched a network like Fox news would 

be less inclined to welcome new Muslim immigrants into the United States.  

In terms of the relationship between the level of support for torture and personal 

ties to the armed forces of the United States, it was initially anticipated that those with a 

personal tie to the armed forces would be more likely to support harsher methods of 

interrogation than those who did not. However, those who had served in the armed forces 

opposed torture much more than those who had not served. In fact, there were zero 

participants who had served in the armed forces who said they would definitely use 

torture as opposed to the nine percent of participants who had not served who said they 

would definitely use torture as a means of interrogation.  

Looking at the relationship between the frequency in which participants check the 

news and their support for civil liberties, it was proven that those who check the news 

many times each day are far more likely to be in favor of protecting civil liberties as 

opposed to terror surveillance. Furthermore, zero participants who checked the news 

many times a day supported extreme terror surveillance as opposed to those who checked 

the news less frequently.  



Future research:  

 After conducting this survey, I found the most fascinating questions asked were 

the ones that tapped into the media. It was intriguing to see that depending on where a 

participant received their news, they were more or less inclined to feel a certain way 

about an issue. In itself, the media plays a huge role in terms of what citizens believe as 

the truth. A survey that looked only at the influence of different media outlets would have 

been exceedingly interesting. I wished I had asked more questions regarding where and 

how the participants read and received their news.  

 While yes/no surveys can be unfair and difficult to answer for the participant, I 

found the system of the Likert scale slightly cumbersome. Many participants were very 

moderate with their answers as there was an option to remain essentially in the middle of 

the issue for many of the questions posed within the survey. It was therefore difficult to 

always gauge the opinions of the participants.  

 I was very happy with the plan to split participants randomly into three groups: 

the threat group, the non-threat group, and the control group. This worked very well for 

the overall survey. However, it would have been interesting to put participants in 

different case studies as opposed to a simple cut and dry survey. Had there been different 

groups given a similar scenario but with slightly altered rhetoric, there may have been 

less space for participants to be as moderate as they were. For example, if each group was 

given a real life scenario and asked what they would do, such as if there was an imminent 

terror attack and they had to find a way to stop it, the true feelings of the participants may 

have been more prevalent that with a simple list of questions. However, the results to a 

case study would be far more difficult to measure than that of a survey.  



Appendix: 

Threat Group: 

1) There is a balance between the government’s need to participate in terrorism related 

foreign intelligence surveillance and the considerations for civil liberties. Do you think it 

is more important for the government to participate in terrorism-related foreign 

intelligence? Or do you think it is more important to protect civil liberties? 

• Extremely more important to protect civil liberties 

• Mostly more important to protect civil liberties 

• Slightly more important to protect civil liberties 

• Equally important to both protect civil liberties and participate in terrorism-related 

surveillance 

• Slightly more important to participate in terrorism-related surveillance 

• Mostly more important to participate in terrorism-related surveillance 

• Extremely more important to participate in terrorism-related surveillance 

2) The USA Patriot Act is an acronym for Uniting and Strengthening America by 

Providing Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism. In essence, 

this Act is supposed to deter and punish terrorist acts within the United States and on a 

more global scale. However this Act is considered controversial as certain civil liberties 

can be overlooked in order to proceed with the job at hand. Should all aspects of the 

Patriot Act be renewed indefinitely? Or should the Patriot Act not be renewed? 

• Definitely renew 

• Probably renew 

• Maybe renew 



• Not sure 

• Maybe not renew 

• Probably not renew 

• Definitely not renew  

 3) Is torture a viable method of interrogation when all other methods fail? Or is torture 

not appropriate under any conditions?  

• Definitely a viable method of interrogation to be used  

• Probably a viable method of interrogation to be used  

• Maybe a viable method of interrogation to be used 

• Not sure 

• Maybe not a viable method of interrogation to be used 

• Probably not a viable method of interrogation to be used  

• Definitely not a viable method of interrogation to be used  

4) Should all Muslims be banned from the United States for alleged terrorism? Or should 

Muslims be welcomed without any questions asked? 

• All Muslims should definitely be banned from the United States  

• All Muslims should probably be banned from the United States 

• All Muslims should maybe be banned from the United States 

• Not sure 

• All Muslims should maybe be welcomed to the United States 

• All Muslims should probably be welcomed to the United States  

• All Muslims should definitely be welcomed to the United States 

 



Non-Threat Group: 

1) Is the level of Transparency in the United States Military acceptable? 

• Definitely acceptable 

• Probably acceptable 

• Maybe acceptable 

• Not sure 

• Maybe not acceptable 

• Probably not acceptable 

• Definitely not acceptable 

2) Is the level of Accountability in the United States Military acceptable? 

• Definitely acceptable 

• Probably acceptable 

• Maybe acceptable 

• Not sure 

• Maybe not acceptable 

• Probably not acceptable 

• Definitely not acceptable 

3) There is a balance between civil liberties and National Security. Do you think it is 

more important for citizens to enjoy their civil liberties? Or do you think it is more 

important to focus purely on National Security issues?  

• Extremely more important to protect civil liberties 

• Mostly more important to protect civil liberties 

• Slightly more important to protect civil liberties 



• Equally important to both protect civil liberties and focus on National Security 

issues 

• Slightly more important to participate in National Security issues 

• Mostly more important to participate in National Security issues 

• Extremely more important to participate in National Security Issues 

Control Group: 

1) Should passports be checked following entry and exit of a respective country? 

• Passports should definitely be checked 

• Passports should probably be checked 

• Passports should maybe be checked 

• Not sure 

• Passports should maybe not be checked 

• Passports should probably not be checked 

• Passports should definitely not be checked 

2) Should security checks prior to boarding a plane be mandatory? 

• Security checks should definitely be mandatory 

• Security checks should probably be mandatory 

• Security checks should maybe be mandatory 

• Not sure 

• Security checks should maybe not be mandatory 

• Security checks should probably not be mandatory 

• Security checks should definitely not be mandatory 



3) Is it necessary for the President of the United States to have constant protection     

from the secret service? 

• Definitely necessary for the POTUS to have constant protection 

• Probably necessary for the POTUS to have constant protection 

• Maybe necessary for the POTUS to have constant protection 

• Not sure 

• Maybe not necessary for the POTUS to have constant protection 

• Probably not necessary for the POTUS to have constant protection 

• Definitely not necessary for the POTUS to have constant protection 

Moderators (Additional Variables): 

1) What is your gender? 

• Female 

• Male 

• Do not wish to disclose 

2) What is your class? 

• Freshman 

• Sophomore 

• Junior  

• Senior 

• Other 

3) What is your race/ethnicity? 

• Hispanic 

• Non-Hispanic 



• African-American 

• Caucasian 

• Asian/ Pacific Islander 

• American Indian/Alaskan Native 

• Other 

4) Have you ever served in any capacity for the United States armed forces either 

domestically or internationally? 

• Yes 

• No 

• Do not wish to disclose 

5) Do you currently have any friends/ family members currently serving in the United 

States armed forces either domestically or internationally?  

• Yes 

• No 

• Do not wish to disclose 

6) How are you financing your College Education? 

• Through various Scholarships  

• Through various loans 

• Family wealth 

• Combination of any of the above 

• Other  

7) What is your primary field of study in University? 

• College of Agriculture and Life Sciences 



• College of Architecture, Planning and Landscape Architecture 

• College of Education 

• College of Engineering  

• College of Fine Arts 

• College of Humanities 

• College of Nursing 

• College of Optical Science 

• College of Pharmacy  

• College of Science 

• College of Social and Behavioral Sciences 

• College of Medicine 

• College of Letters, Arts and Sciences 

• Eller College of Management 

• Others 

8) How often do you read/watch the news? 

• Less than once a week 

• 2-3 times per week 

• 4-6 times per week 

• Once per day 

• More than once per day  

9) What is your primary medium for accessing the news? 

• Television 

• Online websites 



• Newspaper 

• Social Media 

• Word of Mouth 

• Other 

10) What is your primary news source? 

• MSNBC 

• CNN 

• Fox News 

• BBC 

• CBC 

• Other 
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